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 Part I

 


“Outside in the empty streets, a poor little match
girl was wandering sadly about. No one had bought a single box of
matches during the whole long day, and she was very tired. She had
lost her torn slippers and her clothes were thin and ragged. At
last she found a dry spot where she curled up and tried to keep
warm.”

 


- The Little Match Girl

Hans Christian Andersen

 Asylum

Why should Christine have to beg for
forgiveness? She hadn’t done anything wrong down at the marketplace
the night of the action group’s spray painting. The group could
have used the knife that she had lifted out of the store window.
Couldn’t she have something of her own to carry and keep? For
Christ’s sake, she had nothing: her chronic underemployment was
turning into an emergency; and winter was coming.

It had been a bad November on the coast.
Heavy, blackened stripes of fog pushed down on the mountains each
day and a steady rain fell. Horse chestnuts and leaves and twigs
turned to a slippery pulp in the roads. The storm drains overflowed
and people hurrying through the streets had to jump over the
flooded street corners. Everywhere and everything and everybody
were wet. The unrelenting rain, the puddles all along the route to
the Burrard Street Bridge, the constant, greasy, fungus-enriched
drips running down the bridge strut near where she slept, all this
had pushed Christine farther away from reason. She could not think
straight. She had no one to talk to. It had felt like Christine was
being propelled too far towards a wild place from which she would
not be able to cross back. Finally, after one more cold, sleepless
night, Christine had come to a decision. At dawn, Christine had
stopped at a little park between False Creek and the bridge, and
had stuffed her soggy cardboard box roof into the trash can. Then,
she had walked as quickly as she could, dragging her garbage bag of
clothes and books, up to Broadway to phone and to catch the first
morning bus up to her sister Leigh-Anne’s townhouse.

This morning, Christine hadn’t been able to
think of anyone else to call. But, maybe it was a mistake to stay
in Leigh-Anne’s guest room. Christine sat in the bed and glared at
the rosy pink walls glowing in the dim sunlight. Sunlight!
Leigh-Anne was standing over her, holding out a cup of tea.
Christine pushed it away and said, “What time is it? I have to get
to the bookstore.” She could feel Leigh-Anne staring. Even though
Leigh-Anne was Christine’s sister and even though Christine’s
claim, on the phone, that her squat was getting bulldozed (and that
she had to get out fast) had been too melodramatic, and even though
Leigh-Anne was now examining her face, Leigh-Anne probably couldn’t
divine Christine’s feelings.

“It’s early. Have a hot bath! Sleep!”
Leigh-Anne said. “You look worn out.”

“This place is too quiet. Don’t people around
here ever scream at their kids?”

“Naw!” When Leigh-Anne set the teacup down on
the dresser, her bangles sparkled in the sunlight. “I kept meaning
to get your new number from Mom. Wouldn’t it get too cold out
there?” The whole heart of her face glowed in sympathy.

“Squatting’s not bad,” Christine said, “if
you can scrounge up some power.”

“Hmm,” Leigh-Anne said. “Listen, I have to
get going. I’m sure Rutherford won’t bug you.”

“Who?” Christine asked.

“Didn’t I tell you? My terrier. I’ve had him
for ages. I’ll call you later and see what’s up.” Leigh-Anne’s
skirt swished as she bounded down the stairs. Leigh-Anne was a busy
stage designer, television set dresser with lots of contacts, and
work offers. She had a mortgage on her townhouse. She had a
car.

After Leigh-Anne left for work, Christine lay
in the bed in Leigh-Anne’s guest room, staring at the ceiling.
Maybe she should get up and try to phone her group, now that she
was close to a telephone. She needed to call them. Baxter. Her
stomach turned over at the thought. The problem was: what would she
say? What if no one would talk to her? Yes. Waiting for Baxter
Lawson. She needed him. But, Jesus Christ Almighty, Christine had
to ask herself--did Baxter have to be in charge of everything?
Baxter had never really acknowledged her contributions and now had
probably turned the rest of their group--Neil Kent and Steven
Onneken and Deb Fujisawa--against her. She felt beleaguered and
embittered. It was as if the group got to scrutinize everything she
did. Baxter was allowed to deliberately ignore her (as if she were
a whiny little girl who would go away). For Christ’s sake, Baxter
should talk to Christine. He shouldn’t have put her in this
position, where she was waiting for him, his signal, the group’s
signal for her real life to begin again. Here she was: broke,
unsure about where to turn, dependent on Leigh-Anne’s niceness,
perched in this pink guest room, in a oppressively middle-class
place Christine couldn’t stay forever. She had been waiting for
weeks, in her hotel and under the bridge, and had heard nothing
from any of them. For all she knew, she was in permanent exile.

In the stillness of Leigh-Anne's townhouse,
all Christine could hear was the whisper of the clean sheets when
she moved. White sunbeams crossed the bedroom floor to the dresser
and lit up a pink glass vase full of dried long-stemmed roses and
Baby's Breath. The vase looked familiar--their grandma’s? Come to
think of it, this bedspread used to be on a guest bed in Grandma
Anne’s house, in the winters. The main floor of Leigh-Anne’s
townhouse was just as shiny and clean; maybe Leigh-Anne had a
vacuum cleaner. It was true--Rutherford was a well-behaved dog and
he didn’t bother her. After Christine gulped down a package of soda
crackers, she went back upstairs and filled the bathtub with hot
water. She didn’t bother to look in the mirror as she pulled up the
straggles of her hair with one of Leigh-Anne’s hair elastics, since
she already knew that her hair did not have the same glow of
ancient bronze as Leigh-Anne’s. Christine didn’t need a mirror to
tell her that she looked--admit it--like an old moose: her nose
drooped towards the point of her chin; her chin drooped towards her
thin chest and, after she smoked too much, her face turned
grey.

Here was some Heavenly Lavender Bubble Bath
to mix into the water. Why should Christine be surprised that
Leigh-Anne’s soaps were small, orange, and shaped like seashells?
Come on, Christine should have known complete sets of
apricot-coloured towels would hang from the towel racks. Since
Christine and Leigh-Anne hadn’t seen each other much, it had been
easy to forget just what Leigh-Anne was like—so chirpy and sunny,
like a person from a quaint tribe somewhere who was oblivious to
the real world. The tribe would never be understood; they would
seem to conduct no war and have no real affairs of state; they
would make pottery and necklaces. Christine felt as if she was on
the edge of the village, waving to get Leigh-Anne's attention. But
Leigh-Anne was busy, singing, laughing in wonder at the sun, the
moon, every shell she decorated, even the dust beneath her feet.
Would the tribe last? Would Leigh-Anne care if her rattling of
shells made any sound, any motion, any image, any effect on the
wide and dangerous world?

When they were little kids, Leigh-Anne had
promised Christine that if they prayed to the fairies hard enough
they would fly. After their baths, they would come out into the
warm, green summer evenings in pyjamas and bare feet, kneel by the
wild mushrooms in their backyard, say, “Please little fairies and
little sprites, give me wings. Make! Me! Fly!” and then, over and
over again, jump off the fence into the grass. “Did you see me?”
each would shout, claiming they had flown for a few seconds that
time. Leigh-Anne’s lace-cloaked princess doll, Gwendolyn, would fly
with them. Christine’s velvet pony, Kippy, would watch from the
grass. Christine kept landing with a heavy thunk and staining her
knees with dandelion juice. Leigh-Anne flew—one way or another—even
as they got older. She would dash into the backyard with cookies,
singing, “I made Melting Moments,” or she, with the usual radiance
of her hazel eyes flashing more excitedly, would describe the whole
process of creating “my latest and greatest”—one of her animal
sculptures of wire covered in fabric, notions and glossy paint.

The “Save the Seals” campaign people had put
Christine and Leigh-Anne together—The Steele sisters--going door to
door. Leigh-Anne had gone from the seals’ plight to many boyfriends
and occasional donations to the animal shelter. (Leigh-Anne
probably forgot to do even that now.) Christine had wandered around
the periphery of demonstrations downtown, but by the time it had
seemed right to join the youth sector of a socialist party,
Christine had known she could see the truth—what the greedy,
stifling middle class was really like. Leigh-Anne agreed that the
world was bad, but wouldn’t join anything. Finally, one day, when
Christine was explaining how teenagers and young people were
neglected, and why they should escape the system, escape their
families, and take control of all the foster, group homes, and live
there free, Leigh-Anne suddenly blurted out, “I’m sorry, but aren’t
you getting things warped? Our Mom’s a pain, sure, but there’s
nothing wrong with our family, is there? Stop talking crazy all the
time!” Sometimes, in the last few years, Christine had not seen
Leigh-Anne. It depended on what kept them apart: Vince, their
parents, circumstances.

Christine had been very busy volunteering and
then leaving the youth core of the party after one more poorly
attended meeting about “membership drives”; she had had various
jobs. She had helped at the Ovid bookstore with benefits for Latin
American solidarity; and then, she had joined up with Baxter and
the rest. No one talked about membership or qualifications in the
action group. She had simply gone with Neil and Steven, two men who
sometimes worked at the bookstore, when they came across her in the
back room of the bookstore, sorting out old mail.

It went on from there.

So simple.

So complex.

They were activists, a small group who
usually met in a greasy spoon, where no one paid attention to them
drinking coffee and talking quietly at a back booth. The
group—Baxter, and probably the whole group--had been mad at her,
because of the damn penknife, since their last action.

Christine got out of Leigh-Anne’s bath, wiped
the leftover bubbles off her legs and mumbled to herself, “What is
the problem, Baxter? I’m sorry, okay? I’m sorry.” Baxter’s eyes
were blue, but one of his pupils didn’t close properly against
light, and so, he had an eerie, cold look even when he was excited.
She could still remember Baxter’s furious eyes boring into her the
night of the action. She could still remember the jet, unfeeling
black of his unchanging pupil. What an asshole. She was part of the
group and he couldn’t stop her with a glare and then The Silent
Treatment, Baxter Lawson style. Jesus Christ, when she thought back
to other times, how, just because she had admired his politics, she
had been so ingratiating to Baxter.


Orphanage

After their first meeting at Ovid Books,
Christine followed Baxter, in the afternoon summer heat, through
the heavy wooden door into a downtown pub, with its grimy windows,
its tarnished inhabitants, and its murky future. From the Ovid
Bookstore and Resource Centre’s pamphlet, Baxter, a political
organizer, read aloud to Christine a quote from Ovid:

 


“Of its own accord my song would come in its right
rhythms,

And what I was trying to say was poetry.”

 


“Because of his beliefs and his poems,”
Baxter explained, “Ovid was banished by the Roman Emperor. He had
to live far away on the Black Sea, in exile. Are you ready to stand
up for your political beliefs, Christine? Think about it.”

Christine said, “Lots of people never read
poetry.”

“They should,” Baxter said. “Even graffiti!
That’s the poetry of the dispossessed! Words have the power to
bring change!”

“I’ve written some poems. Maybe you could
read them...sometime,” Christine looked down and twisted her wet
coaster around with one finger.

“Uh huh, maybe,” Baxter tilted his head back
to look for the waiter and then signaled for two more pints.

“But the poems weren’t very political,”
Christine said after they had drunk some beer in silence. “Not like
I would write now!”

“Uh huh, sure,” Baxter said. He stood and
gulped down the still foamy dregs of his glass. “Come on.”

Christine tagged along behind Baxter. He
stalked between the tables, heaved open the door and then let it go
so that the door swung right back into Christine’s face but she
shouldered it open again. She followed Baxter who was making his
way across the soft tar of the street, with his silhouette
darkening in the sunlight, compelled by his outcast momentum, his
black hearted spurning.

 Bunker

Christine did not claim to know everything
about Revolution and Democracy, and so, in the dusty stairwell
below Ovid Books and Resources, she smoked and listened while the
other two members of her secret direct action group, Neil and
Baxter, had a discussion. What could Christine say? She had only
just joined the group and started working at the political
bookstore, with its frayed, bootleg books and its wooing, outsider
creed.

Baxter said, “We never agreed to your
election idea, Neil. You are drawing too much attention to us.”

(Isthmus, a group of Central Americans
connected to Ovid Books, had vouched for Neil and Baxter’s
newspaper article, British Columbia: Our War Fund. The article
documented government subsidies given to local companies whose
holding companies had ties to Middle Eastern dealers who were
selling arms to the counterrevolutionaries amassed on the border of
Nicaragua. On the boards of directors of some of these local
companies sat people running as a business, tourist-idolizing slate
in the municipal elections. After the article ran, a Letter to the
Editor suggested that, “Armchair politicians are a dime a dozen,”
which provoked Neil to run in the election as “Pancho Villa”.)

In the stairwell, where the old wooden
railing was coming unattached, Neil jiggled the screws in and out
of the wall, as he explained his latest ideas to Baxter. “Hey,
college radio’ll interview me! The paper’s gotta do a profile on
every candidate. It’s a damn good way to make a statement. And, a
way to give credit to Ovid, for being my workplace. And, a way to
show the contradictions in the political system, too.”

“No,” Baxter said. The bristle of Baxter’s
blond hair made him taller than Neil. “Exposing yourself is not a
good idea for our group.”

“Let’s see how many votes I get before we
decide! Remember when you said, ‘Controversy is the lifeblood of
the activist’?”

Baxter watched a woman trudge by the group on
her way up to the lawyer’s on the third floor.

“Remember, Baxter?” Neil asked.

Baxter suddenly muttered, “I need to get
something,” and stalked up into Ovid Books. With his chin tilted
towards the doorway of the bookstore, Neil waited. Christine was
forced to drop her lit cigarette and take a step down when Baxter
walked out of the store again and stood on the stair right above
her while he riffled through The Prison Times. Then, Baxter folded
his newspaper inside a new book he had bought, Michel Foucault’s
Discipline and Punish. Looking down over the book, at the top of
Neil’s head, he carefully said, “If you cannot see the difference
between controversy and an ego-trip, then I cannot help you.”

“How about asking Isthmus what they think?”
Neil said. “They’ve been trying to be part of a democracy for
years. No one is being tortured in Canada for this, and so, why not
use our freedom to run in an election?” Again, Neil tried to force
the screws of the railing into the wall, with its gaping holes, its
ancient, splintered ruin.

Baxter said, “Don’t be an idiot, Neil. I
could show you where Foucault says we are all controlled. The
police are always ready to eliminate your so-called freedom. Or,
haven’t you heard about the new Security Intelligence Service? This
is too risky for us.”

“Shit, I wanna do it!” Neil said.

Baxter narrowed his eyes and shook his
head.

Christine leaned up towards Baxter and asked,
“Do you really think the police would jail us for voting?”

Baxter looked down at her. He said coldly,
“What do you know about it?”

Christine gulped and ground her still
smouldering cigarette butt into the stair. What did Christine know?
She had been surprised to learn that some members of
Isthmus—refugees escaping torture!—had police files as soon as they
entered Canada. One day at Ovid Books, Christine had opened a copy
of the Foucault book, but could hardly read the first three pages.
Christine did know that watching Neil—with his own plan, not
backing down from the argument with Baxter—was an unusual sight.
Whether Baxter was wrong about the danger to their own group,
Christine would not have wanted to miss the argument between the
men, with its delinquent tone, its secret stairwell scenery, its
unfixed route up to revolution.

 Shanty

After the warm bubble bath, and as clouds
drifted back and forth over the sun outside the window of
Leigh-Anne’s guestroom, Christine lay in the bed and pulled the
blankets up to her chin. It was true--she was exhausted. She had to
admit that at least she could sleep better at her sister
Leigh-Anne’s than at the hotel or under the bridge. Ever since the
last action at the marketplace, Christine had been so restless.

The group had planned the action down at
Granville Island with habitual strictness; they had arranged to
meet in a parking lot at four in the morning; Deb had been
designated to stay back at her place, near the phone, in case of
trouble. Christine had stood in the lot waiting for Baxter, Neil,
and Steven, scuffing her feet against the curb. That night wasn't
their most sophisticated. So what? Baxter said even the small
attacks made an impact. At least they were a team. At least they
were provoking people to think.

“Hi, buddy, how are you?” Baxter had joined
her, with Steven loping along behind him.

Neil marched up and with his thin lips set in
their usual officious line, pointed at his bag, “All the supplies
are here.”

“You guys ready?” Baxter asked.

“Not just the guys!” Christine laughed. She
bounced on the balls of her feet.

She looked at the men. They were smiling
through the plumes of their own breath. Their shapes made shadows
on the ground. They were ready. At these times, Christine thought
she would do anything to go on feeling this exquisite sense of
being and belonging, this camaraderie, to be swept up with these
people in ideas so much greater than themselves, in that real world
of decisions and consequences, politics and power.

“Let's go,” Baxter said.

It was simple: a two-pronged assault on the
trendy public marketplace. Efficiently, one person on look-out and
three writing on the walls, they spray-painted slogans, “SMASH THE
STATE” and “END THIS GOVERNMENT-FUNDED DECADENCE” and “END POVERTY
NOW,” and then, they hurled rocks through gourmet stores and
boutiques as they ran by, notes taped to the rocks, saying, “YOUNG
URBAN PROFESSIONAL PUKES, TRY THIS CROISSANT” and “HUNGRY? EAT A
SALES MANAGER” The group kept running away from the marketplace,
along the seawall, through a lane between some darkened office
buildings.

Except Christine. Through the broken window
of a tourist marine supply store, Christine had glimpsed the
penknife, that glossy, jet-black knife embossed with a silver
filigree pattern. It was open and it looked sharp. Without planning
to, Christine reached into the window, unhooked the knife from its
velvet backing, and put it into her pocket. She thought she heard a
burglar alarm, but she ran, and finally caught up with the men who
had stopped to catch their breath near the Granville Street
Bridge.

“The evaluation will be tomorrow,” Baxter
said. “As we agreed, everyone get the newspapers and monitor the
T.V. for coverage.”

“We had better keep moving,” Neil said.

“That's right.” Baxter turned away.

“Hey, where are you going?” Christine called
after him. Lately, she and Baxter had been walking around late at
night, taking more time to talk.

“We have to go do some things,” Baxter
said.

“What do you mean?”

Baxter turned around and walked up close to
Christine. Baxter’s angry eyes bored right into her skin. He looked
sidelong at Neil and Steven, and then said, “I mean, we men have
matters to discuss. We are in no mood to associate with people who
jeopardize whole missions.”

“People? Me?” Christine asked. “Me,
Baxter?”

“Do you think we are kids shoplifting?”
Baxter asked.

Christine could feel her face flush. She
hadn't realized that Baxter had seen her take the knife. “No, but
what's the big deal? I thought we could use it sometime, for our
group,” Christine said. “You always say ‘those parasites shouldn't
profit’!”

Quietly, from between clenched teeth, Baxter
said, “If you can't see the difference between a collective
operation and self-centred looting, then I can't help you,
bud.”

“I wasn't thinking.”

“Think harder.” Baxter walked away. Neil and
Steven both glanced at Christine, and then followed Baxter up the
hill to where Neil’s van was parked. Christine stood alone for a
long time. The streetlights shone with a harsh, glassy orange
light. Christine was aware of the lights humming in the cold air,
and finally, of morning traffic sounds starting in the streets
above.

Christine had spent the next day in her
downtown boarding hotel. The stolen knife lay behind Christine, in
her jacket pocket on the bed. Christine imagined throwing the knife
out of the window--one satisfying heave--where it would fall into
the anonymous gravel of the alley. But, what difference would it
make? Things had already started to go bad before the black knife.
Hadn’t Baxter already pocketed her last knife and hadn’t she been
too chicken to say anything? Baxter was probably talking to the
rest of the group as Christine stared out the hotel room
window.

Usually the dim hotel room with the torn
drapes and grimy carpet was only a place for Christine to sleep or
to make coffee, but now, she had stayed there all day, staring out
of the one window into the alley, waiting. She didn't have a
telephone, so everyone knew that they had to stand in the alley and
call up her name. The manager tapped on her door once to collect
the overdue rent, but Christine ignored him. Baxter had promised
her a loan to cover it. Neil and Steven’s house was supposed to
have a shared bedroom in their basement free next month, but they
lived with three other people and someone was away in San
Francisco, so they hadn’t had a house meeting to decide if she
could move in. Christine was also waiting for an inheritance after
her grandmother’s death, but that could take a long time.

At the hotel, in her wallet, Christine had: a
driver’s license, a library card, some phone numbers, a twenty
dollar bill, a ten dollar bill and some quarters. Sometime in the
evening, Christine had managed to go out the back fire door of the
hotel without seeing the manager and order food at the cafe a few
doors down the street, but she only picked at her fries and gravy.
She did not see any coverage of the group’s attack on the
marketplace in the newspaper. When Christine came back to her room,
there was a twenty-four hour Eviction Notice, for non-payment of
current or back rent posted on the door. Before she could deal with
the eviction notice, Christine had fallen into an exhausted sleep,
lying across her bed, on top of the bedspread, wearing everything,
including her jacket and runners. She had only woken up when the
fire alarm went off early in the morning. She jumped out of bed,
but she could hear someone shouting drunkenly “I’m gonna kill ya”
so she knew the alarm had been set off by accident, as usual. That
day, she stayed at her post like the day before, staring into the
alley, again waiting. The orange carpet inside the room seemed to
be breathing poison. Christine felt so exhausted. Where the hell
was she supposed to go now? How could she drag herself to do her
shift at the bookstore where her co-workers might have heard and
might be on Baxter’s side? No, everything was supposed to be a
secret in their group. No one would talk, would they?

Christ, would anyone ever come to her window?
How would they help anyway? Neil would just say, “Baxter's right.
We have important social issues to consider.” Deb would probably
listen and agree, “Yeah, yeah,” but wouldn’t invite Christine back
to her tiny coop housing unit to talk more, or to stay. Steven
wouldn't have anything to say, as usual.

Would Baxter ever talk to her?

The next evening, Christine had just gotten a
shock trying to unplug the old electric kettle in order to make
some coffee, when there was a loud knock at the door. Christine
didn’t answer it. She put a wet dishcloth over her hand. Through
the door, the manager of the hotel said in a muffled voice, “Hello,
hello?” Christine stood still in front of the kitchen sink. The
manager banged loudly, “Let’s not have trouble.” Christine knew she
still had time. Didn’t she have until nine o’clock, technically?
Christine could hear the manager turning the master key in the
lock, so she opened the door. It wasn’t like any miracles would
happen in the next hour.

“Now, I gave you a notice. Before there is
any trouble--just go!” The manager handed her two big garbage bags
and gestured around the room.

“Please. I promise I’ll pay you tomorrow. I’m
just waiting for a friend.”

“Your friend is bullshit. But, I don’t put up
with bullshit. I am doing you a favour. Just between you and me,
the owner is renovating for Expo.”



After Christine had put what she could of her
clothes and possessions into the two garbage bags, and into her
knapsack and had dragged everything the eleven blocks up Hastings
to the bookstore, where, luckily, someone was still working late
unpacking magazines, and after Christine had cached her stuff in
the back of the store room, and after Christine had slept in the
storeroom on the floor for a few nights, various members of the
bookstore collective--even Christine’s excitable old roommate
Elena--had started complaining that it was just too crowded. Before
they could call a meeting and get everyone involved in her housing
crisis so that she would end up with more loans from other people
that she would have to pay back or barter work for, Christine said
she had found somewhere to go. It wasn’t really a place; it was
just an urban camp, people squatting on the thin strip of Crown
land under one of the bridges to downtown.

For the next few weeks, Christine slept under
a cardboard box between two Burrard Bridge squatters, both women,
who put their hands on Christine’s back all night to keep them
warm. If Christine tried to push them away, the women slapped her
gently and told her to “Behave, chick.” The women borrowed all of
Christine’s barrettes and hair elastics and then passed them on to
other friends, so that Christine had none and her hair was always
like a damp dog tail slapping against her back. One of the women
from under the bridge, Dot, started asking Christine for money and
mumbled, “Lying bitch” when Christine said she didn’t have any.

Life under the Burrard Bridge was very cold.
Christine seemed to have a constant headache from squinting against
the rain. Her rain jacket didn’t keep her shoulders dry anymore and
some of her other things--even the books of Pablo Neruda’s poetry
that Elena had given her, even her old poems on scraps of
paper!--had gone missing from her bags. It was just too much work
to stay safe and warm and she wasn’t doing any political cause any
good from down there. No one dared light a fire and bring the
police and irate False Creek residents down on them. The bridge
struts were always slick and green and mouldy and crusted with old
and new pigeon droppings. People threw (or lost) all kinds of
things over the bridge railing: empty potato chip bags, Styrofoam
coffee cups, full packages of cigarettes, hats, and even toys.
During the day, Christine went to the bookstore or downtown to beg
for coffee and cigarette money, although only a few elderly ladies,
out shopping, ever gave her anything. Christine went into the
Safeway on Davie Street, tore open loaves of bread when no one was
looking and stuffed rolled up slices into her mouth while she
pretended to be lingering over the displays of imported cookies.
She ate grapes from the produce stand and pocketed some candied
peanuts from the bulk bins. If Baxter thought she was a thief
before, look at her now! This was pathetic. She could only get away
with lunch in a grocery store so many times. She wasn’t going to
pilfer food as a habit. No way. She needed a job, cash, a place, or
a place, a job, cash, whichever way would get her out of the
vicious cycle.

One day at Ovid Books, Christine saw Neil and
as he rushed away, she, feeling desperate, asked him what was
happening with the room for rent. He just said, “Oh, not much”
without meeting her eyes and then headed down the stairs. Christine
called after him as quietly as she could, “I’ll call you about our
next meeting?” and Neil hunched his shoulders up and called back
sarcastically, “Right.”

Christine had to get out from under the
bridge. She could feel a roiling anger starting in her stomach.
What right did Baxter, any of them, have to put in her in this
position? None. None at all. She thought about calling Neil and
Steven. She thought about calling Elena but, Elena wouldn’t
understand, couldn’t be told, about Baxter. Deb was not going to be
helpful. The thought of calling Baxter made Christine’s stomach
heave. Anyway, Baxter had the group agree that they would be
discrete and not be constantly associated with each other in
public.

Damn it! She needed somewhere to stay while
she saved up for a damage deposit for somewhere else to stay. Was
she ever going to have an address without the hassle? She didn’t
mean a basement suite in Surrey or White Rock either, underneath
some family eating their family-sized boxes of corn flakes and
hoarding all their twisted secrets, week after week, month after
month. Some people had a room and a post office box, but no phone.
Some men, by sleight of hand, just rented an office and lived
there. Like Vince and his so-called “studio”! Her parents were busy
tending their collective farm in the Kootenays. Who had fixed
addresses anymore? Only her grandparents who used to own their
little house, but of course, they were dead.

Some people considered that strip of land
under the Burrard Bridge as their home. If this was their home, who
were their family? The community living in the tarp lean-tos was
surprisingly hierarchical. Christine couldn’t accuse the men of
being the bosses and the pimps, not exactly, but anyone could see
that some of the women were off at Seymour and Davie Street walking
the street until late at night, getting those last customers, while
the men were already back under shelter, talking, smoking. Although
Christine kept to herself, over in a corner, and no one had said
anything, it was only a matter of time before something was
demanded of her.

Would Dot miss Christine when she was gone?
Despite stealing almost everything Christine owned--except her
clothes which were too small for Dot—she was drunk enough one night
to befriend Christine. Some of the Burrard Bridge guys were
partying. The city had decided to try a passenger ferry service
from the Maritime Museum on Kitsilano Point over to where the World
Expo would be held. On one of the first trials across False Creek,
a wave had swamped the little ferry and sunk it. The pimp thought
the operator had drowned, but Christine found that hard to believe.
Everyone under the Burrard Bridge hated Expo. Dot was drinking Baby
Duck fast and talking faster. She told Christine, “Yeah, I got the
two kids, beautiful ones, Luke and Samantha, and I’m gonna get ‘em
back.” Dot swayed where she sat on a stack of folded cardboard and
old grocery bags. Although Dot was mumbling, Christine finally
gathered that Dot had a plan wherein Christine would guard Dot’s
money so that Dot would be sure to spend it on the bus up to
Squamish to visit the kids in their foster home the next weekend.
Dot had to go out with a john on the weekend and then, for sure,
she would leave on Sunday morning on the bus. Dot claimed that the
man had already arranged, since his last visit, to pick her up, in
his rent-a-car, in front of the apartment building at the South End
of the bridge, on Friday night, take her to a hotel downtown where
she would play “squaw” to his colonial conqueror.

Christine was too naïve for her own good. A
man would pay hundreds of dollars for this woman to go “whoo-whoo”
with her flat palm over her mouth to make a Native war cry, as long
as she wore nothing but red underwear? Why was Christine stupid
enough to keep Dot’s cash? Jesus Christ Almighty, she was going to
get mugged herself. It was the story about the kids. Christine
couldn’t stand to think of any children being hurt, being done any
injustice of any kind.

As it turned out, by Friday evening a lot of
people wanted to see Dot, especially when Dot was nowhere to be
found: another of the women who hadn’t seen her since early the
evening before, the pimp from under the bridge, and, Mr.
Businessman himself. He had apparently waited impatiently outside
the apartment building and then walked, in his coat and good shoes,
down under the bridge, in the dark, like some kind of explorer
expecting to find gold and be welcomed by all the natives of the
land.

It was not possible that the pimp had pointed
out Christine as a second choice! It wasn’t possible that this was
happening. Oh, but it was. Under the whoosh of the traffic,
Christine heard the conversation between Mr. Pimp and Mr.
Businessman echoing up under the bridge. As the businessman
sauntered towards Christine where she half-sat, half-lay in her
campsite, mentally calculating how much money she was owed from
shifts at Ovid Books, Christine suddenly thought of Leigh-Anne.
Sure, she would have to call Leigh-Anne! This life under the bridge
couldn’t go on any longer. She was damp, frozen, hungry and there
was a tall, blond man, with his shiny pants slicing the darkness,
coming towards her with sickening demands. How desperate was he?
Christ, her hair was a straggly mess; she probably stank. Maybe
that wildness is what appealed to him. In the orange murky light of
the False Creek streetlamps, Christine could make out Mr.
Businessman’s smug smile, the questioning tilt to his eyebrows and
the European formality of his posture as he bent slightly at the
waist and leaned over her, like a Polish count, at a ball, asking
for a waltz.

A pigeon cooed. The pimp and some other
friends laughed where they sat across the way. Then, all Christine
could hear was the familiar roaring in her ears, the roaring that
always started up when Christine was afraid. Was she afraid of this
man? Yes, she was suddenly terrified. Those half a dozen other men
wouldn’t help her. They didn’t owe her anything: not shelter,
protection, even a cigarette. It was dark down under the bridge.
What did Christine have? A piece of cardboard? A little
penknife?

Christine stood up abruptly and asked the
man, “What the fuck are you looking at?”

“I look for company?” the man said, with his
creamy, well-fed cheeks glowing in anticipation.

“No way! Not interested!” Christine said.

“You are not busy,” the man pointed out with
the smile never leaving his face.

“Fuck off!” Christine said.

The pimp yelled over, “Take it somewhere
else!”

It was a strange and tired grief Christine
felt. She was sorry, she really was. She regretted that she had
seventy-five dollars in her pocket that didn’t belong to her. Maybe
she needed to be pardoned for the stolen knife. She could apologize
for her whole life as a shoplifter, petty thief, and bandit. Maybe
later. Right now, she was busy pushing the businessman back against
a concrete strut and stabbing him in the only place she could
easily reach—his thigh. Even though it was a little, decorated
knife, it actually worked, and Christine felt it slice through the
man’s pants and into his flesh. He grunted. His perverted,
anticipatory smile hadn’t left his face, but it was slowly changing
to puzzlement.

“Take it somewhere else, you bitch!” the pimp
called out to Christine, but Christine didn’t think he could see
what was happening in the shadows where she stood.

The businessman clutched his thigh and looked
at her sadly.

“Go away,” Christine said through gritted
teeth.

Still clutching his thigh, the man stalked
off towards the stairway up to the bridge.

The pimp stood in front of Christine with his
arms folded, “Take off, bitch. Go home to Daddy.”

A few of the other men called over, “Ah,
leave her, fuck it.” Still, Christine moved her camp as far from
everyone else as she could, and didn’t sleep all night.

This morning, when Christine had left the
bridge shelter, she had only asked Leigh-Anne if she could come
over. They had not talked about why, or for how long. (The lie to
Leigh-Anne about the bulldozer and the squat had been unplanned,
but how could Christine explain everything? No matter how far
Leigh-Anne went into adulthood, she was even more naïve than
Christine. Jesus, it was as if she and Leigh-Anne had led some
completely cloistered life that left them unprepared for
everything.)

Christine woke up late in the afternoon, in
Leigh-Anne’s guest room, when she heard Leigh-Anne bustle in,
singing, “Rutherford, my prince.” Leigh-Anne called up the stairs.
“Hey, I’m making popcorn. Come on down! You can borrow a blouse if
you want.”

In the kitchen, Leigh-Anne plunked a bowl of
popcorn on the table and then stood by the phone listening to her
messages. She said, “I forgot. I turned the phone down. Did you
hear it ringing?”

“No, I was sleeping,” Christine said.

“Really, are you sick--oh, that was...3445,”
Leigh-Anne scribbled the telephone number on a pad of paper.

“No. I don't know.” Christine shifted from
foot to foot.

“You look more like you have lost your own
true love. Hey, don’t you want a shirt?--”

“--My life's not a soap. You probably
wouldn't understand.”

“Maybe not.” Leigh-Anne sat down and took her
work shoes off. “What have you been up to? Still in that communist
thing?”

“No, Leigh-Anne. We have to do something in
real life, not just whine about how no one understands Marx’s
thinking anymore.”

“But Mom said you were still at that
bookstore. Well, she says a lot of things. Are you?”

“It’s not Communist.”

“I see,” Leigh-Anne delicately fed herself
one popcorn kernel at a time, wiping her fingers on a napkin. “I'm
glad I don't have a date, so we can hang around. What about you?
Got a boyfriend yet?”

“Is that all you still do?” Christine
asked.

“No, I'm very mature!” Leigh-Anne grabbed a
huge handful of popcorn and shoved it into her mouth. Popcorn fell
onto the floor. The dog sniffed at it. “Rutherford’s my boyfriend.
Isn’t he cute?” Leigh-Anne asked.

Christine shrugged, “You know I don’t really
like yappy dogs. I think I'll catch the news.” She turned to the
living room.

Leigh-Anne said, “Come on, Christeeney, I
know you, it's about a guy, isn't it? Huh? Tell me. You’re always
mad at them!”

Christine leaned in towards Leigh-Anne and
gripped the table. “There are more serious issues than guys for
Christ’s sake, Leigh-Anne.”

“It's always a guy. What did he do?”
Leigh-Anne asked.

“Nothing! He doesn't care about me.”

“Who is he?” The phone rang and Leigh-Anne
said, “Speak of the devil.”

While Leigh-Anne giggled into the phone,
Christine wandered into the living room. Behind the television, a
whole row of seashells glowed on the bookshelf. A striped nautilus
shell tempted Christine. She put it to her ear and listened but she
couldn’t hear anything.

The phone rang again and she could hear
Leigh-Anne laughing and saying, “No kidding! No kidding!” Then
Leigh-Anne called in to her, “Hey, guess what, I’m waiting for a
call about a continuity job on a TV pilot, but that wasn’t it!
Let’s take Rutherford for his walk before that phone goes or it
starts raining again!”

“Fine.”

“Are you serious?” Leigh-Anne asked.

“I always am,” Christine said.

They strode down the streets, Christine
kicking glossy chestnuts away with each step. They came to a park.
Without talking, they passed the teeter-totter and the sandbox and
sat down on the swings. Leigh-Anne let the dog off his leash and he
sauntered behind the bushes.

Leigh-Anne swivelled gently with her toes
dragging in the wet sand. “Do you feel better now?” she asked.

“Hah de hah hah,” Christine said.

“Let's rent a video tonight,” Leigh-Anne
said.

“If that's what you want,” Christine said.
“But I have to make a few phone calls first.”

“Should I ask? The guy?” Leigh-Anne swivelled
to face Christine.

“Yes, I am going to call a guy. We have to
talk about some things.”

“Let me guess,” Leigh-Anne said. He gave you
a 'friendship' ring because he's not ready for a commitment?”

“Leigh-Anne--”

“--You should make up with him.” Leigh-Anne
said. “And don’t keep any secrets! Did you tell him about your, you
know, all the stuff that happened to you in the past?”

“Is that what you would do?”

“Yes! Let me tell you all about it,”
Leigh-Anne said. “But first--swing!” She started pumping. “Come on,
you used to be the best. You could do it for hours with your eyes
closed, backwards, standing, one foot, the works. I remember you
yelling, 'Swing me higher' and ‘fly, fly’ and then laughing like a
maniac.”

Christine started pumping back and forth,
stretching all the way back and leaning in hard over her knees.

“I can't do this any more. I'm a chicken in
my old age,” Leigh-Anne gasped. But, when she got the swing to its
highest point, she took a deep breath and jumped off without
looking at the ground. “I did it,” she said, “I flew.” Leigh-Anne
brushed the backs of her legs off. “Hey, I’m wet! Rutherford, let's
go.” she called. “And you,” Leigh-Anne tried to grab the chain of
Christine’s swing.

Christine didn't listen. She let the swing
rock back and forth. Christine closed and opened her eyes rapidly,
until the cool yellow light of the setting sun, which shone from
behind the billowing clouds, sparkled at the edge of her view,
until she felt lighter and sparkling herself. Something would work
out for her. She didn’t have to live under the bridge. She didn’t
have to think about trouble at the bookstore. She didn’t have to
consider her family, not really; they were fine. She didn’t have to
think about other people from the past, other places where she had
had to stay-- indifferent communal houses, her grandparents’ little
house, men’s rooms.

She didn’t have to add her bitterness about
Baxter to a whole lifetime of seething grievances. Baxter wouldn’t
understand her feelings one way or another.

Instead, Christine would again connect with
the people, the group to whom she belonged. Wherever that
exhilaration found her and hollowed her out, so that her heart
could float and bounce, so that she could feel anything was
possible, that the world would be cracked open and revealed in all
its power, that all the badness in the world would be changed, by
her, by them, that was where Christine still wanted to be.


Clubhouse

Christine would do anything to stay in her
action group. She figured that if the world was a greedy and
dangerous place, it was better to be dangerous yourself. Even if it
meant swallowing her own feelings, Christine wanted to stay in and
experience that exquisite sense of being and belonging, that
immersion in the real world of politics and consequences. If her
group did things right, they could be catalysts for revolutionary
change. Christine, Baxter, Neil, Steven, and Deb could bring down
the capitalist system. Why not? Together, they were powerful.

Usually, whenever the group met, Baxter would
start, “Comparing history with our present context, I would say it
is imperative we act...”, and out would come another of his plans.
Baxter would say that he had studied enough about “the sickening
Republican-Tory matrix” and about “the ideological underpinnings of
consumer society” at university, and had enough life experience at
his day job at the printing press, to substantiate his political
aims. When Baxter talked, Christine felt as if her rib cage were
hollowed out, as if her heart were floating light and carefree.
Sometimes she would ask Baxter, “Can you explain that again?”
Because one of the pupils of Baxter’s blue eyes didn’t close
properly against the light, his eerie look commanded you to pay
attention. He would say, “Listen!” and then, arrogantly,
beautifully, with his hand running up the rod that was his neck and
chafing back and forth over the bristle of his blond head, lay out
his plan again.

Baxter, Neil, Steven, Deb, and Christine
would congregate at the corner of Hastings and Main, and then walk
to some cafe or restaurant they had not been in for awhile.
Sometimes at the group’s meetings, the conversation veered off from
their newsletters and their action plans, and wandered into a
morass of discussion about what “social justice” really meant.
(Baxter had taken it upon himself to assign readings, and so they
were all slogging through the memoirs of Emma Goldman, although
Deb, who was only on page forty-seven, complained, “It's so boring!
I have a full-time job!”) The group might pick big
enemies--Coca-Cola, Dole, Shell--and fantasize what they would do
to them, if they had the money and more members. Steven might take
coded minutes of their meetings although Baxter kept reminding the
group that even fantasizing was a crime of “conspiracy” in Canada,
no question about it. Christine wondered if that was true.
Christine wondered if she was too naïve for her own good.

Possibly from the endless cups of greasy
coffee, Christine might toss and turn all night in bed after the
group’s sessions. She would kick off the blankets, light a
cigarette, and stare into the blackness with her heart beating
rapidly. This group was more like it! This was what she needed. As
a teenager, Christine had cried over the suffering children of the
Third World. Well, no more sentimental tears! No more interminable
meetings with the same old people sitting on the same folding
chairs in the Social Democratic Party-Youth Section, where she had
worked for three years, discussing how to hold yet one more futile
membership drive. Yes, Christine would still write letters to the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, on behalf of Ovid Books, where she
worked, demanding that the government use their pull to change
circumstances in Central America and Southern Africa, even in
Tibet! However, in her other clandestine life, with this group,
Christine had a role in real politics. Could they change the world
together? Christine let her imagination run wild. She would lay in
her bed with her pillow hot and lumpy under her head; she would
listen to the garbage truck emptying the dumpsters in the alley
beneath her apartment hotel; sometimes she was up so late, she
could hear a newspaper van already filling the newspaper boxes
around the corner. Christine would fantasize about how her group
and others like them all around the world would make the board of
directors of the giant produce companies work all day in the hot
sun themselves. They would beg for water. Don't give it to them!
After a few days, they would be down on their knees swearing to
never exploit their workers again. Would they be forgiven? Maybe
not. Christine would imagine business executives kneeling in a huge
orange grove and herself, with an assortment of peasants behind
her, kicking the men into the dust. Kicking them right in their
selfish, silk-shirted chests until they begged for mercy. Maybe
Baxter would call Christine's fantasies “undisciplined
adventurism”, and would accuse her of letting personal feelings
reduce her focus on the political issues. Or, maybe he would just
say, “That's enough.”

The group couldn’t help it if, from time to
time, their meetings degenerated into gossip. One of the young
women who worked with Deb administering the hospital kitchen had
begged her to come to her wedding and Deb had gone. Deb had told
Baxter, Neil, Steven, and Christine the next day, as they were
sitting in the coffee shop, that her friend was happy with the
arrangements and with the “good man” the families had chosen. The
wedding had been a traditional Sikh ceremony with the men sitting
on one side of the temple and Deb with all the women on the other.
Deb had pocketed some treats to share with the group. No one wanted
any of the little round cakes, all furry with tissue now, except
Steven, who reached hungrily across to Deb with a rangy arm, popped
the cakes one by one into his mouth, and then mumbled, “Thank
you”.

Deb said, “My parents wouldn't dare to
suggest a man for me, although I know my mother will be heartbroken
if he’s not Japanese!”

Christine said, “I can't picture you in a
wedding gown, taking vows.”

Deb laughed, “That is my mother's dream!”

Baxter asked, “Did everyone seem rich at the
wedding? The caste system is alive and well in India, you
know.”

Deb said, “I don't know. There seemed to be a
lot of fancy saris, but everyone gets dressed up for weddings. The
groom's hair was so slicked with grease; you could see yourself in
it. If you could get that close, which I couldn't, since I'm only a
woman and--”

“We should get to business, eh?” Neil said.
His lips were set in their usual officious line.

Baxter nodded. Deb winked at Christine and
then turned to Baxter. Everyone, sitting at the table in the coffee
shop, with their half-drunk cups of coffee before them, with their
wet spoons on their saucers, with their faces as blank as clean
platters, was waiting for Baxter to speak.

Maybe Baxter simply had the best plans.

Recently, Baxter had come up with a hot idea
for their media mischief campaign. Together the group had written a
press release (Neil could really lay it on thick!) duplicating the
embossed letterhead (Steven was good!), attributed to the executive
director of the biggest forestry company in the province, which
read: “Westline Forestry will be implementing major policy changes
in our operations. We will be initiating a program of divestment in
which all of our second growth plots will be presented to the local
citizens of the communities in question. Furthermore, we intend to
desist from all harvesting of old growth timber and to instead
institute the new forestry practices preferred by the North
American and European markets of today. Our senior vice-president,
Mr. Thomas Pretter, and our Public Relations Director, Mr. Jack
McDougall will be available for questioning in The Sitka Spruce
Lounge, Westline Forestry Building, at 10:00 a.m., Tuesday, May
18th.”

On the morning of the alleged press
conference, Baxter went with a pocket of change to a quiet phone
booth in a shopping mall and started systematically phoning the
news desks of the newspapers, television and radio stations,
pretending to be Mr. Jack McDougall himself, and reminding them of
the press conference, where something that would “impact the
province” was about to be announced. Meanwhile, Neil, at another
telephone, pretending to be an assistant P.R. person, with just the
right bureaucratic tone, managed to convince both the security desk
and the janitorial staff that a press conference was about to take
place in the lounge and that the doors should be opened, the lights
turned on and what exactly was the hold up, the management would be
furious if there were any delays! At the site of the action, inside
the lobby of Westline Forestry, right outside the big, wooden doors
of the Sitka Spruce Lounge, stood Deb, (who could blend in, what
with her crisp white blouses and what she called her “inscrutable
Asian face”), looking as innocuous as a cable television
saleswoman, handing out a sheet of paper that outlined pointed
questions--about environmental degradation and ecosystem
disturbances-- that should be asked of Westline Forestry. The
statement also said, “This interruption in forestry business today
has been brought to you by your local concerned citizens”. Before
Deb made a safe, clean exit out the front door and down the street,
into Deb's car where Christine drove them away, Deb managed to
place this sheet of paper into the hands of several community
newspaper and radio station reporters and even a television crew,
along with several management personnel who had descended from
their offices to find out “what the hell” was going on. By the time
the company had to print disclaimers, a small, but annoying amount
of trouble had been stirred up. It was well choreographed. It was
perfectly anonymous.

At work in the hospital kitchen, Deb happened
to hear the host of a popular radio show, come right out a few days
later and say, “Folks, I love this province. God help me I do, and
we all gotta earn a living, be it forestry or otherwise, but if
Westline Forestry is covering something up, let's hear about it!
Enough of big business. Hooray for the little guy!” Deb could
hardly repeat the words to the group without bursting into giddy
laughter. Hooray for the little guy! Steven had clipped a newspaper
article that said, “Police are investigating a recent theft at the
offices of Westline Forestry,” and had showed it to the group
before shredding it into his saucer. Neil had crowed, “Theft! They
think we stole letterhead! They think we were trying to get into
the Sitka Spruce fucking lounge and steal what? The chairs?”

Deb said, “I wanted some of those Westline
pens lying all over that huge table!”

They all laughed.

Everyone had a designated role in the group
actions. Everyone, too, had a role in composing the newsletters
that they left at political events. Their summer issue had been
particularly thick. Their section on “Salute to Action” had
included the usual news flashes about acts of defiance against
military dictatorships, stories about industry whistleblowers, and
ad hoc citizen's groups trying to stop open pit mining. Also, they
had put in a home-grown--revolutionary!-- story about a mysterious
bomb going off outside the national offices of the Mounties and
being accredited to both the Mohawks and the separatist movement of
Quebec. Deb had supplied an update on the unappreciated hospital
employees union of which Deb was a member. Neil had an incisive
portrayal of back room deals being tendered by some North American
corporate giants. (Neil had researched this article for university,
but he said he didn't care if it got a good mark.) Steven--who
despite his shyness had wangled a key to a computer lab from his
university department and could do their layout--had added the
jarring headlines that tilted sideways and upside down. Steven had
called Baxter's article on the history of liberal democracy (its
grandiose claims compared to the terrible reality of race relations
in North America) “Jingoist Bells, Jingoist Bells”. In the past
issues, if there had been too many jokes, Baxter had muttered, “All
right, that's enough.” While the group had been confirming the
cover of the summer issue, Christine had seen Steven’s proposed
caricatures of the provincial premier saying, “Go on, take it, it's
FREE”, about a forest. So, Christine had piped up to ask if she
could include some of her poetry about women’s lives. Enough was
enough, apparently. Baxter's eyes had flashed with impatience, over
the half-drunk cups of coffee and the crumpled napkins on the cafe
table. Baxter had turned to Christine and said, “Not now!” Neil had
explained to Christine about “thematic relevance”, so Christine's
contribution to the summer edition was photocopying and collating,
although Deb, sitting beside her in the cafe, had murmured
reassuringly, “Maybe next time.”

It seemed to Christine as if her group was
always discussing what to do and how to do it, like stubborn
Communists arguing endlessly over what Fidel Castro really
signified. Was Christine’s action group like a gang of proud old
Communists, or were they more like a gang of siblings? Like real
siblings, the group bickered pointlessly. In the cafes, the group
usually only ordered French-fries to share, and coffee with fifty
cent refills, for which Deb, or sometimes Baxter, paid. At
restaurants, they were obligated to order something to eat. They
had gone into The Red Dragon one evening and Neil, scarcely before
they sat down, had nonchalantly ordered a dinner of steamed rice
and Singapore Style Chow Mein for five. Deb, who had dug her wallet
out of her bag and was jingling change in her palm, suddenly burst
out, “Look, I can't afford to front this whole group all the time.
I pay for the coffee, the photocopying, everything. I know I have a
job, but I worked hard to get that job.”

Baxter leaned across the booth table and
said, “We agreed that this was a collective-- everything shared,
each contributing according to their ability.”

“I know, but I can't afford it. Why don't you
pitch in, Baxter? You work.” Deb poked at the coins in her
hand.

“I do pitch in. And, I certainly contribute
my share of the thinking. What are you bitching about?”

“I had a long day. I've got a backlog of
paperwork to do.”

“Take a day off,” Baxter said generously, as
if it were up to him.

Deb snorted, “I don't have any personal
discretionary days left. Isn't this the same old story: the women
working their fingers to the bone while the men sit around eating
and watching hockey?”

Christine felt a twinge of sympathy for Deb,
but she didn't know what to say.

Baxter narrowed his eyes, “No one in this
group is going to go hungry--”

“That's not what I meant!” Deb said loudly
and defensively. “I just don't have that kind of cash day after
day!”

A large family at a round table in the middle
of the restaurant kept pausing with their chopsticks halfway to
their mouths in order to swivel their heads to look at Deb.

“Lower your voice and let's make a budget
then,” Neil pulled out a pad of paper from his backpack and
flattened it on the table. He pushed the sticky bottles of soy
sauce and red chili sauce out of the way with the back of his
arm.

The group started itemizing their expenses,
but Christine could sense Baxter eyeing Deb from time to time
throughout the dinner. Baxter poked at his own serving of food and
Steven ended up cleaning every morsel of rice and every shred of
curried noodles out of the serving bowls. Christine could sense by
the spin of acid in her stomach that the fights weren't over, not
yet. It became clearer that some sort of schism was growing in the
group when Baxter started inviting Christine for late night walks,
alone, with him and Neil, to analyze the corruption of military
dictatorships, to describe trade union history, as he understood
it, to outline his own visions for utopia. Christine wondered if
they could really be like Sinn Fein, The Shining Path, Sandinistas,
guerrillas, revolutionaries all? Christine, Neil, and Baxter walked
up and down Hastings while Baxter talked. More than once, Baxter
said emphatically, “When the revolution comes, we will share
everything.”

Would they share responsibility, too, for the
trouble their actions caused them? How daring could they be? Neil
had heard that an U.S. naval ship, an aircraft carrier, rumoured to
be carrying nuclear warheads, would be docked in the Vancouver
harbour, for at least ten days, on its way from Panama to Alaska.
The group wanted to do something about this military presence in
what was supposed to be a Nuclear-Free Zone! The group had their
first quick talk about it in the stairwell of Ovid Books. They
didn't have time for a proper café meeting because Deb had to be at
work at four the next morning to deal with some fumigators.
Christine, thinking of street theatre, proposed to the group
members that they get hold of sailor's caps and march around at the
docks--where people would be lined up for tours inside the
ship--with signs naming wars that the U.S. had started or
perpetuated this century. Cuba. Vietnam, of course.

Baxter said, “Too safe. We have to aim right
for the target.”

Steven stepped down a few stairs. He seemed
to gulp nervously when Baxter said, “target”. Christine wondered if
Steven felt the same way as her: maybe this was beyond them. Baxter
didn't seem to think so. Before Christine had joined, apparently
the group had had success leaving stink bombs in the lobbies of the
embassies of Latin American dictatorships. Leaving a stink bomb was
one thing. However, this was not a place for unrealistic fantasies,
for stink bombs, or mischievous press releases. Attacking a ship
with more than four hundred armed members of the United States
Naval Forces on board was a military operation.

Before the group could conceive a proper
reaction, a real reaction that would “shake everyone to their
cores”, as Baxter said, the navy blundered itself. When the group
next got together, (Baxter had said, “We will decide on a course of
action if it takes all night”), Deb brought a news clipping from
the daily tabloid and the group stood on the corner of Hastings and
Main passing it around, while full rush-hour buses chugged past.
The clipping said that two local prostitutes had been hired
together for a “party” and were then raped, robbed and left
shoeless under a bridge by a gang of men who were alleged to be
naval cadets. The commander of the ship, The Potomac IV, was quoted
as saying that he appreciated the hospitality of this beautiful
city, that everyone had been given shore leave to enjoy it and that
he found it unlikely that any man under his command would either
procure such services or conduct himself as alleged, but that they
could rest assured that an investigation would take place
immediately, sponsored and supported at the highest levels. He
added that the ship's chaplain would be sure to lead the men in a
prayer for the women who had suffered.

Baxter, Neil, Steven, Deb, and Christine
walked up Main Street in the drizzle. A trolley bus had lost its
connections to the overhead power lines and several buses were
idling behind the first bus while the bus driver rehooked his bus
in a fizz of sparks. Over the running engines, Christine could just
make out what Deb was saying. Christine heard, “prostitute's
rights” and “U.S. embassy” and “vigil so that they be extradited
and charged.” The group went into The Sitar restaurant on Keefer
Street. The sudden silence was a relief. Although it was only late
afternoon, each gold tablecloth held a circle of warm amber light
from the hanging lamps. Steven pocketed a handful of the fennel
seeds from the bowl by the door, before the waiter led them to a
big round table. After they had sat down, Christine looked from
Deb, who was sitting on one side of her, to Baxter, sitting on the
other. The group had not been in a real restaurant since the last
argument about money in The Red Dragon.

Neil said to the waiter who was standing,
with his hands clasped politely together, “Dal for five, and
chapatis, please.”

Baxter nodded his head.

Deb folded and unfolded her white cloth
napkin, but did not say anything.

It was unusual for Baxter to be quiet. Jesus,
Christine wondered, what was the problem?

Deb was still preoccupied. “I think our whole
group should go to the vigil. I already packed some food and
blankets in the car, so I can go straight there after work
tomorrow.” She turned to Christine, “I can pick you up.”

Baxter didn’t agree. He consented that the
naval guys shouldn't get away with drunken violence, yes. “But”, he
said, “our agreed orientation is large political issues:
transnational corporations, the use of the military to protect
corporate power aiding in the exploitation of the land and peoples
of Latin America--“--Those women were attacked, deliberately, by
these guys who think they have friggin' diplomatic immunity!” Deb
interjected. She hurriedly sloshed water into the five glasses from
the pitcher the waiter had brought. Deb then gulped some water.

“If you can't see the sick logic here...”
Baxter said, “These soldiers are the pawns of the military
industrial complex who, of course, need them to demonstrate and
represent U.S. aggression. They are trained aggressors. Military
organizations have to be pulled out by their roots.”

“Hello? Baxter, are you home in there?” Deb
asked. “Look, these guys are a bunch of wangheads, raping women who
are easy prey. They've probably raped prostitutes in every port!
Why do they steal their cash and shoes? It's a game! And, the
chaplain is going to pray! Pray! I want to do something!”

“Hey, I know some roots we could pull out,”
Christine said.

“Yeah, yeah, good-” Deb said.

“--We can't let ourselves be spread too
thin,” Baxter talked loudly over top of Deb. “We have to maintain
our own focus.”

Christine felt a bitter thistle of rage stick
in her throat. U.S. soldiers, flaunting their uniforms and
flaunting their presence had raped those women. It could happen
again, tonight even, to any woman, to Deb, to her! The group should
focus on a problem right here in Vancouver. Actions were being
organized against the ship. Just because they--Baxter--hadn't
invented the action, didn't mean that the prostitute's vigil wasn't
valid.

Deb asked Neil and Steven if she would see
them at the courthouse vigil. They shook their heads and leaned
back so that the waiter could put down a basket of chapatis and the
five bowls of Dal from his tray. Neil and Steven both ripped off
pieces of the bread and started mopping up mouthfuls of stew.

Deb pushed her bowl towards the middle of the
table. She said, “I bet those prostitutes weren't white!”

Baxter said, “I don't think this is about
racism, Deb.” He took a slow, contemplative sip of his water.
“Prostitution is a tricky issue to tackle. It's imperative that
we--”

“You don't care!” Deb said hotly.

“Is that true, guys?” Christine asked. Why
couldn't Baxter be quiet for once and let someone else say
something?

“--think about these issues in the right
context,” Baxter was saying.

Neil said, “We do care. Baxter is just saying
we have to pick our fights, right Baxter?”

Christine wondered if rifts and tensions were
inevitable in all groups such as hers.

Yes.

No.

If they were really siblings, eventually they
would have to apologize and forgive each other and live out their
lives as kin. However, she, Baxter, Neil, Steven, and Deb weren’t
really sisters and brothers, after all.

Deb stood up from the table and folded her
arms. “Well, guys, I'm picking my fight,” she said. “You’re too
stuck up to see what is important. I don’t have time for this, cuz
I have to rest up for a vigil!” She stalked out of the restaurant
like a freedom fighter on the way to her first coup d'etat.

Baxter let Deb walk out without saying
anything. His hair seemed to be on fire from the orange light of
the hanging lamp. His unchanging pupil was a black hole.

Christine felt a strange sense of vindication
watching this confrontation. Go, Deb! Keep going!

Was Christine also standing up? Was Christine
following Deb?

No.

The widest chasm was not caused when
Christine, Baxter, Steven, and Neil had to each count out six
dollars and fifty-five cents in awkward silence to cover the bill
at The Sitar. The widest chasm had already opened up the instant
that Christine did not go with Deb, but instead bent her head down
and lit a cigarette. After all, Christine knew that Baxter could
easily, with the dazzling thoroughness of his ideas, (and the blond
of his hair, admit it), get another group of activists together. He
would leave Deb and Christine—and anyone who joined them--standing
on a street corner, digging into their pockets for bus change,
shocked, lost, emotional, and exiled.


Dormitory

The phone rang. “Oh, hi, Mark,” Leigh-Anne
said. “I’m good. My sister is staying with me, so I’m extra good.”
Leigh-Anne grimaced at Christine. Leigh-Anne had made some dancing
purple people out of children’s plasticine, for an experiment, and
she pretended to strangle one of these as she listened to Mark’s
voice talking. “Can I call you later? I need to get my sister to a
meeting on time!”

After Leigh-Anne hung up, Christine asked,
“Why lie? Why not just tell him to get lost it you don’t like
him?”

“He’s not so bad.” Leigh-Anne moulded the
figurine’s arms over its head and plunked it back on the telephone
table.

Like always in Leigh-Anne’s life, Mark wasn’t
the only caller. Christine could hear people leaving messages on
her phone machine when Leigh-Anne was out. “Leigh-Anne Steele? This
is Silver’s Art Supplies. We’ve got lots of Christmas specials
coming up, so drop by or give us a call!” “LaLa? It’s me Nancy!
I’ve sorted it out. I’m coming to Vancouver in March. Yeah! Get
tickets to something good!” Nancy? It must be Leigh-Anne’s friend,
Nancy Chang, from high school who was teaching in Calgary. Or was
it Edmonton? “This is the Royal Bank. Please contact us if the
Steele safety deposit box will not be renewed. Otherwise we will
charge your account as usual.” “This is Norman, from the
neighbourhood association. We are going ahead with the extra
burning permit, so let us know what yard waste you have before
Saturday.” “It’s me, Liz. I can’t go to the movie, cuz you know who
has given me a deadline.” Liz? Christine didn’t know who that was.
A woman phoned and mumbled, “I hope this is Leigh-Anne’s answering
machine? I hate these things! We were going down to the library to
look up books on allergies?” And again a few days later, the same
woman, “Leigh-Anne? Why don’t you call me? It’s Sheila.”

Leigh-Anne worked sometimes early and
sometimes late. Christine could hear her clock radio go off in the
early morning darkness and play tinny pop music for an hour while
Leigh-Anne showered, put purplish lipstick onto her already full
lips, put on shiny eye shadow of the faintest gold, which must be
to bring out her eyes, fiddled with hair gel to make tighter curls
out of the waves of her hair. Leigh-Anne started to leave friendly
notes for Christine on the kitchen table: “Here is a bunch of
money, could you buy some bread, please, honey!” Or, simply, “The
Changs are coming!” which was the old family code because their
mother had invited too many guests to dinner--exchange students and
fellow gardeners, and the dregs of various amorphous potluck
circles—and the girls had to run up to “Chang’s Grocery” on 41st
Ave to get something extra. Nancy Chang, their daughter,
Leigh-Anne’s friend, really did stay to dinner sometimes, too.

Christine and Leigh-Anne’s mother phoned from
the Kootenays, but Christine did not pick up the receiver.
“Leigh-Anne? Call me when you get it in. I’m here!”

“What’s happening with mom and dad?”
Christine asked Leigh-Anne one evening as she poked her fork into a
lettuce leaf of the salad Leigh-Anne had just made.

“Why don’t you phone them? Then all the news
won’t be second-hand. Do you like this tarragon dressing?”

“It’s good,” Christine said. “Are they at
home?”

“Sure, they always stay there! Mom said they
are trying to apply for some extra license to do with the market
garden. And, guess what? They’re going to have helpers again all
next summer. Remember that organic farmworkers exchange thing they
are on?”

“Yeah, that Scottish guy who was there
before?”

“Not him again, but another guy from
Scotland. Remember how cute the other guy was? And, this Australian
woman is trying to get organized to come over, too. Lots of people!
Mom said they might buy some bigger, better tents. Mom said that
Dad said they have to build a bunkhouse if they really are serious
about the international exchange thing. Hey, maybe you could go
hang around there next spring and help them plough…”
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