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Hannah Garretty waits out a red
light in her VW Rabbit when the world disappears.

Absently tapping her finger to the
song on the radio—all grown up now, not like before—she’s stopped
in the left-hand turning lane of Craigflower Road, ready to head
down island toward Metchosin. The light standards, the cracked
floor of the intersection, the concrete curbs, the shrubs and tall
grasses, the windshield itself, just dissolve away. Her camera, her
lenses, her tripod and spare canisters of film, all her gear, was
in the hatch behind the back seat. But now it’s gone. Everything is
gone.

Hannah Garretty sees things. She’s
always seen things. She’s a photographer and a good one too, so she
sees regular, everyday things in a different way than most. But
this is different. Tiny stolen moments like these are more than
creative vision, more than simple daydreams. What Hannah sees are
glossy postcards of the Yet to Come, held before her mind’s eye for
a fraction of a second, then yanked from view without reason and
never seen again. But they stay with her, these fraction-grasps of
second sight, like the bloody spot burned on a retina after staring
right at the sun: not a perfect reproduction, but a blurry and pale
recording of the original.

She’s first in a long line of
commuters and summer vacationers, some heading home after a long
work day and fuming at the traffic, others hoping to make good time
and be at the campgrounds or the motel before sundown. Held taut as
the outside world dismantles piece by piece, she tries to sit
stolid in the driver’s seat, tries not to let herself panic. It’s
hot. Drought conditions, the end of a second full week without
rain. It’s stifling inside the Rabbit. Hannah has all the windows
down, and a breeze hotter than it should be, even for August on
Vancouver Island, plays with her fine strands of hair. She keeps
her neck stiff and strained. Beads of sweat form on her forehead
and between her eyebrows and she worries about her makeup running.
That’s all she needs right now, she thinks, willing herself not to
wipe at her face with the dirty heel of a hand. She’s wishing her
housemate, Beta, was here to slap a cool bottle of water into her
hand and say with that know-it-all tone of hers, “You need to
hydrate, Han.” She contemplates when next she can wash her face as
the brutal glimpse comes on like a burn. It’s the second-to-last
she’ll ever see. She hasn’t had a Grasp in a long, long time, and
tries to blink it away. Like all the other spoiled negatives she’s
seen in her life, it stays.

Hannah doesn’t realize she’s
holding her breath.

The vista beyond her rabbit’s
dashboard peels away, and the inside of the fraction-grasp replaces
it. She sees skin. An up-close view of a pale cheekbone. There is
an eye, the white filled with blood, the rest looking black and
sick. Puffiness begins to overtake the cheek bone and the outward
corner of the bloodied eye. Her view inside the Grasp pulls back,
like zooming out to the original breadth of a negative before it
was cropped in close: an aging bruise, hit again before healing; a
line of blood from a nostril, running towards the corner of a
mouth.

And just as this half-face becomes
fully clear to her, the head turns. It is a taut and jerky
movement, sudden. Shock or fear. A swathe of gold hair flies across
the vision, flies like the face has been hit again, and that hair
bounces into sight. It is straggled and dirty, but its color is
unmistakable. Under its film of grime, there is a healthy sheen to
it, maybe from an overhead light—or a window.

It’s not entirely
new for Hannah to be sitting at a crossroads like this, to be
planted out in the world, under pressure. It can’t exactly be
called déjà vu because she’s never straddled this precise patch of
asphalt, no, but just the same, she has been here
before.

A burst of a horn, short and stiff,
pulls her out of the Grasp. She is yanked away from it, back inside
her old white Rabbit, rusted and sputtering at the now green light.
How long had the Grasp held her? Only a moment, but long enough for
the light to change; long enough to make a row of enemies in the
line of cars behind her.

Startled, Hannah pops the car into
first gear, and pitches forward. But the Grasp has shaken her. It
feels like she’s thirteen again and that leaves her foot emptied of
blood, her shoe now just a tied-off bag filled with air and
floating above the clutch. Her older brother, Richard, taught her
to drive standard, used to come by and pick her up at Mom’s on
Saturday and spend the entire day with her. Rich never failed to
point out that it took her far longer to get a handle on how to
shift than it had taken her brother Nic, whom he had also taught.
She rode the clutch, practically slept on it, Rich would say, would
grind away at it until that awful burning stink of it would stay in
the cab with them for blocks.

Little Richard’s criticism didn’t
go unheard. It’s in here with her now as she thinks of him rolling
down the window, not just for fresh air, but to make his point. Her
foot is the opposite of heavy, unsteady and feather-light,
overcompensating in the other extreme. She lets the engine shudder
and quit, after a single lurch forward of maybe half a foot. The
Grasp and her forced concentration have gotten the better of her.
She knows she has to get the car moving but wants to avoid that
awful smell when the clutch wears against the engine, wants to
forget Richard’s annoyed look and his comment that she’ll be buying
him a new transmission.

Hannah is not good under pressure.
She psyches herself out. The vision has put a real scare into her.
Beta would say, “The truth is, honey, you choked.”

She feels her face go red. She
glances half-heartedly toward the threshold of the intersection to
her left, at the traffic sitting idle there, but makes no eye
contact with the drivers and their passengers. Her shoulders lock
and she hopes none of those somebodies can see how embarrassed she
is. She looks away quickly, back to her own black steering wheel.
“Stumble then rise,” she says out loud, but under her hitched
breath and through closed teeth. “Stumble then rise.”

The horn blasts
again. This time it’s longer, bleating. And in the brief interim
before she gathers herself back up, puts her foot all the way down
on the clutch and leans forward to turn the key, she looks in her
rearview mirror to see what’s behind her, to see
who is so impatient. The
radio in the Rabbit is off now—a minute before the stall, her tinny
speakers were singing to her: a song called “Adrift,” this year’s
big summer hit.

Now, though, the radio is quiet and
Hannah can only hear the putter-grind of the other engines. Behind
her is a grey Westfalia van and in the mirror, she can see the
driver, a scruffy, late-twenties-or-early-thirties man banging his
open hands on his steering wheel. His passenger, a startled-looking
woman who winces away from him, is about the same age as
Hannah.

Hannah shakes off the sight of
them, just as she tried to shake off the picture of that face with
blood trailing down its cheek. Under her breath, she says to the
nameless man behind her in traffic, “You wanna be a bastard, fine
with me.” Hannah feels her foot on the clutch again. It’s not a
lifeless helium balloon anymore, but there’s still a shaky
hesitation. She presses the clutch and turns over the engine. But
by now it’s too late. The light has changed from green back to red.
Sitting with her limp foot still on the clutch, she can only watch
while the two rows of cars to her left drive past. Again she avoids
their gazes.

Now we’re going to
sit through two reds, she thinks. This is really going to piss Mr. Westfalia
off. The heat is still in her cheeks and Hannah moves her eyes to
the rearview.

The girl in the
passenger seat has cropped blonde hair and a flushed face—-the van
is close enough for Hannah to see the young woman’s arms crossed on
her chest and her blatant gaze out her passenger window. The girl
is staring at the Number One highway’s adjacent overpass or even at
something beyond it but she’s definitely looking far away from the
man in the driver’s seat. He’s yelling at her. Still freaking out over me? Hannah
thinks.

No, she decides,
in a spark. He is yelling at her. You can be entirely separate
from a situation, walking down the corridor of a shopping mall or
heading for the salad bar at a restaurant, and you can hear only a
snippet or see only a second of an exchange between two people
you’ve never met, but you know. You know as well as anyone else
who’s overheard or witnessed. You know there’s something wrong
there.

And here, behind
her in traffic, inside the Westfalia van, there is something
wrong. And it has nothing
to do with Hannah stalling her car while the light changes back to
red.

Finally. The light turns
green.

But before Hannah can drive off and
at last round that troublesome corner onto Old Island Highway, the
Westfalia catches her attention in the rear view again. It pulls
forward, nearly close enough to rear end Hannah’s Rabbit. It misses
her back bumper, veers around her car, and drives up onto the curb
beside her on the right-hand side, one set of wheels tracking
through the thick green grass. Hannah lets her car sit dumb and
still. The van’s front end angles down from the boulevard, then the
rear axle dips, tilts, and settles back onto asphalt. The van
avoids scraping the Rabbit, manages to swerve around it and veer
left into the intersection. She sees it pushing by her windshield
now, a dirty gray blur. She cranes her neck down and cocks her eyes
up to get a look at that mean-man driver. As he passes, he glowers
at her, shows his teeth and whiskers and his middle finger before
grabbing the wheel with both hands and finishing his chaotic flight
around the corner. Hannah hears the howl of the little van’s engine
and sees a thick blue-gray haze bursting from its tailpipe as her
side view of Mr. Mean Man’s ride becomes a back view.

The snippet of blonde hair and the
swipe of bloody eye relax their grip on her. But it has not left.
She blinks fast as if in REM sleep. She tries to let the brutal
image run off her thoughts like rainwater, but it still floats at
the forefront. And so does the sight of the girl in the passenger
seat of the van. The two visions run together, overlap, become
confused.

To Hannah, the girl in the van
hadn’t just looked upset as she stared off to the overpass, or the
sky, or the tall, shaggy evergreens.

To Hannah, she had looked
scared.
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Old Island Highway is the photocopy
of a thousand commercial thoroughfares in any major city on the
continent. On both sides of the broad gorge, colourful signage
brags about deals on furniture, wholesale prices on granite
countertops and fast food combo deals, all under ten dollars, all
ready now, now, now. Just drive thru. Just swipe your
card.

A shiny new casino begs drivers to
come in and throw money at an adrenaline rush. A chain
restaurant-pub asks for your VISA number in exchange for insight,
epiphany, and Good Times With Good Friends™. An RV lot touts its
summer lease deals (“No Money Down!”) and a handsome package that
includes no-charge air on all fifteen-foot units until August
thirty-first.

Not seeing any of that, still
flushed, and not knowing when the decision had been made, Hannah
tears off after the gray Westfalia van, which has, with only a horn
blow and a middle finger, heaved her self-doubt up from the
basement.

In her VW Rabbit, she launches
around the corner onto Old Island Highway, the one where she saw
those eyes flowered by blood and a welt, the skin that looked like
that of a wax mannequin’s, and the stroke of blood running down to
meet the corner of swollen lips.

She catches up to the Westfalia.
It’s as if that flight around her was all the guts the little van
could muster and now it’s tired, pooped really, ready for a nap and
a hideaway from the heat. Maybe the mean-man driver is still
yelling at his lady. Maybe he doesn’t have enough brain power to
lecture her and drive like a jerk at once.

All the other cars that sat through
a green and two reds at the Craigflower intersection have bullied
up and around her, spreading into the other lanes. Through her open
windows, she can hear their engines roar and see them glaring at
her as they pass. One irked bastard in a light blue Chevy with a
torn fabric roof decides to inch up on her Rabbit tail. He’s so
close in her rearview mirror she can see that his eyes are green
and his face is pock-marked and unshaven. He’s angry and hunched
over the wheel like a race car driver, one hand on his steering
wheel, the other just closing the microphone flap on a cell
phone.

It’s as if someone has splashed ice
water at the back of her neck. Prickly cold crawls under her scalp
at the base of her skull and gracelessly down her spine to the
small of her back.

This is when she gets her stupid
brainwave. And, later, after it’s all over, that’s really how
she’ll think of it: stupid.

And then she does it.

The Westfalia’s brake lights offer
little contrast in the mid-afternoon sun. But the van slows and
they switch on, as mean-man driver squeezes a pedal, as mechanisms
under the belly of the vehicle let worn pads in turn squeeze the
brake drums. They need to be replaced, those pads, lest they grind
completely down to metal and start chewing through the drums.
They’ve already gotten shabby and the brakes squawk. Maybe Mr. Mean
Man’s been busy with other things.

Hannah slows. A semi blows by her
in the left lane, blasting hot air in her face. Then a city bus
does the same, deafening her as it passes. She eases her right foot
against her own brake pedal, pops in the clutch with her left. Both
her feet are in full working order again. There’s electricity in
them now. In her hands too. She’s surging with force. She is no
longer made up of separate parts. Instead, her body is one fluid
entity. As that light blue Chevy with the torn roof comes up
tighter on her backside, she inches up on the Westfalia, which is
slowing for the next light. The gray van’s brakes stop squealing
when it comes to a full halt. She pops the clutch, and the Rabbit
lurches forward a foot, just as it had done less purposefully at
the last red light. This time the lurch pokes the Rabbit nose right
into the ass-end of the Westfalia van. The Rabbit hiccups onto the
van’s bumper.

A joggle.

The two bumpers mingle
violently.

The van waggles, teeters forward on
its shock absorbers.

Keys bang against steering column,
against each other.

Through the van’s dirty back
window, Hannah barely sees two darkened heads of hair bop and jerk
with the force she has wreaked. Mean Man driver is going to be
pissed.
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The girl is trying to calm him,
trying to calm Mr. Mean Man. She’s younger than Hannah thought
before, maybe twenty or twenty-two. She’s pretty, beautiful really,
but she’s aging fast. There are circles of gray under her eyes,
darker than even the Westfalia van. Her hair is striking blonde,
shoulder-length, but looks unwashed and greasy.

In the heat haze, Mr. Mean Man is
more than pissed. He is older than she thought, maybe mid- to
late-thirties. Early forties, even? He is hollering. His face is
pink. Crow’s feet tread around eyes that can’t quite be blue and
can’t quite be green. They’ve gotten out of the van, he and
Unwashed Hair Girl, and now the three of them, Hannah included,
stand like soldiers at an impasse, their two vehicles kissing nose
to ass. Around them, in the asphalt heat haze, other cars swarm,
their drivers gawking at the accident like patrons passing a cage
at the zoo in golf carts, easing forward and around them, then
getting up to speed and aiming for the next barred habitat. This
light has changed back to green now too and the blue Chevy with the
ripped and weathered roof, which had stopped short in time and
barely missed Hannah’s bumper, is still behind her Rabbit. He’s
swearing and has his flasher on, trying to get into the other lane,
but no one is letting him in. Not yet. He’s making another call on
his cell phone.

The sun, harmful and alert, is
bearing down on Hannah, making her sweat. She feels sticky. Her
sunglasses are balanced on her head, plastic legs behind her ears
and tangled in her golden hair. Her face is still red, not coming
down a shade, certainly not now that she’s in the open sun. She’s
apologizing copiously, wanting Mr. Mean Man and Hair Girl to know
how sorry she is, what an awful and stupid accident it was. Blue
Chevy Man finally darts out with a quick roar of his six-cylinder
engine. Someone lets him in only because they don’t want to have an
accident themselves. He’s off. And now he’s sharing the good news
with someone on the other end of the cell.

And Hannah is getting an Eli’s
napkin from the passenger floor of her car and a pen from the glove
box, pushing aside three or four tampons. Beta would freak out on
Hannah if she found these plastic applicators but Hannah likes them
better and keeps a few small secrets from her housemate. Hannah is
trading personal information with Mean Man, writing hers out on
half of the paper napkin, across the hood off her Rabbit, tearing
the napkin in two and handing it over, then having Hair Girl write
theirs down on the other half for her. Mr. Mean Man has calmed, but
still squints angrily against the bright light with his colorless
eyes. Hair Girl has put a tentative arm around him, soothed him, as
he finally begins to list off address and phone number and license
plate number and insurance provider so she can write it on the
napkin for him. Look, she’s saying to him, there’s barely a
scratch. She’s pointing to the bumper of his van, and he’s
following her eyes and her hand as she squats and wipes at the
dirty chrome scratch on the white enamel bumper, revealing a long,
thin scrape and an indent the size of a dollar coin. The Rabbit’s
bumper is in much worse shape. It’s completely crumpled at its apex
and will be dragging on the ground and throwing up sparks by the
time Hannah reaches her driveway.

Now, the blue Chevy is lost up
ahead in the sea of cars, heading for home. It’s full-out rush-hour
now, a little after five on a Monday. Everyone is grinding their
teeth in anticipation of Home. All over the island, drivers battle
one another to get their car parked in the driveway and brush off
the tedium of a long work day. Feet up, air conditioning, a cold
drink, freedom for one short evening.

Mr. Mean Man is under his own
control again. Hair Girl has the napkin with Hannah’s
particulars—Hannah’s pertinent information, Beta might have called
it. Hair Girl is clasping Mean Man’s hand in hers, fingers laced,
one of hers, then one of his, and so on. She’s pulling him back
towards the driver’s door, left slightly open, tottering in the hot
breeze. Hannah is still apologizing. Hair Girl, tries to keep Mr.
Mean’s temper from flaring up again. She’s saying, it’s okay.
Really. These things do happen. There’s not much damage. We’ll see
what the Insurance People have to say.

Mean Man is doing something odd
now. He’s looking back at Hannah. He’s smiling, a wide grin of
yellow teeth, crooked, one of them a sickly black like it was badly
capped or just rotten clean through. His grin is wide and toothy,
like two rows of healthy, bulging corn on the cob, coated in
butter, but with that one black kernel staring out and ruining the
glossy effect. He’s saying something as he grins like an idiot. As
Hair Girl yanks him back, he’s saying, Drive Careful.

Drive Careful?
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Tan is another of Hannah’s
housemates, and she’s the one who had started all of this by
dragging Hannah to the Carlton Club in Esquimalt last Saturday
night. Esquimalt is close to the ship yards and the club attracts
navy men who gyrate to top forty hits until two, then try to trade
their Pertinent Information with the easiest girls they can find
before last call. It had never been Hannah’s intent to have a good
time at the Carlton’s genuine ‘buck-a-draught nite,’ but she had
surrendered to Tan’s pleas out of steep boredom and sheer
curiosity.

Tannis had been flirting with one
of the navy guys on the dance floor, under the hollowed roof of
supports, speakers and strobes, all painted black and trimmed with
reflective streamers and giant beer posters. She’d been bumping and
grinding against him in a playful, girlish way, not as a sexual
come-on. But the smile on sailor man’s face, and the bulge in his
jeans, suggested that he was looking forward to a little more than
just close-up bumping and grinding, after she had a few more drinks
and followed him back to his place near the base. Tan wasn’t
thinking anything like that, of course. She was just having a
laugh.

Tan had downed a few by then,
mostly girlie drinks, as Hannah’s big brothers might have called
them, stuff like cherry whiskey and Dr. P. Mr. Bumper-Grinder had
ordered them two at a time for her and called them “Dr. Cherries. ”
He even made up a song about them: “Doctor Cherry Popped-er Cherry,
Doctor Cherry Popped-er Cherry!” and he wailed it as he circled her
under the hot lights on the dance floor. She was definitely feeling
it, all that sugar mixed with all that booze, mixed with all that
heat. And, like some, when Tannis is feeling it she runs off on
philosophical tangents.

This time, after coming back to the
table from the dance floor with the Bumper-Grinder, she sat down
with Hannah and one of his navy buddies, both of them crew cut and
impeccable, in short sleeve silk shirts, not even sweat-stained at
the armpits, despite the closeness of the Carlton that Saturday.
She was going off about her cat, Devil. Tan was saying that, under
the guidance of her older and wiser housemate, Beta, she had let
Devil go wild, let him run off to find greener pastures elsewhere,
in the wide-open throes of personal and political freedom. Beta had
said it was demeaning to keep any creature, cat, dog, woman,
otherwise, under lock and key. Telling it where to pee, what to
eat, that was wrong. According to Beta, that was “Post-modern
Subjugation of Female Powerlessness”–-one of a handful of
expressions she would toss out like Tic-Tacs whenever she got in
one of her moods.

“—Seriously,
though—” Tan was laughing, snorting in her childish way, despite
her proportionate body, perfect hair and enviable skin, “What if we
live like our pets?” Bumper-Grinder who just wanted Tannis to be
his bedtime plaything, let out a chuckle of his own, one that said
he thought she was trying to be funny, not serious. He cut it short
when no one joined him. Oblivious, she continued, in a lower voice
that sounded entirely sober. “What if you caught a secret glimpse
of a giant alien hand reaching out of the clouds and switching off
the sun one day at dusk? What would you do then?”


Without a word now, he looked
across the table at Tan, then back to his silent compadre, his eyes
doing a subtle watusi. Then he even looked at Hannah. Tan took a
sip from her thin yellow straw, then gaped, wide-eyed, with open,
pleading hands, and shrugging shoulders, waiting for Bumper to
respond. He got up, looked at her, then at the rest of them, and
said, “I’m going to go get a drink.” He never returned to the
table, actually, but that wasn’t a surprise to anyone else, or even
to Tan. She watched him go, then took another slurp from her yellow
straw. “I need to pee,” she said, got up, pulled her panties out of
her bum crack, through her skirt in a not-so-feminine manner, then
walked off in the direction of the washrooms.

Silent Compadre turned out to be a
truly genuine guy. He was Jean-Marc, originally from Montréal. He
was built well and his chest held out his short-sleeve silk shirt
that was, admittedly, a decade out of date. He was in his late
thirties, but you couldn’t tell until you got up close and saw the
few sparse grays at his temples, or the fine lines around his eyes.
This one had either laughed a lot in his life, or grimaced a lot.
After two vodka mixers, Hannah was sure that it had to be the
former. His smile turned her on. And those arms didn’t hurt
either.

She thought a little harmless
flirting was no big deal. It’s not like this is going to lead
anywhere. He’s not going to get what Mr. Bumper-Grinder was after.
Not with me.

And he wouldn’t. Not with
Hannah.

Jean-Marc’s English was spotty—he’d
only been out of Montréal for less than a year. Coupled with the
music, his choppy English was hard to understand. He became
frustrated, hunted for words and repeated things several times to
Hannah, though she didn’t mind. He finally asked her if she wanted
to talk outside.

Nice, she thought. There’s a line
if ever I’ve heard one. Next it’ll be, “Hey bee-you-tiful, I have
dis great book of French poh-ettry in my car. I want to read you a
pass-ej.” Or maybe “I have dis great Cee-Dee you should hear. My
car’s right over dare in da parking lot. Yeah, da red one wid da
rilly big wheels.”

She went with him, not wary, not
nervous, because she knew there would be dozens of people milling
around the Carlton’s doors. Hannah has been proud of her sound
ability to judge a person’s character and simply knew he wouldn’t
try anything. But even if he did, they were only a few steps away
from the general populace. The crazy, drunken, self-centered
populace. Why that was a comforting thought, she didn’t
know.

When Hannah and Jean-Marc left the
club they discarded two half-full drinks—his Corona and her vodka
mixer—because drinks weren’t allowed outside. Drinkless and
sobering, they went out into the cool ocean air, leaned against the
wooden deck railing where there were a few potted geraniums a
half-story above a full parking lot. Like a good boy, he stood a
little apart from her on the deck.

Jean-Marc’s
French-Canadian accent made her cheeks pink more so than the Vodka
mix did. He had a charm about him, a willingness to smile and wait
for her to speak her piece, a desire to please her first and to
bring laughter by way of some gentle self-deprecation. He lost the
occasional English word, fouled others up completely, but the way
he looked at her! He watched her lips as they moved, and hung on
her every word. She was positive he would be a generous one in the
bedroom—Jean-Marc, JM to all these younger, English-speaking
sailors—had been a sales executive at a clothing manufacturer in
Montréal. He wore a jacket and tie, pressed his shirt each night
before bed, recorded a voice mail greeting every morning at eight
sharp. At thirty-seven he had woken up with a terrible, how do you
say, Ache, in his heart. He had felt, what is the word, Empty.
Alone. Living like this, he would never meet the woman of his
dreams, the woman he was meant to, what is that expression, Spend
His Life With. Not with his world moving in that dull direction. No
direction. There were only work functions and after-work functions.
The only people he could honestly say he knew were his band of
buyers and the people in his office and the guy behind the bar that
served drinks to him and his office amis each Friday afternoon. His life
felt so devoid of adventure, so different than he had imagined it
growing up. So he quit that well-paying job, sold his condominium
on Rue de la Gauchetière, and had walked into the nearest Armed
Forces recruiting office. He signed a seventeen-year contract with
the Navy and they moved him here, CFB Esquimalt. Leaving his
comfort zone, moving away from family for adventure and
newness—maybe it was the effects of the night’s drinks, or the
intoxication of speaking with this stranger out in the cooling
ocean air, but Hannah thought this the most idealistic personal
myth she’d ever heard.

Hannah reluctantly agreed to see
him again, after his training exercises had finished late Monday
afternoon. They would meet at All Ways Bean in Colwood, a
chocolatier and coffee shop. Two of Hannah’s favorite things
together under one roof, she joked. This idea came after Jean-Marc
had bragged about the chocolate shops back home, one in particular
at a place called Marché Atwater. Her challenge to him was whether
he could lower himself and try some of her western chocolate in
lieu of his fabled stuff from home back east. Having dropped that
hint, she could hardly say that she had other plans. She couldn’t
gracefully back out now.

But he didn’t try anything with her
that night. Didn’t lean in to kiss her, or put his hands on her.
Didn’t ask her to follow him to his car. And, after talking for a
couple of hours out there on the geranium-filled deck of treated
lumber, Hannah Garretty found herself doing something she had never
done before: she gave her phone number to a stranger she met at a
bar.

As they began their goodbye, he
told her in his alluring accent that it would be his honor and
pleasure see her at the coffee shop, and, more importantly, he
laughed, that he loved chocolate. Hannah was pretty sure he had
only said that once he knew of her weakness for it. As they finally
parted ways, he had asked her, “Don’t all women love
chocolate?”

 


<> <>
<>

 


If pressed, Hannah wouldn’t be able
to explain why she couldn’t meet Jean-Marc at All Ways Bean after
telling him she’d be there. It wasn’t that he was a navy boy and it
wasn’t that he was older—even though Hannah had been with one much
older man and that had turned disastrous. And it wasn’t the
language barrier—Jean-Marc’s English was improving, she told
herself. He wasn’t a whack-job. Why shouldn’t she at least just
spend the evening with him? They could meet at the Chocolatier’s,
sit at a cozy little table for a bit, get a few samples of
chocolate, a latté, or an iced mochaccino, then if all went well,
go for dinner together.

After rear-ending the Westfalia van
on the island highway, after seeing that bloody-eyed face in her
fraction-grasp, after hearing Mr. Mean Man say through polished
corn teeth, one black and bleak, “Drive Careful,” she just can’t
see Jean-Marc. She’s shaken. And now she just can’t imagine
strolling into the café and making small talk, with the late
afternoon’s events still so fresh.

Beta would noisily deliver her
obligatory judgments if Hannah brought a sailor home to the house
in Oak Bay. And, heavens, if it ever ambled down Relationship Road
and got to SeriousVille with Jean-Marc (not that such a
preposterous idea was even padding around the insides of her head,
her heart, or her below-the-belt places), Beta would say things
like, “You can’t trust a navy boy, Han. All the clichés are true:
they cheat, they lie, they’re never around. They drink, they smoke
up. All they want is a warm berth to launch their torpedoes. And in
the middle of the night—I promise you this—you’ll get calls from
younger girls looking for him and asking for ‘another ride on the
boat.’ There’s no sense in letting this get too far, Hannah-Banana.
You know it deep down. He’s just gonna trample your ‘lil heart.
Just you wait and see, Han-Banan. It’ll be messy.”

So she doesn’t go to All Ways Bean.
This castle in the sky of spending the whole week with him non-stop
before he sails out—going to restaurants, hitting the downtown
shops on Douglas, renting motor scooters and high-tailing it up and
down the inclines and valleys in the south of Oak Bay—she feels
like she’s already let those ideas go. And in the deepest grotto of
her mind, these imagined photographs simply fade into the dark, and
disappear.

Instead of heading directly south
to Colwood, after her literal run-in with the Unwashed Hair Girl
and Mr. Mean Man, she puts on her blinker and turns right onto
Goldstream, heading further west to the Langford Caprice where she
gets into a romantic comedy just as the previews and commercials
are ending and the house lights are coming down.

It seems like a good fix at the
time: if she’s bound and determined not to give Jean-Marc a chance,
she can at least watch a fictional woman find her own version of
him, then lose him, then find him again. It’s a fair
compromise.

“Stumble then
rise,” she thinks again, as she takes her seat in the darkened
theatre. “Stumble then rise.” 
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The glimpse of the bloody eye and
the bruised cheek with its swath of dirty blonde hair is not
Hannah’s first Grasp.

And they always come true. And
that’s probably why they bother her so much. She doesn’t get them
right off, doesn’t know what they stand for, what they foretell,
but when the real thing happens, like that dirty-ashamed one, she
wants to run and hide. She wants to rip them out of her mind and
throw them as far away from her as she can.

She wishes, just as she has for
most of her young life, that she would stop seeing them, that they
would wither up and leave her for good.

There was the time she saw Dickie’s
foot caught in the drain vent in the Kawalski’s above-ground pool.
This was before Dickie had even been invited to Ivan Kawalski’s
thirteenth birthday party. There had been some questions about
which kids in the neighbourhood would get the green light from
Ivan. Everyone wanted to go to the pool party but not everyone was
on the A-list and Dickie didn’t know yet either.

Dickie is one of Hannah’s three
older brothers, the next oldest in fact, and he hates being called
‘Dickie’. It’s Rich. Or Richard. Not Dick. Never Dickie. “Got that,
Little Giiiiirl?” he would demand, holding Hannah down as she
giggled. It was playful, usually, but as with most older brothers,
sometimes got rough.

Hannah had seen his red trunks and
his small pink foot under water, stuck between the slats of the
white plastic vent in a Grasp even before he’d been invited to the
party. Hannah wasn’t there, wasn’t even six at the time but there’s
Dickie, a little more than a week later: diving in head-first, all
the boys taking turns to see who can splash the biggest. And there
he is: Dickie obviously wins, sends a spray into the air so far it
reaches the Kawalski’s upstairs den window, dappling the glass with
a wide spray of fat, impressive drops of pool water. Only thing is,
Dickie’s not coming up now. The kids are all elbowing each other,
the awe and laughter is coming to a gradual end but Dickie’s just a
flesh-colored blob in red trunks at the bottom of the pool. Way
down below the agitated surface of marbled blue-white water. The
water is settling now and still no Dickie. Just bubbles. Calming
surface. A few more bubbles.

Dickie obviously got out of the
predicament, lived on to torment his one and only little sister and
to teach her and her brother how to drive a stick years later. Ron
Kawalski, the birthday boy’s dad, hollered for everyone to “GET OWT
THE WAY!”, dove in and yanked little Dickie’s foot free of the
vent, letting him rise gently to the surface like a boiled egg. He
was sent home with his party favours and a hunk of cake stabbed
with a small striped candle. Sure, he had a bruised and swollen
ankle, a sore throat from some swallowed water, and red eyes from
the pee and chlorine cocktail but the adult men all gave a healthy
chuckle and a “you’ll be fine, won’t ya son?” then a hearty
open-palmed hair tousle before Big Ron dropped him off at the
Garretty’s front door with his feet still squishing in wet sandals
as he walked.
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There had been the relatively
benign stuff: like helping mom pick winning numbers on the Western
49 when she won ten thousand dollars and change—which had come in
very handy later on, she once told Hannah years past, after a few
drinks. Hannah knew she would get a 99 percent on that Causation
and Tort Law in Canada paper in her tenth grade Law class with Mr.
Dunleavy—a week before he even looked at the thing. There had been
rumors about Mr. Dunleavy before this. And she understood why after
he handed the paper back without a mark on it except for the small
“99” in pencil on the upper corner of the cover page. “Mr.
Dunleavy? Where did I lose this one mark?” “You didn’t lose any
marks. But I only give out perfect scores under very special
circumstances.” Then his creepy wink.

There was that one time she thought
her big brother Dan was going to have a burn in his lap, either by
fire or some hot coffee. Turns out that he just got a minor case of
VD from Dora Robertson. They had ‘hooked up,’ as Dave called it,
after a bonfire down the beach from her parents’ place in the
Saanich Peninsula, north of the Garretty house in Oak
Bay.

But there were life-and-death
Grasps too, ones that ended badly. That bad car accident on
Kingsway in South Van when Hannah was seventeen was one. In her
Grasp, she saw a thin wisp of smoke through a cracked windshield
and a woman’s hand, wedding ring and all, gripping the tan
dashboard of a car, fingers so strained and white they looked like
icicles ready to snap off and shatter. Inside the vision,
everything jerked like the woman’s head had come forward very
suddenly and cracked across either the window or that dashboard.
This Grasp came on a Friday evening while Hannah was looking
up-close at her own eyeball in the mirror, a wide bauble of
hair-fine veins, tracing her lower eyelid with eye liner, getting
ready for her date and a night at the clubs.

Day after next, a Monday morning
nearing two A.M., that car accident did happen—with her boyfriend
D. in one car and those two nice folks in the other. It was bad
enough to send all three of them to the hospital, the woman most
serious of all.

D. had such an ego. He was such a
show-off.

Drop that relationship onto the
heap of successes, Beta would say if she knew all the squalid
facts.
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Now. This moment. Hannah is
twenty-eight again. Not seventeen, definitely not
thirteen.

The movie’s over, it’s dark, and
she’s rolling up to the big fuschia house in Oak Bay looking like a
lottery winner who’s just lost the golden ticket. She’s exhausted,
deflated. Ruined. The house is just a half block from the main
strip of medical offices, travel agencies, the odd book shop, and a
multitude of little antique and curio huts where old ladies whittle
away at their savings accounts and fill up their drawing rooms. The
fender is loose on the front of her VW and one end is dragging on
the pavement, kicking sparks as she turns into the driveway at the
front of the house, under the foliage: the giant oaks, a couple of
cherry trees and the honeysuckles that are overgrown and taking
charge of the yard.

Today was a grotesque one. First
the stinging Grasp. Then the car accident. Then, the gutless dodge
from the All Ways Bean Coffee Bar & Chocolatier in Colwood. A
few hours ago she stood up Jean-Marc, the sailor from Quebec who
undoubtedly waited for her, might still be waiting for her, might
sit there till the place closes, for all she knows. He had told her
he would be heading out on one of the boats to a stint in
Afghanistan in just over a week, his first active tour, told her
that he would love to spend his days with her until then, told her
that he could think of nothing better before heading off into the
unknown waters of the Middle East.

Whatever, she thinks as she yawns,
gets out of the car, and walks past the limp bumper without even a
glance. She’s spent. Her run-in with Mr. Mean Man after her long
day stays with her. Oh yes, and the Grasp she had, that’s still
ticking around in her head, too. Thinking about the romantic comedy
she’s just finished, she wonders, Why can’t I find my Mr. Right,
have my beautiful children, move into that big stone house up by
Craigdorroch Castle and live the life I’ve always dreamed
of?

Hannah doesn’t even bother fishing
for her house key—which Beta had dabbed with fuschia nail polish.
As usual, the doors aren’t locked. As Hannah goes inside, heads up
the stairs to her attic retreat, switches on the light of her
bedroom and flops on the duvet, she reflects on what she really
wants. A man. A good job with stability and challenge. She’s turned
into the modern woman’s sticky cliché, she thinks, as her eyelids
feel the tug of gravity. She wants it all but has none of it, and
no prospect of getting any of it. Another yawn. Forget cliché.
She’s the modern woman’s waning paradox. Never happy, always
wanting. Still another yawn.

Then she’s out cold.
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Beta’s not home. None of the girls
are. No stereo, not even the T.V. making noise. No one was gathered
round the table for a chat or sitting cross-legged on the living
room rug with a pile of stuff, a stack of rolling papers and a flat
Diet Coke. The house was a vacuum of quiet and this was
unusual.

Beta’s probably taken Simma and
Feyet and little Tan downtown to a club, or one of those health
food places on Douglas, where they have their drumming sessions
with girls named Engenu and Libra Doon, and then eat greens and
nuts and seeds and sip chai tea with mint leaves until the sky
starts turning pink in the east. The day that Hannah moved in Beta
gave strict guidelines about what could be kept in the fridge next
to her tofu and soy products. No meat, you can get your own fridge
upstairs if you want to keep dead animals in the house. No real
dairy, cows don’t have tits so you take what Mother Nature intended
for baby cows.

“Attic is all
yours,” Beta had said. “Last space in the house that isn’t already
rented.” For Hannah, this was good news: her own floor and her own
bathroom. She likes her privacy, likes her long, languid baths with
plenty of bubbles, candles, and a dream of who to share them with.
Plus, she temporarily converts it to a dark room when she’s
developing her own pictures. She remembers running her hands over
the rippled wall paper as Beta tipped a water bottle back and said,
“Forced air heat. Bad for the complexion. Have lots of moisturizer
on hand and drink plenty of water.” 

The house is a big fuchsia
three-storey in Oak Bay just a half block south from the main drag,
Oak Bay Avenue. Lovingly catalogued among the myriad of homes
Hannah has lived in, this one–-at least in Hannah’s mind—goes by
the name of the Fuschia House, a big lumbering, turn-of-the-century
beast painted like candy and tucked away from the bustle of the
strip. It’s a bright, ungodly colour, pink, with bright yellow
trim. And Beta—the boss-lady of the manor—saw to it that her color
treatment would be the historically accurate Victorian Style,
instead of the neighbors’ dull tans and dismal greens and browns.
Walking down a proper street in ol’ England a hundred and fifty
years ago would have been like heading down the aisle at a candy
store. Pinks, yellows, bright reds, peppermint greens, a lot of
purple and shades of mauve. And if ever someone is foolish enough
to ask her, “Why pink and yellow?” she will provide not only a
history lesson but an impromptu quiz on domestic and Victorian
architecture.

Hannah suspects that it’s actually
Beta’s daddy that owns this million-dollar behemoth. Beta has had
three minimum wage-style jobs in the ten months or so since Hannah
has lived with her. The pink paint is chipping now, the bushes are
never pruned neat, the pipes rattle, the water runs occasionally
brown before it clears, and the furnace leaks a peep of natural
gas.

Beta belongs to a number of
political and lifestyle groups. She calls herself an activist so,
naturally, she’s on countless mailing lists and the mailbox is
perpetually stuffed. She attends a lot of meetings, a lot of
rallies. Two or three times a week, Hannah will come home to find a
pack of strangers gathered for a meal or sitting in a circle in the
backyard smoking weed and making speeches. And it wouldn’t be odd
to see Beta in a requisite group of twenty-something equals sitting
cross-legged in front of the Legislative buildings downtown,
singing, playing guitar, or chanting at the windows of the
sprawling office buildings. It wouldn’t be out of the question to
see her roaming Douglas Street with a petition and a pen, stopping
tourists and asking them to sign.



Always loud, always argumentative,
you can hear Beta on any floor of the house, in any room. Beta
talks about revolution, talks about it like it’s coming. She’s
against the stripping of our natural resources for mindless capital
gain; against softwood lumber tariffs; against selling energy south
of the border; against deporting international refugees; against
the systematic downsizing of domestic corporations and outsourcing
of jobs; against armed forces moving to occupy a foreign people.
She bellyaches about a balanced, vegetarian diet. She complains
about petroleum consumption levels in North America and what it’s
doing to middle-eastern economies. She won’t ever shave, there are
black bushes growing out of her pits, and one prominent fuzz patch
visible against her endless wardrobe of see-through housedresses
and ethnic tunics. She’s part Korean, she says, but not all.
There’s at least one dark figure in her ancestry, as her skin
browns to a deep chocolate as soon as spring time comes and the
lines of cherry trees on the lanes sprout their femininely pink
wiles. Her hair is in dirty coiling dreadlocks like she’s living on
the beach in Bali and they’re usually bunched up on the top of her
head by an after-bath band of terrycloth. She never misrepresents
herself with makeup but sometimes slathers her face some kind of
moisturizer, and is forever grinning. Even when she’s dishing dirt,
or slapping you with a criticism. (What are you eating? God, what
died in here? Aren’t you aware of the apartheid minions who are
profiting from that?)

Beta’s converse is Tannis, the
youngest of the girls, only twenty-one while the rest are creeping
up on thirty. When Hannah met young Tan, she was slurping up a
forkful of sauce-less spaghetti from a clear glass bowl. The girl
dropped her fork into the bowl with a clang, let out a twitter, and
said, “Hannah! That’s so cool. Your name is a perfect
palindrome!”

“What?”


“H-A-N-N-A-H. A
palindrome. Exact same forwards and backwards.” And when Hannah
started moving her stuff in, Tan was so impressed by her new
housemate’s photography she let out a big squeal of delight. “I
think these are so AWE-SOME!” Now Hannah has prints all over her
walls in the attic, and, after the glowing review, even let Tan
hang some of her favorites in her room. Tan is the girl who really
listens. She’s the one to give you a big hug or to make herself
look bad so you can look good, to go without dinner if you’re
hungry after work. Hannah would confess: she really loves her, this
girlish-girl, one who has no idea how much time she really spends
in the bathroom while you’re waiting. Tan likes every song on the
radio, she shops the mall for ‘cute tops’ and to look at boys. She
still decorates her walls with posters. She still thinks romance is
a bottle of champagne and roses. She would be the type to have a
long term high school friend see her blossom one summer at the
lake, give her his jacket and a promise ring and spend the next
year writing her love letters from university out east. She would
never dream of letting a boy stay over if someone else was home.
She’s a girl who has to really be in love to make love.


Hannah would never confess—not to
anyone, ever—of a nighttime dream she once had in which the
starring role had been played by dear youthful Tannis, all doe-eyed
and voluptuous. This was not one of Hannah’s foreboding snatches of
sight, definitely not one of her Grasps. And it was not a sex
dream, either, nothing like that.

It had been a fleeting image on a
boisterous night of alcohol and second-hand pot smoke when Beta had
thrown one of her drumming parties before disappearing into her
bedroom with Benny where the banging of her headboard will carry up
the forced air heat ducts with the pot smoke until four. The part
with Tannis, it was now so long past that she can only remember the
gist of it. And the gist is this: She and Tannis were a little
older yet basically the same. Each still beautiful, each still able
to pick out fashions like they can now. They had a daughter,
toddler age. It was Hannah’s but—and this was very clear for no
apparent reason—Tannis was also the baby’s mother. They were
parents together. Alone together. And happy. Blissfully
happy.
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A fitful sleep; dreams. Voices.
Through two rows of seething dirty yellow teeth, one of them black
and diseased: “Drive Careful.”
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Awake. Busting awake, like breaking
glass. Out of it and not sure where she is for a second or two.
Strange because she’s lived here for nearly eleven months. And it
does feel like home—for the first time since the Garretty house
before, near here in Ross Bay, the house with that shoddy intercom
system for upstairs to downstairs.

It’s dark when she wakes. There are
scattered scraps of light on walls and across furniture. Her heart
is beating fast. She’s dreamed. But of what? In the corner, close
to the bathroom door, partially ajar, near the hamper with its lid
open and her peach-colored tank-top hanging out, it’s a man.
Standing still, features in shadow, watching her sleep. Knowing
she’s awake now. It’s Mr. Mean Man.

 


 


 


TWO

 


Hannah Heads Downtown

 


 


The simplest things can give Hannah
a panic attack. The first one she can remember was the night her
brother Nic locked her in the laundry room on the eve of her
fourteenth birthday. There was a man standing in the corner of the
laundry room on that night, too, over by the furnace watching her
in the darkness.

Now is an echo of that. Mr. Mean
Man is in the corner by the hamper, and this sets off another panic
attack, not a violent one like in the laundry room, but a silent
and paralyzing one. Stains of blood colour roil at the edges of her
vision and her muscles contract like frozen hydraulics under the
sheets. She takes a huge swallow of air, then can’t find any more.
She’s choking, fading far away from the shrouded man by the hamper.
Her lungs are empty rubber sacks, sucked dry and then sealed. Her
mouth is pasty, like a thick milky film of something nasty and hot
has been swabbed in her cheeks, on her tongue, between every
tooth.

Shadow-scraps coat the walls, stand
tall, and defy their smaller, weaker counterpoints of light. She
can finally move now, has to. She is choking and her body finally
jerks upright in bed, makes her reach for the lamp.

The figure in the corner is gone
before current even reaches the bulb. Mean Man dissolves against
her partially opened door like fine black powder in a room full of
water long before the light hits the walls. He’s not a product of
the shadows. When she was trapped in the laundry room at fourteen,
she knew she had imagined that man standing over by the furnace.
And tonight she worries again, still trying to yank oxygen out of
the air with her throat and lungs, that Mr. Mean Man is the same: a
product of her own faulty brain.
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This is when a horn toots twice and
makes her jump. It’s so hot. She’s sweating and her heart hammers
inside her chest. She gets up then, and in bare feet, creeps to the
street-facing dormer window of her room and looks out over the
green sheet of poster board that Beta asked her to put in her
window a month ago. (“Vote PC! OUST the liberal THUGS!” it says in
black marker on the gaudy coloured board.) There’s a gold Lexus in
the middle of the street below, spotless and gleaming under the
humming street light. Its doors are smear-free and the dark
driver’s window is holding a smoky silhouette behind it. She
catches herself thinking that it might be Mr. Mean Man in the car,
then almost laughs out loud. No, not this one. This one’s just a
regular man. You’ve got to stop scaring yourself,
Hannah-Banana.

Down below, Tan is hurrying
gracelessly across the front yard’s tall, uncut grass in high
heels. She’s in a short skirt, and her hair looks wet.

The headlights of the Lexus are
extinguished. Only its park lights are illuminated, making it seem
like a rock star is inside trying to visit a fan incognito. The
tinted passenger window rolls down with a distant automated whine
as she approaches. The door pops open, phantom-like, and Tannis
hops in.

Two terse horn blasts in the middle
of the night are a strange sound out here in the quiet suburbs and
Hannah has been woken at least three separate times in the last
several nights. Twice now she has gotten up from bed to see who was
doing the honking and found Tannis getting into this
car.

The Lexus waits a few moments
before driving off, then gently gets up to speed before showing
brake lights at the stop sign down the block and turns left onto
Oak Bay Avenue towards downtown.

Hannah realizes she has to pee,
that she’s actually ready to burst a pipe somewhere in her
below-the-belt parts. She has cramps, too. She looks around the
room as she heads to the bathroom, clicks on the light and
satisfies herself that she is entirely alone upstairs. After she
finishes, she goes back to bed, crawls under the damp sheets and
calms down enough that she finally finds sleep.
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Four hours’ sleep doesn’t offer
much real rest.

When the HOT 104 DJs start
blathering at her from the clock radio, Hannah gets up from bed
because she knows that to linger invites more slothfulness. She
showers, gets dressed, and already hears a heated discussion from
the dining room. She pulls a comb through her wet hair, dragging it
hard through the knots, making it a smooth sheen of gold across the
side of her face and past her neck where it lays across her
shoulders and her back. She puts on a light linen dress with loose
sleeves because she knows it will be a hot one today, even in the
air conditioning at the office. She goes down the two flights of
wooden steps and arrives in the kitchen. It’s just after
seven-thirty and someone has brewed coffee. She wonders why the
aroma of hot morning coffee never makes it all the way to the
attic—Beta’s voice does.

Everyone’s up this morning, so
early. This is odd.

Hannah pours herself a cup of joe,
reveling in the smell of it, even though it’s mixed with the
distinct odor of nuts. Beta’s sitting closest to the door, in just
a longish red tee. Her hair’s up in a bun, wrapped in a blue band.
Hannah hopes there are at least panties between her and the kitchen
chair.

Beta’s unconcerned about her
appearance, like always. She’s swiping her fingers into a jar of
all natural peanut butter, licking them clean and then diving in
for more between sentences. In front of her, there’s a glass
tumbler of off-white soy milk. There’s a Nina Bawden paperback open
and overturned on her knee. Around her, at the rest of the chairs,
the other girls, Simma, Feyet and Tan, are all held rapt by what
she’s telling them. Beta’s in mid-sentence, unaware or uncaring of
Han’s presence.

“—This isn’t a
moral issue, Sim. I would never go down on a guy. Not ever. But
it’s not because of the church. Oral sex was invented by men to
keep their women subdued. That’s no joke. It’s not as harsh a
control as female genital mutilation—that’s really done, you
know—but it’s all a product of the same thinking. Other than
concubines in the middle ages, oral sex wasn’t even common in North
American household marriages until the late 1950’s. It’s only when
wives got an inkling of the revolution to come in the sixties,
started cheating on their husbands and asserting themselves as
independent sexual beings, that’s when oral copulation came into
the mix. I’d never go down on a guy. Not ever—”

Hannah is pointing at her cup,
having gotten Tan’s attention. She’s mouthing the words, “Thank you
for doing the coffee,” and Tan, looking surprisingly refreshed
despite her own late night, is smiling and giving her a happy nod,
then whirling her attention right back to Beta and Simma and
Feyet.

Simma says, “So you’d really never
do that?” Simma, Hannah remembers, was in between dating two guys
when she first moved into the house. The ex was still friends with
Beta so Beta let him stay on the couch downstairs while Sim’s new
man occupied her bed with her. When Hannah was still pretty much
“new,” she once asked Simma, in confidence and while alone of
course, if she found it awkward at all to have an ex and a
‘current’ still in the same house. With a look and a tone of
complete sincerity, she told Hannah, “No, not at all. Why would it?
It doesn’t matter what the Ex says. And, as long as I roll over and
spread my legs for the Current every night he’s not gonna pipe up.
And, God knows I don’t give a shit what either of them thinks any
way.”

Simma didn’t work for a while at
all. She let one of the boyfriends pay her share of the rent until
at least the end of November, then as she had the other boyfriend,
gave him the boot. His prowess in the sack had paled, she had said,
and his connections for recreational substances weren’t solid
enough to keep him around. Both were gone and forgotten in an hour.
Now Simma does work, she has a job as an aesthetician at a salon
called A Cut Above. That’s in the Cook Street Village, one short
bus-hop west from the Fuschia House in Oak Bay. She gets decent
hours and always pays rent on time now, but Beta says she has no
real life-affirming goals. No drive. She’s not a forward-thinker,
Beta says, not an adapter, not a survivalist. And girls that don’t
think about their futures, Beta would be quick to add, are doomed
to be left in the past. What’s the opposite of a survivalist? Beta
would ask you. A victim in waiting. Simple as that.

“No, Sim, Never,” Beta says.
“He’ll go down on me, oh you better believe it, but if he expects
me to do that to him, he’s sorely mistaken. Keep him wanting,
that’s what I say. But you do that once, and he’ll always expect
it. Then you’ll be his puppet. That ain’t me, Sim, you better
believe it.” Then she adds, “And it sure as hell shouldn’t be you
either.”

Hannah is grabbing the handle of
her briefcase. She’s taking her cup of coffee with her. She’s
waving goodbye at Tan who’s a bit behind topic: “Genital
Mutilation? I’ve read about that. That needs to be stopped...”—then
meekly—“don’t you think?” Beta reaches forward and pats Tan’s leg
with a patronizing hand of peanut oil and saliva as Hannah
disappears out the kitchen door. “Aww,” Beta says as she pats Tan’s
knee. “Tan, sweetie. You’re just not the revolution kind, honey.”
And then she lets out a bray of laughter, all open-mouthed and
peanut-buttery and loud. Sim and Fey join right in.
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Feyet doesn’t work. When she got to
Victoria, she started sleeping with this guy that goes to law
school at UBC on the mainland. Hannah can’t remember his name, but
in the beginning, when she first moved in, he used to take the
ferry over on Friday evenings after class and he and Fey would
spend all of Saturday and Sunday alone in her room. Then, after
some huge blow-up fight about flowback and condoms breaking and
missed pills, there was a pregnancy scare and that ended that. Mr.
Law School didn’t come by after that. But before that, Mr. Law
School had figured out a way to get Feyet Landed Immigrant status
and for the last year or so, she’s been collecting social
assistance and living off a wad of scholarship money and a big
check from her parents that she stretched for quite a while. Her
Landed Immigrant status, though, might only carry her so far. There
have been several messages from a Judith Degallier at Immigration
left by the phone in the hallway for Feyet. Hannah thinks her time
in this country may be up soon.

Out of everyone, Feyet is the big
reefer fan in the troop. If the house is reasonably quiet and
there’s the smell of something strong and bitter—and it’s not
cigarette smoke—chances are it’s Feyet, enjoying a doob and quietly
strumming something by Ani DiFranco on her acoustic guitar in the
big round chair in the living room.

Beta forbids the smoking of tobacco
in the house—only in the front yard or the back and far from the
open windows—but cannabis is okay anywhere. In the house, the
kitchen, the bedrooms, even while you’re on the john or lying in
the tub. She’s even wary of letting candles burn or incense waft,
but light up a stick of reef, and you’re good to go.

There are rules
everywhere.

Even at the big fuchsia house in
Oak Bay.
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Hannah doesn’t have to walk far:
only four blocks to her office. She’s a legal secretary for a small
two-counselor firm with offices on the second storey of a strip
mall in Oak Bay Village.

Hannah answers the phone at her
job. She’s more like a glorified administrative assistant than a
true legal secretary. She writes up proper legal proceedings,
documents and contracts, but she also gets coffee, re-orders water
jugs for the cooler in the lobby, and is on the front lines with
clients as they come in the door from the elevator.

She doesn’t mind so much though,
feels pretty lucky to have such a good job in such a stress-free
environment, having only two semesters of Arts classes at UBC.
Early on, Beta came across as jealous when Hannah talked about her
job and her background. Beta had probably just finished spouting
off about bright, well-educated young women not being able to find
even an entry level spot in their field, about minimum wage going
up only a nickel, about someone or other having to take the evening
shift at Quizno’s, and here’s Hannah working on the Avenue with a
dental plan and three paid weeks of vacation. Oh, and the pay’s
great too, Hannah might have said to a room full of people, Beta
included—before she really knew Beta, of course. Oh, and I have two
great bosses. They’re pretty easy to work for. They’ll give me a
Friday afternoon off if it’s slow or if they’re out golfing with
clients.

But Beta, in one of her nastier
moods might point out that both lawyers in the partnership were
probably having marriage troubles when they hired her and that both
of them, middle-aged and balding with growing waistlines, probably
had at least subtle hopes of getting her into a hotel room for a
little off-hours benefit program. A year ago, before Beta really
knew Hannah, she might have mentioned something like that—if she
was in one of her nastier moods.

It’s another dry day today. Even
this early, Hannah can feel it coming on like a migraine headache.
As she walks, she runs her tongue over her cracked lips and wishes
again for either a bottle of cold water or a swipe of lip balm.
Where’s her latte lipstick? She thinks as she digs in her case.
That’ll give some relief at least. The leaves and lawns are
beginning to brown, they’re dead altogether in some yards she
passes. There hasn’t been moisture from the sky since that day two
weeks ago when it ripped open above Vancouver Island and let drop a
freakish torrent of marble-sized hail.

Despite such a short walk to work,
only out of the thicket to the Avenue and then down towards the
Village, she still has two flashes of full and complete thought
during the brisk morning walk. What’s Tan doing getting into that
guy’s car at three in the morning? And the Unwashed Hair Girl in
Mr. Mean Man’s passenger seat yesterday, is she going to be
okay?
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Hannah is at her desk, clicking a
retractable ballpoint pen and listening to that mega summer hit,
Adrift, on HOT 104, when the elevator dings. She glances up from
the real estate contract she’s pretending to proof read.

Early sun is coming in like thick
white streamers, falling on the water cooler, three or four tall
house plants, the walls down the hall, and the slivers of elevator
door which have just come open. It’s a distance of about thirty
reasonable paces from Hannah’s reception desk to the threshold of
the elevator filled with people. The doors slide shut again. The
elevator lets out another ding.

But before it closes, she’s
reasonably sure that Mr. Mean Man was standing inside, among the
group. He was there, not moving. Smiling wide and showing off his
rotten tooth. He was just staring down the hall at her in the
afternoon panels of white light and corresponding tan. She saw him.
Gooseflesh ripples down her neck to the tiny small of her back. The
phone rings loud and clear and she jumps, banging her knee on the
underside of her keyboard tray, and sending her desk organizer of
pens, scissors and scotch tape across the desk and clattering onto
the tile floor.

It’s her art
dealer. He’s talking so fast that Hannah can barely pull away from
having seen Mr. Mean Man. From thinking she saw Mr. Mean Man, she
cautions herself. Her heart is beating madly and she wonders if it
will come through in her voice like a drumbeat of panic. She looks
back down the hall but the elevator is closed. And
quiet.

Her mind wanders away from what the
art dealer is telling her over the phone. She thinks again of that
bloody eye and the bruised cheekbone with its off-colour skin. Beta
would tell her: Snap out of it, Hannah-Banana. Snap out of it. This
is good news.

Her dealer, it turns out, does have
good news. Excellent news. He’s found a buyer for fourteen sets of
her photo prints, seven of the group called “The Sky Serenades,”
and another seven of its counterpart grouping, “The Gathering
Storm.”

Hannah is euphoric at this. After
polite trivialities and making plans for a meeting with the dealer,
she hangs up the phone, bends down to pick up the pens, pencils and
scissors scattered across the floor. She’s forgotten about the
elevator. For the time being, she’s forgotten about Mr. Mean Man
altogether. She’s even forgotten about the fraction-grasp that’s
been rolling around in her head since she bashed her white Rabbit
into the back end of the Westfalia van.
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She gets home to find Beta, Simma
and Feyet sunning topless on a row of cots in the back yard. Hannah
can see a pair of eyes peeking between the pine boards of the back
fence the Fuchsia House shares with its easterly neighbour—where an
alley would be if the winding lanes and streets of Oak Bay had any
alleys.

Simma and Feyet are wearing only
their sun shades and a couple of thong bikini bottoms. Between
them, Beta, whom Hannah suspects doesn’t even own a pair of
underwear, just has a small white hand towel spread across her
below-the-belt parts. A moistened red bandana is stretched across
her eyes, shielding them from the UVA and UVB rays. At this stage
of the suntan process, all three girls are pink and greasy—like
uncooked pork marinating in an oil dressing.

Simma looks up and pulls her shades
down from her eyes. She says to Hannah, “Hey, if you see Tan, tell
her I think I saw Devil in the street today. He looked like he was
mousin’.” She laughs, then takes a drag from a joint they’ve been
sharing. Simma’s from some neighborhood in the Frasier Valley,
maybe Langley, and her real name is Simone, but Beta insists that
her given name is a subjugation of the male equivalent, Simon.
That’s why it’s just Simma now, and the name seems to have
stuck.

Without stopping for breath, Hannah
says, “I made a sale. Fourteen sets! Can you believe it? An’ I
might be able to sell more in Sooke this weekend.”

Simma hands the joint to Feyet, who
says, “Fantastique, cherie! Tres bien. We should celebrate,” and
takes a drag herself. Feyet’s accent has been reminding Han of
Jean-Marc, the Quebecois Sailor-Man, all week. She’s not a
French-Canadian like JM, though, she’s from a little place she says
is near Avignon, France, in the south, but neither Hannah nor
Tannis have ever heard of it. Her original given name is Lafayette,
a pretty enough name that sounds very French but according to Beta,
makes her a man’s slave too, ready to bend to his will, suffer his
commands. That “ette” feminizes it, and labeling anything as
feminine, according to Beta, is a big no-no.

As Beta sits up and the three girls
begin reapplying oil on themselves, Hannah excitedly agrees with
Fey. To celebrate, she’s taking all the girls out to the Legends
club tonight night to whoop it up. She hasn’t ‘whooped it up’ in a
good long while, she adds.

Hannah leaves them, intent on
finding Tannis and telling her the good news too. She looks back
towards the wide eyes behind the fence boards again as she steps up
into the kitchen. From somewhere beyond the back yard of the
Fuchsia House, the neighbour lady screams her son’s name: “Liam!
You get over here. RIGHT NOWWWWW! Liam! Do you HEAR me? WHAT are
you doing over there? I said it’s supper time.”

The girls giggle but no one reaches
for a towel.
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Hannah’s latest photo prints, five
in each set, are to be sold to a restaurant owner in the Frasier
Valley region on the mainland. He’s putting a whole pile of dough
into renovating his chain of dining rooms, the dealer said, and
wants some inexpensive, local art for his walls. Probably so his
patrons have something to mesmerize them while they fish in their
wallets for generous tips, the dealer had added with a
laugh.

The prints, “The Gathering Storm” I
through V, taken at various points along the coast at Pacific Rim
National Park on the south face of Vancouver Island, show nighttime
views of lightning strikes over the Pacific Ocean. “The Sky
Serenades” I through V were taken at roughly the same time of year,
but show fireworks erupting over the inner harbor in downtown
Vancouver and at Victoria’s July first celebration the year before.
They’re a good investment for the restaurant owner: low-print runs
by a talented young photographer with room for value growth because
no one knows the name Hannah Garretty yet. The dealer assured the
restaurateur that hers will be a household name soon
enough.

Hannah left Vancouver a second time
to take a photography program at a Victoria school, one of the best
around, and she scrimped and saved to pay for it all alone, after
blowing some cash her mom gave her on that year at UBC. She
realized late, but not too late, that university just wasn’t her
thing. She saved more money while working at the law firm to put
together her own show, then rented a whole gallery on Johnson
Street downtown to show her originals, all matted and framed, for
the entire month of February this year. This is where her
connection with the dealer came from. Tomorrow is Saturday and she
has a meeting with him out in Sooke to show him some more of her
portfolio. He thinks there’s a good chance more requests for prints
will come and he wants to ensure he has a good catalogue to
show.

She’s bubbling now. Just so
excited. Where is Tan?
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She drops by Tan’s work to see if
the girl picked up another shift and, sure enough, she’s there
sweeping white hair across the linoleum into neat piles. She tells
Tan the good news and Tan coos with delight, saying, “I knew it. I
just knew those prints would sell. And you’ll sell more tomorrow in
Sooke.” It’s Tan’s idea for Han to get a new do for tonight’s party
at Legends club and there is a spot for her in Tan’s appointment
book. Tan brings a stack of style magazines out for Hannah to look
at while she waits.

The final cut comes out a little
tighter and a little shorter than Hannah originally envisions, but
she’s happy with it, more than pleased a few minutes later, looking
in her own mirror in the attic at the Fuchsia House. She decides
that she’s just so used to seeing her hair long. But this is good
too, she thinks. It’s not really that short. And it’s so up off her
neck now, which is good if the rest of the month is going to be
this hot.

In the driveway, under the
heat-stricken cherries, long past flowering, and the honeysuckles
with blossoms fading from intense highlighter yellow to dull
crumpled cream, Beta’s on-again-off-again boyfriend Benny wraps an
old scrap of insulated wire around the VW’s bumper. Then he loops
it through a screw hole in the body work. It seems to hold and
Hannah gives him a hug and a
thankyou-thankyou-thankyou-you’re-the-best kiss on his cheek. He
looks embarrassed.

Like a kid, Tan hollers up the
stairs about what she should wear: something with long sleeves or
short; heels or not; hair up or down; curled or straight; earrings:
big danglies or teeny glinties. Hannah smiles. How could she answer
all of that back down two flights of stairs in a holler of her own?
She heads down the back wooden stairs to the basement, what
everyone except Tannis calls the mausoleum, to help Tannis pick
something out, and sometime around nine, Fey, Simma and Tan pile
into the Rabbit with Han at the wheel. Benny and Beta meet them at
Legends a little while later, and by ten, all of them are feeling
their groove. This is a night when everyone’s energies are high,
when the sugars in the mix outlast the effects of any alcohol
thrown in, a night when plastic tumblers with thin coloured straws
are emptied of their liquid long before ice can dilute it. Tonight,
no one will order girlie drinks like Dr. P. and cherry whiskey.
Shots are going to be the hard stuff: tequila with salt, the
infamous “abortion,” which is just vodka and Tabasco, plus a few
rounds of good ol’ J.D. for kicks.

With drinks in hand, they form a
loose circle on the dance floor, doing the YMCA, Mambo Number Five
and the Macarena because those dances are so ridiculous. They make
up entirely new dance routines while everyone laughs and orders
more drinks.

Citing that this place isn’t really
her scene, Beta gives Hannah another congratulatory hug, then
departs with Benny on her arm. Realizing quickly, dumbly, that this
totally isn’t Beta’s scene—not at all—Hannah feels a giant, gaping
dash of humility that Beta even came out to say cheers, dance a
bit, and hoist a round in the air in Han’s honor. That’s class, her
brain tells her. And as she tips back a third Vodka Paralyzer,
finishes it, and orders another, she thinks how happy she is living
at the Fuchsia House with all of these women. This eccentric,
rag-tag band of...sisters.

Fey and Sim leave a little while
later, saying they’re heading over to Steamers Pub on Yates to see
a friend of Fey’s play with her band. So it’s just Tan and Han now,
and between the two of them they must look less imposing to the
prowling male populace than they did before when they were part of
a six-strong brood. Between them they have seven guys try to hit on
them. But they turn their cheeks, order more drinks, and dance up a
storm. Alone. Together.

Hannah remembers that she has her
car, though she would leave it behind and take a cab if the
drinking gets out of hand. She orders her last at about quarter
after twelve and by the time final call rolls around she’s
convinced that she’s more than capable of piloting her car the
twenty or so blocks up Johnson to get Tan and her back home safely.
She hears her come-and-go conscience rifling around inside her head
a little farther away than usual, as though its voice is droning
through a tin coffee can filled with cotton. These days, this voice
in her head sounds so much like Beta it’s nearly laughable. The
part-Korean revolutionary from whom she rents an attic suite is
Hannah’s moody companion riding tandem, tagging along like an
in-born twin. The distant, muffled voice of Beta pipes up now and
says: You wouldn’t drive if you couldn’t handle it. Really. I
wouldn’t let you. Beta’s words can be sarcastic, even deliberately
hurtful, but they are always truthful.

At ten to two, the girls join the
inebriated crowd of forlorn singles and eager couples in singing
the last tune of the night: a bawdy, surprisingly sincere version
of Bohemian Rhapsody. The lights come up and Hannah scans the crowd
of fellow party consumers but she isn’t convinced that Mr. Mean Man
isn’t among them, finishing a beer among the sweaty dancers,
red-faced with sexual anticipation. Her chest tightens and blood
sounds like it’s pumping in her ears—so hard that it might drown
out the tune and all the slurring voices. She takes Tan’s hand in
her own and charges for the door. Squeezed by a small bastion of
excited patrons now ready for what’s next, they spill out onto
Douglas Street where the smokie-dog vendors are hollering for
business and the taxi-cabs are waiting for fares.

Next to her Tannis’ breath smells
sweet from her half-dozen coolers and she’s still wound up. Still
raring to go. She throws her arms around Han, squeezes her tight.
She hopes Hannah doesn’t want to go home quite yet, and begs her to
take them to Ogden Point so they can walk to the end and back
before heading home. “Please-oh-please-oh-please-oh-PLEASE!” Hannah
obliges, only because she’s not tired yet either, and the ocean
draft winding up Douglas has suddenly refreshed her after the
dungeon heat of the club’s guts.

During one of Hannah’s long phone
calls with Jean-Marc, he had suggested a picnic out at Ogden Point.
He would bring the food and a radio. His favourite song right now
was Adrift, which HOT 104 was playing over and over again these
days. One of his classes had touched on some local history and so
he shared one or two fascinating details she might not know, even
having grown up on the island. Ogden Point, the giant concrete and
stone barrier that reaches like a tentacle arm out into the strait
off the coast of James Bay was built in 1915, he had told her, to
accommodate an expected increase in shipping from the Panama
Canal—an increase that never materialized. Hannah remembered
thinking that the world indeed makes few promises it can keep but
she didn’t ruin things by telling him that. The Point is a
breakwater for storms, engineered to protect downtown’s inner
harbour and the general dock and shipyard, currently home to a fat
white cruise ship, which would blast its horn come early Sunday
morning. Hannah looks towards Esquimalt, hunting for a hint of the
navy boat that should be in port, but the curve of the coast and
the darkness of the land don’t allow her eyes to find it. That
would be Jean-Marc’s boat, Hannah thinks as she walks with Tan
along the top lip of the breakwater to its furthest point. If it’s
there, he’s probably on it, getting ready to set sail as we speak.
Sleep well, Hannah thinks, speaking at herself through her
cotton-padded brain, imagining the words might reach his
unconscious ears out there on the water. Sleep well, Jean-Marc. May
you be watched over from above.

Walking along the concrete
breakwater, with their hair blowing in their faces, Tan asks,
“What’s with you and that French navy boy from the Carlton?” She
makes a thrusting gesture with her hips and puts her tongue in her
cheek. Then there’s a wide, genuine grin, all teeth. “Jean-Marc—was
that his name?”

“Uh-huh,” Hannah says. “Yeah. That
didn’t happen.”

“Awwww, Banana! Why not? What
happened?”

“Long story.”

Tan and Han crouch down and find
shelter from the cool wind, tucking themselves onto one of the
lower outside levels of the breakwater at its very tip. They are
hidden from the top level above, hidden from the lighthouse box at
the Point’s cap, hidden from all the graffiti that coats the cement
proclaiming love for this person and that person, proclaiming lewd
comments and suggestions and activities by this person on that
person and so on and so on.

They huddle for warmth. The brisk
off-the-ocean wind cuts right through them after the day’s heat and
the sweat box of Legends.

Still drunk, but beginning to sober
from the shockingly cool wind, Tan says, “I remember kissing Andrew
Beldano out here in this very spot. He was a total hottie back
then”—she eyes Han sideways, giving her a smirk—“That was in the
eighth grade. Margaret Jenkins Elementary. Now he’s fat and losing
his hair. Twenty-two and he still flips burgers and rides in
motor-cross races on the weekend. What a waste.”

Hannah laughs. It’s a small laugh,
quiet, but not trite. She thinks Little Tan is genuinely
funny.

Tan unzips her purse and reaches
into it. “Andy and me, we had one bottle of beer to share between
us. He stole it from his dad’s mini-fridge in their basement den.
To tell you the truth, I don’t know that I’d have let him put his
lips on me if I wasn’t a bit buzzed already. Y’know, I was a bit of
a prude back then...” She giggles at that. She pulls out a bottle
of lager she bought back at the bar and asked the bartender not to
uncap.

It’s warm. But after she twists off
the top with the bunched-up hem of her skirt, they both take turns
swigging it anyway. Hannah thinks she hears a low, distant rumble.
The sky is a sheet of stirring black cloud out towards Port Angeles
where a sprinkling of street lights twinkle among twenty thousand
sleeping souls. It’s cool enough for a storm to swoop in. Maybe
there’ll be rain tonight. With water rationing in full swing, lawns
dead all over the island, and with flower displays at the Butchart
Gardens crisping in the day-after-day sun, rain would be a welcomed
friend about now, midway through August.

With her guard down, Hannah says:
“So, Tan, are you going to tell me about that dude that keeps
coming by at two in the morning? Hot dates? Selling secrets to
Osama Bin Laden?” A wink, playful. Hannah’s not drunk anymore, but
feeling warm tucked arm in arm with her friend. She feels safe
asking this. Not worried that Tan will fly off the
handle.

And she doesn’t.

Tan says: “Naw. I’m not smart
enough to be a spy for al-Qaeda, Han-Ban. His name’s Fergus. Fergus
Something-or-other. We’re not dating, Han. Don’t think that. He’s a
businessman. Benny introduced me to him, said I could make some
extra cash working for him...”

“Yeah...?”

“Yeah. Nothing more than
that.”

“Well? What kind of work do you
do? At two in the morning?”

“Han.”

“Tannis.” Hannah mocks.

“Okay. He has an Internet company.
We do stuff. Sex stuff. On camera for his websites. Then he charges
people to see it. Charges people a lot to see it. I get a cut. In
cash. All under the table. It’s really some good money,
I—”

“Tan, are you serious? Do you know
what could happ—” Hannah stops herself before getting into a rant.
Tan isn’t her daughter. She isn’t even her sister. She shouldn’t be
lecturing the girl on this kind of thing. She falls silent but Tan
ends the silence and offers more:

“It’s no big deal, Han. Really. He
picks me up—my timeslot’s at two-thirty. We do stuff, usually just
with him, sometimes there’s a couple other guys, sometimes it’s
just me. I kinda like it. The money is awesome. He hasn’t made me
do anything I’m not comfortable with—nothing in my ass, that sorta
stuff. And Fergus, that’s the guy who runs it all, he doesn’t let
me go until I’ve...you know...gone. He says it’s only fair—since he
goes two or three times by that time of night...”

She picks up the quiet baton from
Hannah for a second. Then she says: “You’re not mad at me, are you
Han?”

A pause.

Then: “No.
Not mad. Just. A little surprised is all.”

Another pause.

Then: “Come
on, Tan. Let’s go home.”

“Okay,” Tan says, perking up. She
leans over and gives Hannah a full-size, not-just-friends kiss.
Right on her lips. Hannah doesn’t pull away—it makes her remember
the dream she once had, the not-sexual one, the one that, over
time, had drained down to a single brave image inside her head, the
one that got her thinking about the future almost more than she did
when she tried to summon a mental photo of Mr. Right.

Tan is meek now, after this
impropriety. She tries joking. She says: “Pff. Hey. Andy’s not here
t’night. Gotta share my beer with someone. Glad it’s you,
girl.”

Then she adds, like it’s a bad
mouthful of the beer:

“I hate boys.”
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It’s past three and Han is driving
home. Down Dallas Road and along the waterfront. It’s the quickest
route back to Oak Bay from Ogden Point. Beside her, in the
passenger seat, Tan is sitting quietly and looking out the window
at the blackness and the scattered fairy dust lights across the
strait.

Hannah is thinking back on the
night too, the cotton in her head more like a memory than a threat.
She’s warm from the half bottle of beer that she shared with Tan
and she’s not even remotely offended by Tan’s kiss. This has been a
good night, she thinks.

She’s having a
nice moment, one that may or may not be emoted by the tug of her
impending cycle, or by the endorphins and adrenaline from her
dancing and drinking. Whatever the cause, though, the high drains
away like water down a sink hole. It’s replaced by thoughts of that
night on this road with Ian Arnheim Jr. Everything looks the same,
Hannah thinks. Everything looks the same. The straggling cars,
joined nose to bumper, nose to bumper, all the way down the road
are gone, but still. Everything is
the same.

She feels the panic rising. Another
attack is coming. And now she can sense it, like pollen on the
air.

Across from Beacon Hill Park a
light-colored Firebird points at the blue-black ocean and Port
Angeles across the strait. It’s parked in the same stretch of
stalls as the Camaro had been so long ago. As they pass it sitting
idle in the darkness, its interior light switches on, throwing a
yellow tint across the seat-rests and two dark heads. Hannah
swerves and nearly hits the Firebird, nearly drives right off the
road. Tan grabs at her door handle. The already-loose front bumper
falls off at its other side, the side not fastened by a length of
stiff insulated wire.

It scrapes the
road like an industrial grader. Shocking orange sparks fly across
the windshield. But then a foot stomps on the brake. The car comes
to a dead halt and stalls. The sparks die on the asphalt like
embers doused in dark water. She screams at Tannis, screams at her:
“Open the glove box. Open it.” Tannis, stunned, takes a moment for
things to process. “Hurry up. Goddamnit-hurry-up.” Tannis finally pops the glove box
lid, still having a brain misfire. “Grab that,” Hannah yells, “Grab
it—the napkin—give it to me.” Tannis paws through the three or four
tampons, the empty packs of gum, the dried out pens, and the map of
eastern Vancouver Island. She finally reaches out to Hannah with a
hesitant, shaking hand—holding the torn Eli’s
napkin.

Hannah snatches
it. She turns it over. She throws open the door to her car so the
dim interior light spills on the grey-looking paper napkin. If Beta
was here, she’d raise her voice and ask: What in Hell you lookin’
for, Banana?. What do you think you’ll find? There beneath the blue
ink scrawl of Mister Mean Man’s address in View Royal, are there
going to be two faint words written simply and close together?
Right there on the napkin, where Unwashed Hair Girl wrote Mean
Man’s Pertinent Information down for insurance purposes, what’s it
going to say, Hannah? Helpme?

It doesn’t say that. Of course it
doesn’t.

It’s just the address. And nothing
else.

But she squints her eyes closed
tight anyway, as if the words had been there. She squints them so
tight they burn. In the dark, she sees the red-filled eye and the
bruised cheek and the swatch of gold hair, unwashed and
greasy.

She’s been here before.

Inside her skull, an imaginary Beta
says, And someone else has too.
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Heads for Sooke

 


 


It’s not a long drive. Even with
sluggish traffic in late-morning heat, it only takes Hannah a
little longer than a half-hour to reach Sooke from the cement pad
in front of her house in Oak Bay.

As she drives, she thinks of mom
and of her brother Nic. There’s no particular reason. Her thoughts
had tuned to Jean-Marc as she passed through Esquimalt, near the
naval base. From him, her brain rattled down its stream of
consciousness to mom and a question she had asked her mother a long
time ago: “Is it true that when you love someone you don’t see
their faults anymore?” Dorian had answered her without sounding
trite: “Well, I’d imagine you stop looking for them.” This was long
before the divorce with Dad, when Dorian still held a mental photo
of herself on a porch swing in Ross Bay with Hannah’s dad, Brien
Garretty at her side, both of them edging in on their retirement
years. Together.

Now, of course, mom is alone. All
three of them are, really. Nic is alone. Hannah is alone. And mom,
short of that stretch with a boyfriend that didn’t treat her very
well, is really alone.

Is that how we end up? She wonders.
Or is solitude like family? Like love? Temporary.
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It’s a bright, yellow day and
Hannah sees the art dealer at his home in Sooke. He seems quite
pleased with the extended portfolio she has brought for him to see.
He asks to keep it and selected negatives so he can get sample
prints made up for his clients to view.

His home is spacious and beautiful.
Hannah can hear the man’s wife tinkering in the kitchen. Getting
ready for a barbecue they are hosting this evening, Mr. Art Dealer
tells Hannah. She thinks it must be very lucrative to be an art
seller on the island these days. It’s full-up with painters,
writers, poets and photographers. The ocean must be a wonderful
muse, she thinks as she waves at the dealer standing on his front
porch. As she drives off, she sees an eye, blood-filled and
sick-looking. She thinks about the ocean, about the beautiful home
she’s just seen, the beautiful life she’s just glimpsed. Then she
thinks about how the world makes us few promises. Beta would say,
It keeps even fewer, Hannah-Banana, remember that too.

 


 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/15385
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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