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Quarla tastes bitter and grisly. Maybe wild beluga is better than captive 
whale, like free-range chickens and wild salmon. But I eat everything and 
return to the line up at the barbecue pit for more. It’s not about hunger 
anymore. A few hours after we put Quarla on the spit, packages of food 
started parachuting down from the sky. Nobody speaks, and the only 
sounds are of laboured chewing and swallowing and reflex gagging. But we 
know that if we abandon her now, everything will be lost. Actually, as I 
tuck into another serving of Quarla with grim determination, it seems like 
the most normal thing we’ve done these past four weeks, maybe our whole 
miserable, selfish lives. 

At first, we were in total denial of our misery and the folly of our old ways, 
so life was pretty great. Everyone was still showing up to work, mostly to 
trade information about the rebel attacks in Washington and L.A. and to 
watch CNN on the boardroom’s big-screen TV. Every day was like casual 
Friday and even the upper managers loosened up around the water 
coolers. We started to really get to know each other and even 
conversations about the weather created opportunities for intimate 
revelations. By about 2 P.M. most staff cleared out for the beach or to 
drink at sidewalk cafés or take advantage of the amazing store sales. Then 
a riot broke out at Banana Republic over cashmere cardigans, chinos and 
blazers that nobody had any real use for anymore, and the chain retailers 
began closing their doors. Independent kiosks sprung up on the sidewalks, 
selling second-hand clothes and recently plundered merchandise, as well 
as massages, henna tattoos, haircuts, a wild variety of handmade 
tchotchkes and delicious homemade food. With the outrageous gas price 
hikes, everyone, even the police, took to biking and walking. People on 
stilts began to appear, which gave the streets a summer festival vibe. It was 
surprising how many people owned stilts. 

Everyone got more sleep and more leisure time and it seemed like a better 
way to live. Maybe the crisis in the U.S. could be a great opportunity for us 
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to alter our ways without making too many hard changes. At my 
apartment, I got to know all my neighbours. There were no more awkward 
silences in the elevator and everyone got right to the important stuff. One 
was this very cute guy named George, who lived on the twenty-eighth floor 
and worked at the aquarium in Stanley Park. Sometimes we’d go up to the 
roof deck and talk about our hopes and dreams for the future. I could 
picture this guy in my future, which was a relief, finally. Some tenants 
began work on solar-powered energy and an organic vegetable and herb 
garden. By the time Abdul, the building manager, disappeared, the 
complex was running better than ever. 

The scales started to tip with a shortage of bottled water after many 
delivery trucks were hijacked at gunpoint, so the office water-cooler water 
ran out and with it the good conversations dried up, too. The next day, the 
New York Stock Exchange closed down and none of the upper managers or 
Accounting Department staffers showed up for work. They had all left 
polite messages on their voice mails that they were on summer vacation, 
or forwarded their phones to Gertrude, the receptionist. Gertrude 
forwarded her phone to the conference room where we all hung out 
watching NBC and CNN broadcasting from their new secure locations. 
Some of the commuters decided to move into the building and take over 
the corner offices, while others stayed at home, calling in the occasional 
news of lootings at Costco, Home Depot and Ikea. That Friday, walking to 
work, I noticed that all the downtown banks were boarded up, with armed 
guards stationed in front. Our pay cheques didn’t arrive and when we 
called head office, the phone just rang and rang. That’s when panic set in. 
Harold, from the I.T. department, followed me into the women’s 
washroom and said that his brother had a sailboat. “We’re heading up the 
coast tonight. Come with me.” 

Only a few weeks before, I might have melted at his offer, but now I 
thought, “Who needs you?” Instead, I told him I had plans to go to the 
baby beluga’s first birthday party at the aquarium the following day. He 
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looked at me like I was nuts and said, “But I’ll take care of you.” I thought 
about our night together after the office Christmas party, how he couldn’t 
get away fast enough and had been ignoring me ever since. I said, “It’s too 
late for that. I found someone else.” 

Harold laughed bitterly, said, “Fucking airhead,” and marched off in a 
huff. He stole three new Mac laptops on the way out. Everyone else made a 
point of leaving with something from the office, and people were fighting 
over the stupidest things, like the overhead projectors, as if there’d be an 
urgent need to put PowerPoint graphs and pie charts up on walls. Rick and 
Cam, from Marketing, even fought over the stinky old company mascot. 
Rick was already in the fuzzy bear suit, and Cam tried to knock the head 
right off him, but Rick kicked Cam in the groin with an oversized furry foot 
and made a run for it. It didn’t make any sense until I saw the footage later 
on TV of him attempting to rob a store in Chinatown. The bear head 
obstructed his peripheral vision, so he didn’t see the baseball bat coming. 

That mascot fight got everyone else riled up, and the remaining staff 
pillaged the storage room. I got a choice selection of Post-it notes and 
three giant jars of Coffee-mate. 

The air on the streets was thick with tension. There was a huge lineup in 
front of Safeway, and only mothers with screaming babies were being let 
inside, because the store’s shelves were half-empty. I beelined home, 
thinking, “T.G.I.F.,” and then, “What an airhead! It doesn’t matter now.” 
At the apartment, everyone was lounging around the pool, swimming and 
barbecuing because Larry had found three cases of frozen hamburgers and 
nobody questioned how he got them. Shona told us the borders were 
closed from coast to coast, to prevent Americans from trying to escape into 
Canada.  

I ate meat for the first time in five years and had a romantic candlelit night 
with George. He had flecks of jade green in his brown eyes, and I thought, 
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“Yes, he’s the the one.” I blurted out, “I love you,” and when he didn’t say 
anything back, I wanted to disappear. He said it later while we were having 
sex, but his tone was kind of resentful. At least it was something, though, 
and in the morning we held hands walking to the beluga birthday party. It 
was a beautiful, sunny day, if a little ominous with so many black 
helicopters slicing through the clear blue sky. 

Animal-rights protesters were picketing in front of the aquarium, 
demanding the belugas be freed. A few of them yelled at us and spat on the 
ground as we went in. But inside it was nice and cool. We went down to 
the underground beluga viewing gallery, where there were clowns making 
balloon animals for all the kids, and the three belugas—two adult females 
and the baby—seemed curious and happy, too, hovering near the glass, 
peering at us with their glowing white, bulbous, smiley heads. 

As the cake was being sliced, the power went out. A few people 
immediately got hysterical and started packing their kids into strollers and 
rushing for the exits. Luckily, the backup generator kicked in right away. 
George took me to the admin offices to check out the TV and the Internet. 
The servers were down but what we saw on TV was unbelievable. CBC 
showed pockets of Toronto on fire, standoffs between farmers and 
suburbanites in the Prairies, and, in Vancouver, angry demonstrators 
burning shapeless effigies on the downtown streets. Then the footage of 
Rick in the bear suit, followed by an interview with the guy who ran the 
kayak rental shop down at the beach. He’d been beaten with his own 
paddles by a group of women who stole all of his kayaks and paddled off 
westward; you could still see them as dark splotches—a murder of 
kayakers—heading north on the Strait of Georgia. The strangest thing 
about the footage was that there were also people lying in the sun and kids 
swimming in the bay, just like every Saturday. But there was nothing 
normal about the footage from the States, where tanks had taken over the 
streets and foreigners were being hauled away to who knows where. 
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The staff veterinarian said we should turn off the TV because we only had 
about twenty-four hours on the generator. “That’s it. After that the Arctic 
habitat will start warming up,” she said. Plus, food supplies in the two 
seven-tonne freezers wouldn’t last long; the belugas alone ate more than 
fifty kilograms of food per day. How were we going to feed over sixty 
thousand species of fish, birds, reptiles, and mammals? 

The number of protesters outside continued to grow and creep closer, as 
the chants of “Free the whales!” and “This is what democracy looks like,” 
intensified. So the aquarium director ordered a bunch of tranquilizer guns 
loaded up and the security guards were stationed around the perimeter of 
the aquarium. By dusk, a few protesters attempting to get inside had been 
shot. After waking up, some of them would groggily advance again, looking 
like brain-eating zombies, only to be shot again.  

George was brave in the face of all of it. He volunteered to go out and see 
what was happening downtown, and, if necessary, find an evacuation boat. 
Two other men agreed to go with him and they loaded up a tranquilizer 
gun and started heading for the back entrance. I chased after George, 
wanting to go, too, but he said it’d be too dangerous. “I don’t care,” I said, 
but then he snapped, “You’ll slow me down.” I tried for a passionate 
goodbye kiss, but it seemed forced and when I whispered, “I love you,” he 
looked at me like I was a stranger.  

The aquarium director assigned jobs for everyone. I was stationed at the 
entrance to the Amazon rainforest to make sure none of the turtles and 
frogs wandered out. It was a tough job because the only thing keeping 
them in was the temperature and, with no air conditioner in the entire 
facility, the whole place was starting to heat up. But the director was 
adamant about maintaining some semblance of normalcy. 

I tried to do a head count of all the rainforest species, but it took a while to 
find the tree sloth, way up at the very top of a tree. 
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George didn’t come back that night. I thought about Harold, from I.T., and 
wondered if I’d made a big mistake. I wanted to go home for a while, but 
the three people that had left over the past few hours had been held 
hostage by the most militant protesters, who wanted the whales released 
immediately. They had even broken a man’s finger, but the aquarium staff 
refused to cave to their demands. Even if such a feat was possible, their 
careers and the very existence of the aquarium depended on those whales. 
If live ever returned to normal, they were screwed if they lost the belugas.  

The screaming parrots gave me a raging headache and I admit that I 
started getting impatient and discourteous trying to keep the turtles and 
other small tropical creatures inside the habitat. The tree sloth stared 
down at me noncommittally, but I felt it must be judging me. We ate 
shrimp and crab for dinner. It tasted OK, but within an hour everyone was 
sick and some of the toilets got backed up. I was put on janitorial duty, 
which made babysitting tropical creatures seem like a breeze. When I 
finally got done, it was late, but I was wide awake, so I went to the 
underground viewing gallery to watch the belugas. The mother and baby 
were floating around together near the surface, and the older female, a 40-
year-old named Quarla, was hovering at the bottom of the pool, but when I 
held up a beluga stuffy I’d borrowed from the gift shop, and tapped the 
glass gently with my finger, she came right up to the glass and watched 
intently as I moved the stuffy back and forth. 

“She’s lost two babies in the last five years,” said a voice behind me and I 
practically jumped out of my skin. It was Trudy, the animal trainer. “I’m so 
sorry. I didn’t know,” I said and put the stuffy behind my back so that 
Quarla couldn’t see it. I suddenly felt like bawling, but Trudy said, “It’s 
fine. They could use the distraction.” She said she’d been monitoring their 
heartbeats, which were too high, probably because their pool had 
gradually heated up, causing stress. 

� 	  7



We sat down on a viewing bench and while I entertained Quarla with the 
stuffy, Trudy gave me information about belugas, like that they have 
higher I.Q.s than us. A beluga named Minsky beat a Russian chess master 
in less than an hour. She pointed out the bulbous part of Quarla’s head and 
said that it’s called a melon—how perfect! She said that the melon is used 
for communication and also echolocation because they can literally beam 
their voices out of that melon. I didn’t get it exactly, but it seemed to 
explain why their luminous, bulbous heads seemed to glow hypnotically 
and speak to me in mysterious ways. I wondered what those belugas might 
be saying to us, and whether Quarla still tried to communicate with her 
true family, so far away in the icy waters of Hudson Bay. 

“Maybe we should try to get them to the bay,” I said. “Then what?” Trudy 
snapped. “They wouldn’t know what to do out there in the wild. They 
wouldn’t survive.” So I didn’t say anything more on the subject. I just sat 
there entertaining the belugas with the stuffy, moving it around until my 
arm ached. 

After that, I made a point of entertaining the belugas in some way, every 
day. At the outdoor viewing theatre, I organized low-impact aerobics and 
hula-hooping sessions, and at night, we did karaoke and sing-alongs. The 
belugas seemed to enjoy it. They’d make grunts and chirps that seemed to 
convey pleasure and sometimes they’d return the favour and show us 
tricks that the animal trainers had never even taught them. Sometimes I’d 
stay up really late and sit quietly on the outdoor bleachers watching them 
float around on the surface of their cramped pool, huge and glowing white 
in the dark. I felt terribly sorry for them with nowhere to go. I wondered if 
their melons could sense the seawater that surrounds the park and know 
that freedom was so close but impossibly far away. 
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Did you know that most sloth species started out as ground-dwellers? The 
ones that couldn’t adapt to living in trees went extinct about ten thousand 
years ago. Only the tree-dwelling sloths survived. I wondered about our 
chances of survival with our little round human brains. That got me 
wondering, “What is our natural habitat? If we were held captive, what 
kind of place would be designed for us?”  

The situation outside our compound had deteriorated so much that you’d 
have thought the protesters would have lost interest in freeing the belugas. 
But the eruption of chaos and fires across the city had sent more people 
into the park, and it seemed like everyone enjoyed having something to 
focus their anger and fears upon. One guy from George’s team came back 
in shock and covered in blood. The vet examined him and rumours started 
circulating that he’d been raped either by gangs of rogue downtown 
security guards or by vigilante small business owners. That’s when it really 
set in that we were trapped here. Finally some police showed up and 
started pepper-spraying the most militant protesters. When they found out 
we still had a small supply of food, the cops decided to stay.  

There was nothing I could do to keep the butterflies in the Amazon 
rainforest, and every time the main doors were opened, dozens of 
butterflies would escape and work up the protesters. People from the 
SPCA., Greenpeace, PETA, and the WWF waved banners and handed out 
T-shirts that said things like “WANTED: TIGERS IN THE WILD.” Some of 
us started admitting that we were on the side of the protesters and that we 
should at least try to free the belugas—what else did we have to do? We 
could find a couple of big rigs or make a giant sling and walk them the half 
click to the harbour. But we were afraid to get too vocal because the 
director had the security guards, trainers, and P.R. people on her side and 
they’d already turfed a couple of dissenters. 

When the food stocks were gone, we started eating the small reptiles. The 
smell of barbecued snakes must have travelled because by nightfall 
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thousands of people had joined the mob out front. The RCMP moved in 
and, to the director’s shock, they started rationing out food to the mobs. 
Protesters started chanting, “Meat is murder” and “Eat the rich.” But most 
people immediately dropped their banners to tuck into the frog legs and 
octopus. 

The RCMP began letting mothers and children into the aquarium. A 
nursery was set up in Clownfish Cove and the children got to learn all 
about the fish that would eventually be eaten. The poor belugas were so 
stressed by the heat that their heart rates were constantly elevated, but it 
was hard to appreciate their distress, what with the huge, permanent grins 
on their faces. 

Overnight, Alohaq, the dominant male in the dolphin tank, went berserk. 
He started ramming into the other dolphins and nipping at them. Even 
after he’d been shot with a tranquilizer, he continued ramming into 
everything, finally knocking himself out. He was in such bad shape the vets 
decided to put him out of his misery. So we had lots of new meat, but when 
the rations were sent out to the mobs, a dozen or so militant animal-rights 
protesters went ballistic and started attacking the diners with their picket 
signs and sets of abandoned stilts. One protester was killed by a rubber 
bullet. 

Inside, things also took a turn for the worse. Nobody was getting along or 
doing their jobs, and assaults became pretty common. I spent most of my 
time in the tree with the tree sloth. It was safer up there. Since they’re 
vegetarian and mostly just eat leaves, I didn’t have to worry about the sloth 
starving to death and it was a relief to know that at least one species would 
survive on my watch. Since their metabolisms are so slow, sloths only 
defecate once a week, but I was a bit scared for him when he made the 
slow trip to the ground to do his business. After he’d discreetly covered it 
with dirt, he started back up the tree. I thought about giving him a boost to 
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make his trip easier, but with Trudy’s humans-know-best thinking in 
mind, I decided not to meddle. 

I decided that we could have avoided so many mistakes by being more like 
the tree sloth, by slowing down a little, by being neat, energy-conscious 
and fastidious about our daily rituals and habits and by making a point to 
climb trees regularly to stay healthy and young at heart. 

“I love you,” I whispered to the sloth. It stared back, unblinking, and I 
didn’t feel scared or humiliated. I realized then that I hadn’t really loved 
George, or any of the men I’d claimed to have loved. No wonder it always 
made them angry. I said to the sloth, “I take it back. I don’t love you. Not 
yet. There’s no rush.” 

“The belugas are plotting against us,” Trudy whispered to me late one 
night while we sat in the underground observatory. They had become 
more vocal since the power went out and they’d taken to huddling together 
a lot, but to me it sounded like they were singing sad songs of lament and I 
couldn’t believe they had sinister intentions. She couldn’t possibly know 
what they were saying, could she? The tank had become very murky and 
all of the belugas were floating at the surface, turned away from us, as if 
they couldn’t care less what we were doing or thinking. I felt that we’d 
destroyed their innate curiosity, which never caused harm, unlike ours, 
which made terrible things happen. 

“They’re planning something. Just you wait,” whispered Trudy. She looked 
really rough, hadn’t slept in days, claiming that she had to stay vigilant 
because a beluga has an “advantage” in that even during deep sleep, one 
hemisphere of its’ brain remains active. “Such big, smug faces,” she hissed.  
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I dreamed of running away, finding the place where I belonged. I pointed 
my stupid melon to the sky and tried to focus, but I couldn’t imagine that 
place no matter how hard I tried. 

The next morning, Trudy’s body was found floating in the beluga pool. 
People were surprised the whales hadn’t eaten her because we were all so 
starving. But Trudy’s body was perfectly intact and visibly unharmed. 
Some suspected foul play among us free-the-whales advocates, but the 
marine biologist said that Trudy had probably either accidentally fallen 
into the pool, or intentionally jumped in, and one of the belugas might 
have pinned her to the bottom of the tank. Maybe Trudy just drowned 
from the panic, but the belugas did seem very suspicious all of a sudden, 
with their alien heads, their sideways glances and permanent grins. 

From the Summer, 2005 issue of Taddle Creek 
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