
Qzristie McLaren

Suitcase Lady’.

Whets CJssOti. McI.as’m wtWe Saitras. Lad she ,s a studmt at the Usiv.r.

sits of WaImioe i4etisgfr the Th’awJ. Globe and Mail as a past ofA. Es.

gush co4 work .4.rim Aft. gmdsaliate she spau arassi a haLfat the

Winnipeg Free Pre Shea iWunwd to the Globe, whew she continued I. ,

port as a ssarist of inaor. As av4 hihe skisr and caiwât, McLarm. chas

netted A. boo of the outdoors into assist years of iqaitisg ate frby, me

and aSh. .rnáe.sswntai insor. Anoth. of McL.xsse’s istarests is photognspky

(she took the frbuit turd at the bagâmingofthis thto). Thoteg* a pn#ssiooob
neaks she says that “siiag is notkisig bat paiie while yoae doing it and

tsothing bat swkqhea Wi done. Ate, Jo, or saetias, I think is a hit of
flatting htth. McLassse spout avant nig*ts with the Vkomss.’ bejbe hewing

the story she 4.v1s on this ‘4e’%se. The artiá and phoktgnipk first appeared

in 1981 in the Globe.

t after night, the woman with the red hair and the purple dress

sits in the harsh light cia 24hour doughnut shop on QMeen Street

West.
Somewhere in her bleary eyes and in the deep lines of her face is a

stmy that probably no one will ever really know. She is tahing pains to

write something on a notepad and czylng stcwlfly

s She calls herselfVlcomges.c Antonia The Linds’ays. She’s the suitcase

lady ofQueen Street.
• No one knows how many women there are like her in Toronto. They

carry their belongings in shopping bags and spend their days and nights

scrounging for food. They have no one and nowhere to go.

• This night, in a warm corner with a pot of tea and a pack of Player’s,

the Vicomiesse is in a mood to talk.

• Out at her past come a few scrape a mother named Savaria; the child

ate poor family in Montreal; a brief marriage when she was 20; a son in

Toronto who is now 40. We never got along well because I didn’t bring
him up. I w too poor. He never call me mama.’

She looks out the window. She’s 60 years old.
With her wood. she spins herself a cocoon. She talks about drapes

and carpets, ca.des and king.. She often lapses into French. She lets
her tea get cold. Her hands are big, rough, farmer’s hande. How she
ended up in the doughnut shop remains a mystesy, maybe even to her.;

‘Before, I had a kitchen and a room and my own furniture. I had to
leave everything and go.’

It’s two years that she’s been on the go since the rooming houses
stopped taking her. 1 don’t have no place to stay.’

So she walks, A sturdy coat covers her dress and worn leather boots
are on her feet. But her big legs are bare and chapped and she baa a

cough
she say., her legs get tired. She has swollen ankles and, with no

socks in her boots, she ha. blisters. She ys she has socks — in the
swtcase- hut they make her feet itch.

A. for money, I bum on the Street. I don’t like it, but I have to. I
have to survive. The only pleasure I got Ismy cigaret.’ She lights another
one. ft’s not a life.’

She recalls the Saturday, a long time ago, when she made $27, and
laughs when she tells about how she hal to make the money bat through
Sunday, too. Now she gets ‘maybe $7 or $8,’ and eats ‘vesy pace.’

When she is asked how people treat her, the anr is vesy meuer.of.
fact: ‘Some give money. Some are vesy polite and some are nide.

In wwn weather, she pes her time at the blgsquare in front of Gey
Hall. When it’s cold sh. takes her suitcase west to the doughnut sbop

The. waitresses who bring food to the, woman look upon her with
compamion. They persuaded their boas thai her sitting does no harm.

Where does she sleep? ‘Any place I can find a place to sleep. In the
park, in stores — like here I stay and sit, on Yonge Street.’ She shrugs.
Sometimes she goes into an underground parking garage.

She doesn’t look like she knowa what sleep Is. ‘This week I sleep
three hours in four days. I feel tired but I wash my face with cold water
and I feel okay.’ Some questions make her eyes turn from the window
and scare hard. Then they well over with tears. Like the one about
loneliness. ‘I don’t talk much to people,’ she answers. 7Ust the elderly,
sometimes, in the park.’

Her suitcase is full of dreams.
Carefully, she unzip. it and pulls out a sheaf of papers — ‘my

concertos.’
Each page Is crammed with neatly written mn.aJ notes — the careful

writing she does on the doughnut shop table — but the bar lines
are musing. Questions about midng bar lines she tones added Each
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“concerto’ has a French name — Tresor, La Tempete, L.e Retour —

and each one bears the signature of the Vicomtesae. She smiles and

points to one. “A very lovely piece of music. I like it.”

She digs in her suitcase again, almost shyly, and produces a round

plastic boz Out of it emerges a tiara. Like a little girl, she smooths back

her dirty hair and proudly puts It on. No one in the doughnut shop

seems to notice.

N She cares passionately about the young the old and the ones who

suffer. So who takes care of the suitcase lady?

“God takes care of me, that’s for sure,” she says, nodding thoughtfully.

“But I’m not what you call crazy about religion I believe always try to

do the best tolp people — the elderly, and kids, and my country,

and my city of Toronto,. Ontario”

1. “Suitcase Lady” was a feature article in the Toronto Ciohe and MaiL As

newspaperjournalism, how does it differ from a typical tss

2. What does the opening description achieve?

3. What do the many quotations do for the dmscripdoni’

4. McLaren’s own photograph of the Vicomtes.e” appeared with the

article in The Glob.. What does her photograph do that the descrip

the article cannot do? What does the article do that the photograph

cannot do?
5. Explain the mosw of the closing.
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and of the suitcase lady in the big city. In what ways is each person

better oft? In what ways is each worse off? If you had to choose,

which person would you be, and why?
2. It’s not a life,” says “the Vicomtesae” in paragraph 13. What is our

nation doing to help make it a life” for the homeless? What pre
vents further action?

3. How do you react to people who, like the suitcase lady, bum on the

street”? When do you give and when do you not give? How do your

choices make you feel, and why?
4. In paragraph 6 the suitcase lady speaks of her son in Toronto: ‘We

never got along well because I didn’t bring him up. I was too poor.
He never call me mama.” In the area where you live, how much

money does a family need to stay together? To avoid quaneb over

money? To feel hopeful about the future?
5. PROCK IN WRflfl’JGg Tafie an in*srvjeg, usth somwine who rn

nosuc status age, valua or some othir zsp.d is your opposis.. Thou write a
pmfib. Like McLtmn, poi*ay your subjeot tkrougk his or her b.st comments.

Now add many iau of,bhysical appesra,uz Editfor conaseness andfinagy

co,,ectnes& Then iwid yourflnal draft, withfeding to the dan.

Note: Sos also the Topixsfor Writing at the end of this thapt.r.

I. Why is the vocabulary of Suitcase Lady” so easy?

2. “With her words she spins herself a cocoon,” states McLaren in para

graph 8. How appropriate is this Iuriu’sIos?

3. Which of the many concrete details most strongly convey the flavour

of this suitcase lady’s life?
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Ian Adams, The Anmny Wail
George Orwell, Down and Out in Pans and Imsdon

Things I Cannot Qaangw (NFB documentary, 53 minutes)

Structure:

I.

Ideas for Dlscuion and Writing:

If you have read ‘The Firewood Gatherers,” by Thieny Mallet, corn

p.re the worlds of the aboriginal great-grandmother in the arctic


