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In October of 2015 I found myself plodding through Bethnal Green in the 

fabled East End of London, England. During the Blitz, German bombs had 

just about leveled this historically working-class part of the city. Now, 

however, it’s a war-zone on the subtler fronts of culture, immigration, and 

real estate prices. I was walking in the rain past the Victoria and Albert 

Museum of Childhood. Inside that spacious barn are all manner of 

dollhouses, trains, clothes and other paraphernalia of kids’ lives stretching 

back to Victorian times – but I was going to a rather different place. 

Across the street and turning right I faced it: a sprawling art deco facade in 

concrete, dating from from the 1920s, papered over with garish self- 

promotional posters of beatifically satisfied gym members. This was the York 

Hall Centre, a historic building that now served as a community center with 

fitness rooms and a pool. As I was to find out, it was also much more. 

Inside at reception a Vietnamese-British office administrator named Tranh 

took me through to meet Ali, a Londoner in his late twenties of Somali 

descent. In his businesslike Cockney clip he rattled off the duties I’d have if 

successful in my application: helping to set up and take down events, selling 

beer and spirits in the bar, and cleaning up everything afterwards. I was 

about as familiar with quantum physics as with tending bar (i.e., not), but 

somehow I got hired anyway. 

To call the work unglamorous would be too kind by an English country mile. 

York Hall, I soon found out, was one of the premier amateur boxing venues 

in the whole world. For me and my co-workers this mainly meant mopping 

spilled booze and moving plastic chairs around. While the fights raged out in 

the ring in the main hall, we “event assistants” would be scurrying around 

doing odd tasks, gathering trash, 

Bar and Boxing, Bethnal Green 

Written by John Demmery Green 

class, precarity and the zero-hour grind in East London
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or, most importantly, feeding the giant alcohol-guzzling serpent-queue of 

thirsty attendees. The rate at which we were expected to serve and ring up 

drink sales, without designated breaks, was back-breaking. All the more so 

when any attempt to take our officially mandated, unpaid break was treated 

by the ambitious young floor manager with suspicion and discouragement. 

Having the luxury that I could probably find another job if pressed, I made 

sure to take that precious thirty minutes off my feet. 

York Hall, this “East End Institution,” was never short of a surprise jab or 

rabbit punch to the senses. Sometimes it resembled Chess Boxing, a 

memorable event that really takes place there. In brief, the fighters go one 

round of traditional amateur pugilism, followed by a second round sitting 

down to the ancient board game of queens, pawns, and strategy, then back 

to hitting each other. This two-pronged struggle between the muscles and 

the brain took me form working one morning cleaning out the hall of acres 

of used color powder from a Hindu festival to another night, pausing every 

few minutes to listen as Scottish authors read aloud from darkly humorous 

stories and poetry. 

Despite the tough nature of the work, what became most onerous was the 

scheduling pattern, or rather lack of one at all. This was a dreaded “zero- 

hour contract” job, which are the option of choice for low-wage work 

throughout the UK. It means the employer is under no obligation to give 

you, the employee, any guaranteed shifts, leading to an intensely 

precarious arrangement where schedules can change at the drop of a hat. 

From what I’ve observed, this type of contract is common in Canada and 

other countries as well, but at least in the UK it has a name. The Labour 

Party under Jeremy Corbyn, incidentally, has vowed to ban them outright 

when elected. The upshot of this for me was this job provided more stress 

than security, and didn’t come close to covering my ridiculous London rent 

bill, let alone other expenses. 

For the eight months I worked at York Hall, the one thing that kept it 

bearable were my co-workers. 
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They all became friends of a sort, even the ones I didn’t really like 

(supervisors). In the globalized microcosm that is London’s East End, they 

came from everywhere: Ireland, Essex, the Caribbean, Romania, and 

Uganda to name a few. I shared so many jokes and fleeting good times it 

would take another essay to do them justice. And after several months 

there I realized this feeling wasn’t just limited to my fellow bar and mop 

buddies. 

In the heavily working-class and immigrant areas of London, if you look just 

below the surface, solidarity still lives and breaths. It was a feeling that no 

matter where you were from, or what had led you there, we were in this 

struggle together and had each others’ backs. This, after all, is where the 

righteous mob stared down Mosley’s fascist blackshirts in the 1930s; where 

the transport workers lived who in the 1920s brought London to a standstill; 

and where father back and down to the present, unionizing, strikes, direct 

action, and above all solidarity have built the rights and safeguards many 

workers now take for granted. I learned many lessons from London, but this 

was one of the best. 

John Demmery Green is a writer and activist based in BC. 
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Victoria, BC – There is some serious trouble brewing in the restaurant 

industry.  Eighteen months ago, celebrity-chef David Chang wrote a piece on 

“the earthquake that's about to hit restaurants”, arguing that unless the 

industry itself is overhauled, it will collapse in spectacular fashion.  While 

Victoria has the dubious privilege of being insulated from most of the chaos 

laying waste to the rest of North America, this is one problem we can't 

ignore.  In fact, we might well be sitting right on top of the fault line. 

Victoria has more restaurants per capita than any other city in Canada. You 

can't swing a dead canary in this town without hitting some new, trendy 

restaurant with a cool name and a confusing menu. But what does that 

actually mean? Virtually unlimited brunch and dinner options? Sure. A high- 

quality entree for 30 dollars? No doubt. An overly saturated, hyper- 

competitive market that drives down prices and, in turn, wages, thereby 

promoting the exploitation of an entire workforce? Absolutely. And yet here 

we are, patting ourselves on the back for our outstanding culinary scene. I 

feel like I'm stuck at a stockbrokers' office party on October 28th, 1929. As 

far as what's waiting for us when the party's over, we need look no further 

than the now-defunct North 48. 

As a restaurant, North 48 was typical; a “rustic-industrial bistro” plying quasi- 

local, quasi-tasty comfort food and fancy cocktails. In that sense, it was 

barely distinguishable from a thousand other BC restaurants. The only thing 

that made North 48 special was the reason it closed. It wasn't any of the 

usual suspects (money, rats, grease traps, Yelp). It was labor. Specifically, a 

shortage of labor. Co-owner Sam Chalmers released a statement, claiming 

that by mid-July three of his five cooks had quit, and replacing them had 

proved impossible. He lamented the “astonishing shortage of cooks in our 

fair city” and, almost as an afterthought, remarked that an independent 

business like North 48 simply can't afford to pay its cooks the same “top- 

level” wages offered by the big guys (read: hotel chains). 

Fault Line
Lessons from North 48

Written by Cal Berer 
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Scant press coverage may lead us to believe this an insignificant issue, a 

rare defect in an otherwise healthy system. In fact, this is a budding 

epidemic. All across BC, restaurants have been closing for the same basic 

reason: an unsustainable labor market. North 48's management ultimately 

blamed its downfall on “the way restaurants are staffed”. This critique is 

vague to the point of emptiness. Not only is it a deflection, it ignores the root 

of the problem, which isn't the labor shortage itself, but the factors that 

created it. 

Factor one is obviously the overabundance of restaurants in Victoria. Factor 

two is the poor working conditions that send cooks bouncing from one 

restaurant to another until they leave the industry entirely. I've worked in 

kitchens for ten years, and in that time I've seen most of my colleagues 

either take up other trades, or else leave the kitchen to work as food/liquor 

reps, private chefs, “chef-consultants”, etc.  Three days ago I lost a brilliant 

young cook to the lure of a construction site. I don't blame him; he made $14 

an hour.  Today, the average line cook earns a dollar below that. Wages in 

the industry have remained stagnant for over a decade, while everything 

else has gotten more expensive, especially rent. The living wage is now 

calculated at $20 an hour, and that doesn't include saving for education, 

home ownership, retirement, or even basic debt.  For most cooks, planning 

for the future just isn't financially feasible. Rainer Rilke wrote that “each slow 

turn of the world carries such disinherited ones, to whom neither the past nor

the future belongs.” It's a hopeless feeling, staring down your thirtieth 

birthday, terrified to start over and yet certain the last decade has led you to 

a dead end. The fact is, wage slavery obscures past and future, and in that 

sense it is self-powering. 

There's more to it than money, though. Restaurants are brutal across the 

boards. The work is physically demanding, the hours are long and usually 

inconvenient, breaks are unheard of, and abusive bosses are all too 

common. Gordon Ramsay might be entertaining through a screen, but 

there's nothing fun about working for a foul-mouthed sociopath.  Most 

culinary school grads are shell-shocked for their first six months in the 

business, and with good reason. Auguste Escoffier, soldier-turned-chef and 

the granddaddy of modern restaurants, structured his kitchens as if they
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were military brigades. The model stuck. Today, hierarchy is strict, 

harassment is the norm, stoic loyalty is expected, dissent is punished. Not a 

very empowering work environment. At least soldiers get guns to make 

them feel special. A depressing number of veteran line cooks are so beaten 

down they don't even feel entitled to basic rights anymore. They've just 

accepted that cooking is a brutal game, and that's all there is to it. Most 

have no reason to suspect otherwise. In kitchens, we're fed a particularly 

bitter hash of the North American Dream: work hard, take a lot of flak, keep 

your mouth shut, and hopefully make it someday. But the truth is, most 

cooks won't become chefs, just like most assembly line workers won't 

become CEO's, and I believe history has proven beyond any reasonable 

doubt that entrepreneurial gusto is no substitute for fair economic 

conditions. 

In this context, blaming closure on a tragic, unforeseeable shortage of labor 

is like blaming your dog's death on a tragic, unforeseeable shortage of dog 

food in your apartment; it's criminally myopic. North 48's management 

created an environment that alienated its workers, and then acted shocked 

when their business model failed them.  Literally everybody is hiring, 

Craigslist is overflowing with “line cooks wanted” posts, and you're surprised 

you couldn't replace 60 percent of your kitchen on the fly? That's either 

incompetence or denial. Either way, it doesn't bode well for the near-future. 

 To conclude the eulogy, North 48's front-of-house manager Ryan Cooney 

predicted that unless “big changes” are made in the way restaurants are 

staffed, “We may face a future in Victoria where the entire dining landscape 

is solely hotel supported dining rooms and chain restaurants with collective 

buying and advertising power.” A scary thought. 

Okay then, so how do we stop this?  Like any change worth making, it won't 

be easy.  We need to drastically rethink the way this whole industry works, 

especially as far as labor. We need to re-examine most of the practices we 

take for granted; tipping, day wages, averaging agreements, autocratic 

management, constant turnover.  These are hallmarks of the industry, but 

they're not dogma, and if we keep acting like they are, they'll be the death of 

us. We've seen what happens when owners treat indispensable employees 

as if they're disposable. It doesn't work.     

12



Instead, management should focus on empowering workers; that means 

better pay, better benefits and, most importantly, a cooperative, democratic 

work environment.  

Some of those changes will cost money, which is where the customer 

comes in. I've got some difficult news, customer: eating out needs to get 

more expensive. If you think that a grass-fed steak should cost $25, you are 

sadly mistaken, by a margin of about 20 percent. Food is a basic right. 

Eating out most definitely is not. Call me old-fashioned, but I think the right 

to a living wage should come before the right to a fancy steak, which is 

basically what this issue boils down to, as far as the customer is concerned. 

So, customer, ask yourself: is my affordable night out worth a stranger's 

poverty? How about a whole bunch of strangers?   

But let's get realistic: none of this is going to just magically happen. The 

financial interests of owners, consumers and workers appear completely at 

odds with one another, because nobody wants to pay more for anything, 

ever. What's tragic is that these sorts of changes are actually in everybody's 

best interest. Study after study indicates that an empowered workforce is 

not only happier, but more productive and more profitable. In other words, 

owners spend less on turnover costs, customers receive a better product, 

and workers don't spend half their wage on rent. Unfortunately, most 

owners are more interested in pursuing short-term gain than long-term 

stability, and most customers are cool with that, cause it makes for a 

cheaper meal.   

I'm not saying that can't change; I'm saying that the onus is on the worker. 

 Maybe that's not surprising. After all, we're the ones who really control this 

industry, even if most of us don't know it yet. Our bosses gave us that 

control in the form of their mistakes.  Thanks to them, we have the laws of 

scarcity on our side. I say we'd be chumps not to stand up and organize. If 

three alienated line cooks with no agenda managed to shut down a 

financially successful restaurant, imagine the power of the entire staff 

standing in solidarity. Because the bottom line is, this industry cannot 

function without its workforce, and if that workforce demands change, then 

change must come.    
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I look out at the view from the fourth floor balcony. The railing is rusted but 

stable enough, so I lean, rocking slightly against the wobbly hinges. Inside 

the apartment, Daphne dozes on a frayed sofa in the living room. Every 

morning when I wake up beside her, I have to lower my eyes so that she 

won’t see my heartbeat written all over my face. She jabs at me with a long 

fingernail when she catches me hiding my grin. 

There is a weedy slope of a hill below, and a rain-blackened abandoned 

building to the left of the field. When I look from the balcony further toward 

the horizon, I trace a wavering sea of suburban roofs. They are pointed, grey

slats above baby-coloured stucco – cotton-candy pink, lemon yellow, pale 

fox-fur tan – alongside the few remaining single-story war-time homes with 

paint peeling from white-washed wood sidings. Trees jut from the yards and 

mark the distance between homes. 

From here, I can see the lit plastic cola sign that is a beacon for a well-kept 

corner store down the hill. A steady roar of traffic from the street runs past 

the entrance to the apartment block opposite this side of the building. If I 

walk out the front entrance and turn at the corner of the block, I turn again at 

the bottom of the hill to get to the store. The owners always stock their 

shelves with baskets of produce and fresh fruit alongside the usual chip 

bags and chocolate bars. There are lottery tickets behind the counter, and 

cigarette packets in the plastic shelving above the till. Before I go inside, I 

sometimes look up to see if, at a glance, I can pick out our balcony from the 

identical rows that checker the side of our looming grey apartment block at 

the top of the hill. 

I stare down from the balcony at the vacant lot below where styrofoam cups 

and coloured strips of plastic litter dusty caked earth and tufts of dry grass. 

At the edge of the field is a wire mesh fence, clipped, bent and twisted in 

Daphne 
a short story

Written by Alicia Marie Lawrence 
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places, intended to discourage trespassers. I pull a cigarette from the pack 

in the pocket of my jacket. I am trying to quit, but haven't fully. 

An image of my mother, harried but with her tireless grace, floats into my 

thoughts. I grew up in a small suburban house surrounded by an endless 

urban expanse, and she would tell me about the traditional Italian garden 

that filled every inch and quarter of her parents’ front yard. Imported flowers 

overtook every space, seasonal vegetables trailed the length of the fence, a 

patterned plot of herbs thrived next to the pebbled walkway. 

“It was shaped in a spiral, Jake,” she would tell me. 

“Herbs for cooking, herbs for medicine. Herbs to keep the deer and wildlife 

away. When the Bergamot flowered, there were lines of colour forming 

patterns…” 

And then my mother would laugh and correct herself. “No, they didn’t,” she 

admitted once. 

“I just thought of it that way.” 

I only half-listened. My mother’s stories seemed to have little to do with me, 

and my attention was always focused on kitchen the cupboards, scrounging 

for something to cook to avoid eating the meals my mother prepared for my 

younger brother and herself. Now, I begin to imagine how her parents’ 

garden must have averted the encroachment of neglect and decay that 

greets me, scanning the vacant lot below. My forgotten cigarette is burnt 

low to my fingers. I flick the long ash over the balcony and stamp the 

glowing cherry out on the burn-blackened railing. I turn and re-enter the 

apartment. 

 Daphne’s long black hair is tangling against the arm of the sofa. She has 

rolled with her back to me, facing the couch cushions. I brush away foam 

chips that have collected on the faded tweed where the upholstery is 

shredded. Then I kiss the top of her head, and tug at the ankles of her 

sandaled feet. I pull her legs so that her knees don’t hug so tightly to her 

chest and she nods faintly to consciousness, her eyes flickering open to 

cast a dozy stare. The corners of her lips twist in a tolerating half-smile 

before she closes her eyes again, ignoring me.

20



She is skipping classes for the second time this week. I lean toward her 

turned cheek and whisper that she will never graduate from high school. 

Daphne is still as a stone, so I retreat to the bedroom to find a clean shirt for 

work. 

Clothes are strewn everywhere and I rifle through lazily tossed outfits that 

are piling up in the corners and spilling from the dresser, hanging off the 

bedposts. I find a relatively clean white button-up to change into it, and rush 

in order to be on time for my shift. 

I work floor sales at an electronics store in a warehouse. We sell everything, 

from parts and hardware to multi-media equipment, all in identical packages, 

all neatly arrayed on shelves in towering aisles. Management has attempted 

to give the atmosphere inside the warehouse some spark, and there are 

neon lights that border the displays offsetting dim, darkly painted concrete. 

My commission isn’t great, and neither is the hourly wage, so I work for both. 

At breaks, I throw a jacket over my dress shirt and stand at the back door of 

the giant industrial building with some of the other sales ‘team.’ Complaining 

doesn’t help shifts go any faster, so I try not to, but I still have to check the 

expression on my face before I walk back onto the floor. 

I often feel anxious about pitching the straggling customers that wander in, 

despite that most are easily enough convinced our knock-off electronics are 

as good as the high end brands and for less cost. It is a strategizing 

mechanical heart that guides me through hour after unnatural hour of every 

shift.  

My supervisor says that I need to be more personable, to lighten up. 

“Jake,” she explains, her eyes pointedly scouring my face. “You’re like an 

automaton. I need you to…” 

I look around the store, searching for a stray wanderer in range, feeling 

foolish. My supervisor’s eyes go cold, and she frowns. 
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“I need you to... stop just doing your job.” I am paralyzed. My feet are glued 

to the floor and I can’t think of anything to say.  

“You’re not fired,” my supervisor quickly interjects as I start to stammer, 

“but can’t you put some life into this?” I force a plastic grin for her that must 

look pained, and she throws the dust rag she's holding at me. “Just get 

them to spend more,” she says, walking away. 

Released from my shift early evening, I sign off my hours and bolt for the 

door. Gravel spits from under the tires of my car as I leave the warehouse 

parking lot. 

By the time I am home, the apartment is alive. The television sounds off 

incessantly from the living room, while Daphne stands over a pot of boiling 

water on the stove in the kitchen. Her hair is swinging down her back, and 

she is still wearing her sandals in the way other people wear slippers. 

Despite her scrunched up brow, she looks pretty. 

I toss my keys and wallet onto the speckled linoleum table in the closet- 

sized kitchen, then stand behind Daphne and lean my chin on her 

shoulder. I look down at the bubbling water, along with the mess of utensils 

and ripped-open packages scattered along the kitchen counter, and wrap 

my arms around her waist.  

“What are you cooking?” I ask. Daphne frowns and doesn’t look up. 

“Pasta,” she says, “but I burnt the sauce.” She throws down the large metal 

spoon in her hand. It clatters across the stovetop, splattering thick droplets 

of red goop. Daphne pulls away from me and stomps sulkily to the living 

room where she flops, exasperated, onto the couch. Her legs kick high, 

and her bare heels land on the coffee table.  

I watch after her from the doorframe that separates the living room and 

kitchen. “I’ll get us something from the store,” I tell her, and cup a 

handful of coins from the bowl where we save up laundry money. I shove 

my keys back in the front pocket of my jacket, then smile, hoping to soothe 

the shadows threatening to deepen in Daphne's eyes. “I’ll be back in a few 

minutes, Daph.” 
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of coins from the bowl where we save up laundry money. I shove my keys 

back in the front pocket of my jacket, then smile, hoping to soothe the 

shadows threatening to deepen in Daphne's eyes. “I’ll be back in a few 

minutes, Daph.” 

“Jake?” she says, and I stop my movement toward the door. “Please get us 

some snacks. I quit smoking.” 

“That’s a good idea,” I mumble, and walk out.  

Evenings seem especially quiet in this area of the city. The setting sun casts 

its bleak dusk on house sidings, closed windows and doors, plots of mowed 

lawn. The surrounding silence feels like judgement, so I brace myself 

against being seen by the unseen. Around the side of the building, there is 

fresh graffiti scrawl that runs low along the length of the concrete. White 

paint shoots overtop of an illegible dust of blue and obscure lines of 

permanent marker. I am reminded that I am a stranger by necessity at times.

I jam my hands into my jacket pockets as I walk, pulling the fabric down tight 

over my shoulders. 

The sky is dark by the time I reach the crosswalk. I ignore the broken traffic 

light and scoot across the street, gauging the longs breaks between cars. As 

I approach the corner store, I notice a host of frantic moths flickering in the 

light of the cola sign above the door. When I look back up the hill, the 

apartment block is a monstrous shadow and I cannot tell which lit window is 

the one where, inside, Daphne flips through magazines and scribbles pen 

designs or lines of poetry in the margins. 

I go inside the store and a clang of bells sound above the door. I wave at the 

woman behind the counter and she frowns in a ritual way, watching me 

shuffle through the waist-high aisles. I scoop an instant rice meal off one of 

the shelves, and a green pepper from the produce display. There are chip 

bags lining the counters next to the till, and I grab one of those as well. The 

woman rings in my purchases and gives me a guarded expression when I 

hand her the coins. She counts the money carefully, quarters and even 

dimes, raising her eyebrows at me as I take my groceries in the thin plastic 

bag. 

Outside, the sinking black is oppressive. I hunch my shoulders as I start  
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start back up the hill. When I walk past an inhabited sleeping bag sheltered 

under the awning of an unfrequented doorway, a sense desolation 

consumes me. I wonder if this is some fault of my own, a lack of care on 

my part reflected in visions of perpetual loss around me. Two, three, eight 

stars appear through a film of cloud above. What about me, I think, is as 

crystal bright as those suspended lights? What proves the stars and I were 

created in the same universe? 

When I reach the front entrance of the apartment block, I turn the key and 

let myself inside. The peach painted walls are fading to a chemical orange 

with time, and there are cigarette burns on the carpet. I think of Daphne’s 

sweet face, pert nose and sullen pout, her pixie steps around the 

apartment, and wish I could somehow stop this sense of oblivion from 

swallowing her as it swallows the neighbourhood. I want to prove to her 

that I will not allow it to. 

All of Daphne’s idiosyncratic tendencies, her flounderings and frustrations, 

her cold sorrows and withdrawals, are also in my mind. No matter what her 

temperament, I look forward to seeing her when I walk in the door, 

hopelessly seeking ways to capture her favouring smile. 

I open the door to our apartment, and Daphne looks up at me from the 

couch. Her pen is poised in midair above a magazine open on the coffee 

table. Her wide eyes are so luminescent, I imagine her thoughts are 

reading mine. For a split second, I am frozen, and then the ominous night 

falls away. There is nothing outside but a sea of stars, city lights like 

fireflies. She and I are this way, hovering on a planet that hurtles 

unimpeded through its galaxy, and I am home. Met by the buzz of 

electricity and anticipation of dinner from a messy kitchen. 

And Daphne’s smile. 

Alicia Marie Lawrence is a writer based in Victoria BC. 
Her poetry and fiction have been featured in various 
publications across the province. 
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"nailbiters" Illustrated by Niloo Farahzadeh

25




