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A Message From The Editor
Dear Readers 

It took a long time to get to the point where I was ready to write the introduction to the 2017 
issue of the Forge. Yay! A shout out to all those involved in this undertaking.

First, thank you to the contributors, for graciously accepting feedback and making the time 
to meet and make changes to their work where necessary. In the fiction section, the stories cut 
across many themes — racism, depression, betrayal, immigration, the halocaust, war, feminism, 
parental neglect, unreciprocated love, same-sex relationships, addiction, suicide, sexism, and 
sexual abuse, to name more than a few. In the non-fiction section, writers share snapshots from 
their lives. Their narratives are personal and honest and highly relatable. The poetry section 
includes two spoken word pieces as well as poems by beginning English Language Learners. 
Here students use words to create memorable images. The themes touched upon in this sec-
tion include identity, misogyny, residential schools, internalized racism, rejection, religious hy-
pocrisy, cultural pride, and love. Their poetry goes to show that simple words can be powerful. 

We have once again included several "Letters Home" written from the perspective of 
Canadian soldiers during WWII. These pieces were written in response to a history assignment. New this year to the Forge 
is a journal writing section, which features the anonymous voices of some of our newest members of the CTS community, 
grade 9s. I thank the all the writer contributors for their openness and willingness to share their words. The pen, after all, 
is mightier than the sword.

 I would also like to thank Eric Zhou, our student editor. Eric's unwavering commitment to the magazine from start to 
finish over the past two years surpassed my expectations. The role as student editor can be likened to that of a paramedic 
or other 'first responders.' Eric skillfully doctored the majority of the written pieces with his sharp grammatical eye and 
often-witty constructive criticism. In doing so, he helped many aspiring student writers improve upon their craft. Of behalf 
of myself and the contributors, thank you, Eric! Thank you, as well, to the student editors who were a part of the editing 
process earlier on, Madeleine Friesen, Jessica Pinto, and especially Beatrice Perusse.

I'd like to thank Joe Furfaro, my tireless colleague without whom this edition would never have come to fruition. I am 
thankful for his patience and for giving the gentle nudge needed to keep the ball rolling. In his grade 12 Photo Journalism 
and Graphic Design course, Mr. Furfaro guided his students in designing the magazine and selecting images. In my opin-
ion, he and his students deserve an 'E' in all five of the learning strands. Mr. Furfaro is a pleasure to work with. He is a 
highly respected colleague and teacher.

Finally, I'd like to thank our school administration for their ongoing financial support for the printing of this magazine. 
On behalf of the Forge team, we hope you enjoy this year's collection of student writing, art, and photography.  
May the Forge be with you! 

Ms. Litsa Tsouluhas
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FICTION THEFORGE 

Ms. 
LANG SHOOK HER HEAD IN DISBELIEF and 
leaned away from the window. Car horns blared 
from behind me. I put my foot on the gas pedal 
and left my English teacher in the smoke of my 

1995 BMW 328i convertible. 
I rolled up the window and turned out of the lot, letting the air-

conditioning cool my temper. Sure Mom couldn’t get out of bed, 
but not because of an innocent cold. My Vans still smell from when 
she stumbled in at 3am and threw up a concoction of alcohol onto 
them. With her familiar drunken 
grin, she looked up at me and 
said, “Oh, morning Danny. Sorry 
I’m late! I didn’t get that audition, 
so I drank my way through two 
credit cards!” 

My knuckles were white from 
holding the wheel. I loosened up 
and flicked on the radio. 

The traffic home was usually pretty light. My school sat in the middle 
of downtown Toronto, near the Annex. It was close to everything, even 
Wychwood Park, my secluded neighbourhood. The traffic thinned as I 
approached the main entrance.

“Afternoon Danny,” our neighbourhood security guard nodded and 
opened the gate. 

“Afternoon, Roger.”
My gated residential community consisted of vibrant green 

grass, three car garages, and modern boxy mansions. I drove to the 
bottom, where my Grandpa’s estate sat in all its unnecessary glory. 

When Grandpa died, he left the estate to my drug-addicted 
mother and her 9-year-old son, in the hopes that a wealthy 
lifestyle would help them lead a better life. It certainly helped, as 
in we were no longer living in the North Toronto Shelter, but Mom 
was still a substance abuser and a horrible mother to me and her 

second son, Ben. The only dif ference now was that she was a filthy 
rich substance abuser, a bad mother, and an aspiring actress. I 
blame Grandpa’s brain tumour for his poor decision making. 

I parked in the space where Mom’s Porsche was supposed to be. 
Where had she gone now?

“Hey Mario,” I said to our housekeeper. He was reading the paper 
at the kitchen island with a coffee in hand. 

“Afternoon, Danny.” 
I took a Pop Tart out of the cupboard and went across the kitchen 

to the toaster. 
“Is Ben in the pool?” I leaned 

against the fridge.
“I haven’t seen Ben or Nina 

today,” Mario said, as he sipped 
his coffee. I frowned and pushed 
down on the toaster button.

“Nina picked him up, right?” 
I reached into my back pocket for my phone. Mario shrugged. Her 
phone rang twice before Nina picked up.

“Danny?” said Nina.
“Nina, how bad is traffic? You guys usually get home before me.” 

The toaster made Mario jump. 
“Miss didn’t tell you?” she mumbled. “She fired me again. Said she 

was going to get a white nanny.”
I swore under my breath. 
Ever since Ben started to talk, Mom was convinced his speech 

impediment was because of our Spanish nanny. She had already fired 
Nina four times in her six years of working for us. 

“Nina, I’m so sorry. Come back to the house. I’ll speak with Mom.” 
“Okay, I’ll be there soon. Can you put Ben on the phone? I don’t 

want him thinking I’m gone for good.” 
My heart dropped. Ben wasn’t with Nina? I panicked for a few 

moments till I remembered Mom’s car was gone. 

“ I didn’t get that audition, so I drank 
my way through two credit cards. ” 

Coming of Rage
by Izy Seymour 
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“I think Mom picked him up,” I said quickly and hung up. 
“Did Mom leave a note?” I asked Mario, who pointed to a little post-

it note on the microwave:
Danny, I got a call back from the casting agent at Young and 

Restless. Will be gone till 5. Jacob’s Mom is picking Ben up. Can you 
clean out Nina’s room? Spray some Febreeze in there. It smells like a 
mouldy tortilla. — Marline

I went to Beǹ s school as fast as I could. I knocked twice on his 
classroom door. Ms. Calvin greeted me with a confused smile. 

“Lovely to see you,” she said in surprise. “Did Ben leave something?” 
Jacob, his classroom friend, was suddenly at her side smiling a 

toothy grin. “Is Ben coming back to play?” he asked loudly and began 
bouncing at Ms. Calvin›s side. I was confused. 

“Where’s Ben?” I said slowly, my body tensing up. 
Ms. Calvin’s bottom lip went slack. “Ben left twenty-five minutes 

ago. He took a cab.” Her eyes were wide with worry. 
Back in my car, my phone began to buzz. I looked at the ID. It was 

Nina. Every cell in my body hoped she was calling to say Ben was there. 
“Nina, is Ben with you?” I wedged the phone between my ear and 

shoulder and drove away from Jacob’s house.
“What? Mario said Ben was at Jacob’s.” Her voice echoed. I could 

tell she was back at the estate. 
“He was? I don’t know. I’m coming home now to get my bike. I’m going 

to look for him.” My words were slow and awkward. Hell, I was scared. 
When I got home, Nina was at the kitchen table while Mom was 

shaking. She paced back and forth. 
“You can’t just walk right back 

in here after I fired you!” she 
shrilled at Nina.

“Mom, please stop yelling,” I 
said and walked over to Nina’s 
side. She was crying. “I hired 
her back.” Nina looked relieved to see me.

“What gives you the f***en right?” Mom slurred, pointing at me. I 
surveyed the room and sure enough, there was a half-empty bottle of 
red wine on the far end of the table. 

I shook my head and turned to go upstairs to find my bike helmet 
when Mom cleared her throat. 

“Where’s Ben?” 
I clenched my fists. I turned fast.
“Your son?” 
We were so close I could smell her breathe. It was a strange mixture 

of wine and teeth whitening strips. She looked shocked because I 
rarely yelled, but she collected herself and drew back her hand. 

When my mother first hit me, she would cry afterwards, tell me 
she was sorry, and I would comfort her. Over the years her tears fell 
less frequently. 

She looked at me, her breathing hard. I turned away and ran 
up the stairs. 

I opened my bedroom closet, but my helmet wasn’t there. It must 
be in Ben’s room.

For a six-year-old, Ben kept his room extremely clean. His toys 
were neatly lined up on the shelves and his bed was made. But oddly 
enough, crayons littered the space around his desk and a sheet of 
paper lay in the middle. It appeared to an assignment sheet. It read: 

Assignment: Five Favourite Family Places in Toronto!
With your Mom or dad, make a list of your favourite places in Toronto 

and visit them together. Be prepared to present your experience to 
the class on Monday list the places you visited below:

1. Jacob's house

2. Duf ferin Groove ice rink

3. High Park tire swing

4. Franz Breakfast

I was half relieved, half in despair. My mind went back to 
yesterday night. I was tucking Ben in when he said he had 
homework he forgot to start. 

“We can do it together tomorrow, okay?” I said, as I straightened 
his blonde mop of hair.

“I think I want to do it alone, if that’s okay,” he asked quietly. 
I smiled at him and nodded. Then I kissed his head and wished 

him good night. 
I knew where he was, or where he was going to be. I took a picture 

of the list with my phone and ran out of the house.
I arrived at Dufferin Grove Park at 6:04pm. I knew Ben might 

have moved on to the next location, but maybe someone saw him. 
I rode to the sandpit and leaned my bike against a tree. The pit 
was full of dug-up holes, decaying sandcastles, soggy streams, and 
broken toys. Memories of why this was one of Ben’s favourite places 
made my chest hurt. 

Last summer Mom decided to sober up after getting a small part 
in a TV show. She took us to Dufferin Grove Park and built sandcastles 
with Ben for hours. I watched from a bench close by and wondered if 
Mom had changed and if it would last.

When we got home, Mom got a call from a casting director who 
said she lost the part. She was pretty bad for a few days, so I got Ben 
to stay at Nina’s apartment. 

I left the park immediately after the wading pool life-guard told me she 
saw a little boy in an orange hat leave in a cab fifteen minutes ago. So that’s 

how he was getting around! 
I looked in the backseat of 

every cab I passed on my way 
to High Park. I arrived at the 
playground tire swing at 6:41 
pm, out of breath and tired. 

I dropped my bike and 
watched the few kids run around, but none of them were Ben. 

The last time I was at High Park was when I took Ben to meet his 
dad. It was a warm May morning when Mom told me I was to take Ben 
to meet him. His name was Token Dally, and he worked at the same 
café Mom did before Grandpa died. We lived with him for a year, until 
he kicked us out when Mom got pregnant. 

I remember feeling how Ben felt when Mom told me I was going to 
meet my dad: excited, hopeful, scared, relieved. The difference was 
that Ben’s dad showed up, and mine didn’t. 

He stood leaning against the park fence with the same cigar brand 
he smoked when I lived with him. 

“That’s him,” I whispered to Ben, since he didn’t know what his 
father looked like. Token picked Ben up and hugged him, giving me a 
small nod over Ben’s little shoulder. We both knew why he suddenly 
wanted to meet. 

“Look, the only reason you decided to play Daddy for the day is 
because you heard about Mom’s money,” I said quietly to him as he 
pushed Ben on the tire swing. “Just know that not a penny will be 
flicked at you, you pathetic little shit.”

Ten minutes later, Token said he had to leave for work reasons and 
hugged Ben for the last time. Ben was sad to see him leave, but quickly 
got over it when I offered to play tag. 

The buzzing of my phone in my pocket startled me. 
“Have you found him?” Mom asked. Her voice was hoarse.
“No. Are you okay?”
“I’ve messed up big time, haven’t I?” she mumbled. I sighed heavily 

and put my hand to my brow. Guilt cut through me. I hated her for that.
“I’ll find him, Mom. Just stay at home.” I jumped back onto my bike. 
My watch read 7:07 pm when I reached Franz.
“Welcome to Franz. Table for one?” a pimply boy around my age 

asked. I pulled out the picture of Ben and steadied my voice. 
“Have you seen this boy?” I asked slowly. He looked at the picture 

and rolled his eyes. 
“Are you his father?” he asked. I paused and smiled.
“Yeah.”

“ We lived with him for a year, until he 
kicked us out when Mom got pregnant. ”
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“You owe us $5.64 then, sir. Your son came in about five minutes 
ago, ordered a piece of cheese cake, then just ran out,” the waiter said 
lazily. I dug a $10 note out of my pocket and slapped it on the table.

“Thanks,” I said over my shoulder. 
I sat on the curb and pushed my fingers through my sweaty hair. 
I clearly remembered the time I took Ben to Franz after school, 

and he told me he hated cheese cake. We sat in a booth and stared 
at the cheese cake slices in front of us. 

“Cheese cake is my favourite food,” I laughed before I cut through 
my slice with a fork. Ben bit his lip then picked up his fork. He unwillingly 
ate the whole slice as I giggled at his facial expressions. We stayed 
there for hours, drawing in my notebooks and playing hangman. 

“This is my favourite day, Ben,” I said on our way home. I 
watched his smile grow through the rear-view mirror of my car. 
We ended the night with eating spaghetti in the back seat with the 
hood rolled back.

I pulled out my phone and dialled 911. There were no other places 
on the list. I reported Ben missing and explained the Five Favourite 
Family Places in Toronto list I had been following. 

“We will need that list, sir,” the cop said. I gave them my address 
and told them to meet me there. 

There was a female cop waiting for me when I arrived. “Daniel 
Samla?” she asked, as I pulled up to the edge of my lawn. Two police 
cars were at the estate. Nina and Mario were talking to the officers. 
I didn’t know where Mom was. I told the officer I would grab the list.

Inside, Mom was lying dramatically on the couch, soaking up the 
attention from two male officers. I shook my head and headed to 
Ben’s room. 

It was on the desk where I lef t it . Five Favourite Family Places 
in Toronto: Jacob’s house, Dufferin Grove Sandpit, High-Park 
Tire-swing, Franz. 

I was about to leave when suddenly it hit me. There weren’t five 
places listed. Where was the fifth place? I whipped the paper around 
and two scribbled words made my heart race: Danny’s car.

The note slipped from my hands, and I ran out the door, down the 
stairs, and outside.

The police officers watched me pass them and run to the side of 
the house where my car was parked. The top was down and Ben’s 
mop of blonde hair was peeking out. 

“Why are you crying, Danny?” he asked when I opened the door 
and slipped in beside him. I said nothing and put my arms around his 
small shoulders and propped my chin on his head.

“Are you upset ‘cause I didn’t let you help me with homework?” 
“Yes, I am. Please, please always do your homework with me, 

okay?” my voice came out high and shaky. 
“I wanted to, but Ms. May said we had to do it with our moms and 

dads, and dad isn’t here and sometimes I don’t think Mom is either,” 
he said in a small voice. 

“I’m here.” I held him tightly until the police officers came over 
and led us back into the house. 

Ben was confused as to why Nina broke down in tears when she 
saw him, why the police were there, and why our neighbours were 
standing outside in their robes. He didn’t realize what he did was 
wrong and didn’t think anyone would notice he was gone. 

When I was eight, Mom forgot to pick me up on my first day of 
grade two. I was walking around aimlessly for four hours until I was 
picked up by police. I gave them Mom’s current boyfriend’s address, 
and they drove me there. 

When Mom opened the door, she looked scared, not relieved. 
It hit me at the age of eight that I was invisible and expendable to 

my mother. I brought in government money. The look of fear in her 
eyes when she opened the door was not because she was scared 
she lost me. It was because of the three lines of blow on the kitchen 
table she had been tending to just moments before. 

I have grown into the mindset that I didn’t matter, and God forbid 
I let Ben feel the same. 

I sat on the front steps smiling. Ben and Nina were sitting in the 
grass. Tears were still rolling down Nina’s face. Mario sat next to me. 

“You,” he said, “are a tough kid.” I chuckled. A couple of weeks 
later, everyone around me was nervously adjusting their robes 
and graduation hats. I stood, biting my nails every once in a while, 
watching the crowd from a crack in the curtain. 

“You ready, Mr. Samla?” Ms. Lang was standing beside the 
entrance to the stage. I breathed hard. I wasn’t nervous for the same 
reason my peers were nervous. I just needed to know if she came. 
But why would she come? Since the night Ben was found, everything 
had changed. 

After the police left, Mario and I took Mom to the outpatient rehab 
center in Mississauga. She yelled, cried, hit and scratched, but we 
got her there anyway. 

“Why!” she screamed over and over. 
“You are done breaking me, Mom,” I said. 
The next day, I opened all my university acceptance letters with 

Nina and Ben. I decided on University of Waterloo. Mario told me it 
was a good idea to move on. That same afternoon I asked Nina if she 
wanted to move with me and Ben to Waterloo. She had never hugged 
me so tightly. 

We called a real-estate agent and met with him a week later. I had 
an offer on a house ten minutes away from the university and only 
five minutes from an elementary school. I gave Mario and his family 
money, in thanks for everything. 

“Your name is next, Danny,” Ms. Lang said and smiled. I shook her 
hand and walked through the curtain.

My eyes scanned the audience. Nina, Ben, and Mario were 
standing and applauding. I smiled at them and kept searching. Finally 
my eyes met hers. She stood, not clapping but smiling. A man I met 
at the rehab center stood beside her. She looked happy. Healthy. I 
nodded at her, and she nodded back. 

We both knew we were going to be alright. u
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I 
TOOK A STEP TO THE EDGE and looked down 
onto the street below. I could feel the wind 
blowing through my hair as I stood there. I 
took a deep breath and closed my eyes.
 I awoke in my bed a few days after I did it. 

I decided to wake up earlier today so I could 
enjoy myself before the funeral. After doing 
my morning routine, I went downstairs and 
made myself my favourite breakfast of bacon, 
avocado on toast, an egg, and a glass of milk. 
When I was done, I cleaned my dishes and 
went outside for a walk.

As I took my first steps outside, I felt a 
slight chill. The sun hadn’t risen yet, and the 
world hadn’t been warmed by its touch. I 
began my stroll down the street, towards the 
east. As I walked, I could see the sky brighten. 
I took a minute to enjoy the sunrise, watching 
as darkness was chased away 
by the morning light. I felt the 
sudden warmth on my pale 
cold skin. It was beautiful. 

As I finished my walk and 
made my way home, I saw 
my younger brother. He was 
dressed in black and sitting on 
the front steps, lost in thought. I took a seat 
next to him, but he didn’t notice. Looking 
at his eyes, I could tell he had been crying. 
His eyes were red and watery and hot tears 
were running down his face, like the time I 
told him there was no Santa. He burst into 
tears that day, and Mom had to have a talk 
with me. She said, “Why would you do that 
to him? Kids his age need to believe in 
something. It gives them joy. Please don’t 
ruin the Tooth Fairy or Birthday Wishes for 
him.” At the time, I had no idea what she 
meant, but watching my little brother now, 
it looked like he had nothing left to believe 
in - not now that he realized things terrible 
things can happen. There was nothing I 
could do for him, so I went inside and left 
him with his thoughts.

When I got inside, I saw my dad sitting in 
his favourite chair in the living room, remote 
control in hand, watching a recording of me 
celebrating my birthday. I sat on the sofa next 
to him. I looked at the date in the corner of 
the screen. It was a recording of my sixth 
birthday. As I watched, I asked myself, “Why 
did he still have this video? Where did he find 
it? Why is he....” My train of thought returned to 
the screen when my dad pressed the rewind 
button. He rolled the recording back to a part 
where I ran up to him and gave him a hug. The 
picture shifted towards me looking up to the 
camera as I said, “I love you, Daddy.” I looked 
over at my dad, and saw tears welling in his 
eyes. He continued to rewind and replay that 
moment over and over again, until he couldn’t 
hold them back anymore and the tears fell. I 

got up from my seat and walked over to him. I 
wanted to comfort him but realized I couldn’t. 
Instead I left the room. 

I made my way to my room. I stopped in 
the doorway when I saw my mom sitting on 
my bed, clutching a rock from the collection 
we made together. I could tell she had been 
holding it for a while since the rocks were 
darkened by the sweat from her hands. As I 
looked at my mom closely, I could see she 
was tearing up and whispering something 
to herself while she caressed the stones in 
her hands. I didn’t want to hear what she 
was saying, but I could. And it slowly tore 
me apart. I covered my ears and slid to the 
floor, trying futilely to block out what she 
was saying. Her words, “Why? Why did you 
do it?” resonated in my ears. 

I looked up and saw my dad standing in 
the doorway, signaling to my mom that it was 
time to go. My mom gave him a slight nod. 
She gently placed the stones on the bed. My 
parents slowly made their way to the car, and 
I swiftly followed them .

We solemnly sat in the car and made our 
way to the cemetery. The drive was silent. 
The only sound was the occasional sob 
from my mother.

When we arrived at the chapel beside 
the cemetery, my family was greeted with 
the teary-eyed faces of our extended family, 
who gave their condolences. As the service 
began, they made their way inside while I 
stood outside and watched, stunned. 

As the world came back into focus, I 
realized that the service had come to an 

end, and the casket was being 
brought out. I followed the 
mourners slowly and watched 
from a distance. I made my way 
to the grave as the final words 
were spoken by the priest. The 
casket was lowered into the 
ground with the flowers from 

loved ones thrown over it.
One by one, they walked back to the 

chapel in silent sadness. Only my mother was 
left standing over the grave. “I’m sorry mom.” 
I say to her. “A mother should never have to 
see her child in a grave.” I put a hand on her 
shoulder and felt her reaction to my touch. 
Sadness remained on her face, but there was 
also a bit of relief. 

After a few moments, she began her 
retreat to the chapel to join the others. At last, 
it was only me in front of the grave.

I stood there motionless for what felt like 
minutes. As the sun was replaced by the 
moon, I thought about what I had done. I read 
the name on the grave and finally took it in. 
It was my name. I fell to my knees with the 
gravity of what I had done. u

“ I fell to my knees with the gravity of 
what I had done. ”

by Jacky Giang

Tomorrow mourning
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S
HE STARES OUT THE WINDOW AND 
tries not to cry. The train idles on its 
iron tracks, and between the frenzy 
and teeming crowd on the platform, 

her mother and father hold each other. They 
appear and disappear behind hurried men 
in suits and brokers ferrying their goods 
from catwalk to cargo. From her half-opened 
window, she catches their gazes again 
and again and again. It is as if every time 
they vanish, they may be gone forever. Her 
stomach sinks. The 
child across from her 
begins to whimper. 
She closes her eyes 
and wishes the train 
would leave, wishes 
her parents wouldn’t 
look at her like that, 
with twitching smiles 
and flooded, strangely gone eyes, as if they 
know something she does not . Charlotte 
Marks — Lottie ever since five months and now 
at fifteen — thinks, perhaps they do. 

The minutes stretch into painful, breathless 
ticks of the big, round clock fixed at the center 
of U-Bahn station. Under the din of rumbling 
tunnels and waving, shouting relatives, about 
seven compartments behind her, a little boy 
writhes through his window. He falls onto the 
platform, staggers up, runs and buries himself 
in a woman’s long peach coat. There are 
tears and wails and Lottie clutches her red-
trimmed hand-case closer. Someone shouts, 
and the train exhales as it sways softly. Her 
gaze drifts from the little boy — now pulled 
away from the woman — to her parents, to the 
other side of the platform, where the three 

of them had stood months ago. She thinks 
of her father’s shorn-off look as the train 
pulled out, with her little brother content on 
the inside of the window, unaware that he 
would arrive in Harwich a day later with a 
new family awaiting.

Lottie blinks, reminds herself she is not 
going to Harwich. She is not going to a new 
family; she will come back to this one. The 
child that sits across from her begins to 
cry, and the whole train trembles. There’s 

a wheezing sound, the clanking of doors 
closing and another shout. Frantically, Lottie 
searches for her parent’s eyes, but they are 
gone. She scrambles against the window 
and strains over the top, blinded by panic. 
Something flits before her.

“Lottie,” her father breathes, gripping her 
wrist from the platform. She can say nothing. 
She can only stare wildly, hoping he will take 
her back and tell her he would never send 
her off. Instead, he reaches into his pocket 
and presses something cool and silver into 
her hand. Quietly, almost unbearably, he says, 
“Find your way home.”

The train lurches forward then, and her 
wrist is yanked out of her father’s grasp. 
There is a smell of burnt oil before a woman 
comes into her compartment and shuts the 

window. Lottie closes her fist around the 
cool object, her free hand whitening against 
the closed window. Waving cloths flutter on 
the platform, and her father recedes behind 
them, her mother a few paces behind him. 
Lottie watches them shrink and imagines her 
mother crying, her father looking on somberly. 
Her home, her friends, her secluded river — 
her little paradise, maly raj. She opens her 
fist, stares at her father’s compass glinting 
dully. Something in her shifts, and she thinks 

a feverish, No! 
In the dying days 

of 1939, as the last 
K i n d e r t r a n s p o r t 
hisses and shudders 
out of Berlin, 
hundreds of miles 
away bombs pour 
from the sky onto 

the vast, cold stretch of Poland. Lottie does 
not know why, but she thinks she can feel 
something moving, changing, inevitably, 
inescapably close. 

Lottie withdraws her pulsing fingers from 
the window after Friedrichstrasse falls away, 
tucking the compass in her hand-case and 
latching it shut. The child across from her 
does not stop crying, and she watches her 
dispassionately. Lottie sees the manilla tag 
around her neck as she fidgets with her own. 
Lottie knows she is one of the oldest. It was 
the first thing she noticed, but she can’t find 
it in herself to help calm the smaller children. 
She is still reeling, thinking, Papa. Mama. 
Papa. Mama. She is alone. 

Outside, it is darkness and flashes of light. 
They are still underground, and only emerge 

“ There’s so much bubbling and crying and 
screaming inside her, and then 

the monotony of the train. ”

By Noa Padawer-Blatt

Before
The 
Compass
Points 
South
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up top when the train has rattled out of 
Berlin. Wrapped chocolate is handed out by 
this time, and Lottie saves hers for later. She 
stares out the window, watches as everything 
flies by. She grows to hate how boring the 
train is. It’s not fair. There’s so much bubbling 
and crying and screaming inside her, and 
then the monotony of the train. Every so 
often, a child begins to howl. There are two 
women on the train taking care of the near 
hundred children, and so Lottie stands up, 
wobbles a bit, and sits down next to the teary 
girl in her compartment.

“German?” Lottie asks, because she does 
not know what else to say.

The girl looks up, and wipes roughly at her 
cheek. Slowly, she shakes her head. “Czech,” 
she sputters.

Lottie tries a smile. “Polish.” Even saying it 
aloud feels dangerous. She learned that early.

German. We can’t tell 
anybody where we come 
from. We’re German now. 
You understand, Lottie? 
Her father had been 
anxious, so she promised. 
But she supposes it 
doesn’t matter anymore. 
She’ll soon be out of the 
Third Reich. 

“Jette,” The girl suddenly says.
Lottie looks down, finds the girl with a 

hopeful, watery smile and a doll hooked in the 
crook of her arm. 

“Lo-” The train jerks, a sound of metal on 
metal, then stops. 

Lottie hesitates, stands up, glances 
at Jette and the other children in the 
compartment, blinking and dazed from 
sleep. Jette sniffles and tries to hush 
herself. The train quiets. Lottie waits for 
something. Waits, waits, waits — steps 
toward the window and lingers there. She 
glances at Jette, who stares with huge, 
brown eyes back at her. The other children 
do the same. Lottie flattens her cheek 
against the window, looks as far as she can. 
There’s a station-like building dimmed by 
the distance, long instead of tall, and men 
in olive and beige uniforms. Footfalls break 
the quiet. Someone is running along the 
aisle, and Lottie recoils. The silence strains 
and tenses. All eyes in the compartment 
turn to the door, and when the patter of 
running passes, the eyes return to Lottie. 

She whispers it’s alright to the children 
and to Jette, do not be afraid. They find 
little comfort in her words, and Lottie feels 
a sudden, overwhelming compulsion; she 
hastily grabs her hand-case, opens it and 
fumbles for the compass. It’s there — of 
course it’s there. Something eases slightly, 
and she closes the hand-case, returning to the 
window. There are no more footsteps. Lottie 
squints, rubs away the fog with her sleeve, 
and sees the swastika insignia on the arm of 
the uniformed men. Her gaze falls to the floor, 

scales the wall in an empty, disbelieving stare, 
and then watches. 

They are at the border. She does not 
tell the children this. There are German 
soldiers, SS and SA. They speak in sharp, loud 
commands, a stark comparison to the thick 
silence of the train. At some point, a chubby-
faced boy wedges himself next to Lottie. They 
look on as the soldiers claim missing papers. 
Somewhere in another compartment, a child 
starts to cry. The next few hours are met by 
anxious, flicking gazes and whispers. Lottie 
wonders what would happen if a German 
soldier got on the train, ordered them to 
speak Yiddish, then beat them. If they would 
turn the train around. They don’t. 

After four hours, the pistons begin 
pumping. Wheels screech on tracks, and 
the train rocks forward. Some children stay 
silent, but the moment the head of the train 

crosses the border, there is a billow of cheers. 
Behind her, Jette giggles. The little boy who 
had snuggled up to Lottie retires to his seat 
and cheers as well. Lottie stays at the window, 
and as her compartment passes the border, 
a young, blonde-haired boy in a stiff uniform 
meets her gaze from outside. They stare, 
and though it’s her train crossing the border, 
there’s victory in his eyes.

The sky darkens, the moon like a pin 
hanging bright against a background of black. 
The stars wink Lottie names the ones she 
knows. The train reaches the Hook of Holland 
by the time Lottie has finished her twenty first 
round of names. Gingerly, she shakes Jette 
awake. They file out of the compartment in a 
stupor, and Lottie has to lift a child up whose 
legs give way from underneath him. She 
catches the speckled night sky one last time 
before they gather in the station, and unlike 
most of the children, she is only going as far 
as the Netherlands. 

On the docks, Lottie watches as the 
children board a large ship outlined by the 
spray of light from the station. A French 
woman had told her to wait for the boat to 
leave, then she would be brought to the 
orphanage in Rotterdam. So Lottie waits and 
watches and thinks that she will never see 
any of the children again. They will arrive in 
Harwich, England in the morning, she will 
be here. The night is smoky, and Lottie can 
hardly see when Jette runs up to her and 
hugs her tightly. 

“What is your name?” Jette asks in pebbly, 
broken Yiddish.

Lottie stares down at her, returns the 
question in Yiddish as well. “Lottie,” she says.

Jette nods once, then runs back. The 
boat departs in a low gurgle, the water 
it cuts through black. Minutes later, the 
French woman arrives, asks her a slew of 
questions, and Lottie tries to answer with 
as much detail as possible. Apparently, 
they were supposed to have arrived three 
hours beforehand. Lottie shrugs, and the 
woman’s expression softens. She takes 
her hand and leads her to a car. Above, 
the stars watch. From inside the car, Lottie 
watches them back. 

They reach the orphanage, a small 
building built-up by stone and white arches. 
She will reside here until it is safe for her 
to return home. Lottie knows this will be 
a long, long time. But she smiles at the 
French woman politely, grabs her hand-
case and follows another woman through 
a narrow hallway and into a low-ceilinged 

room. She slips into her 
designated bed, doesn’t 
bother changing, and 
ignores the various eyes 
watching from the other 
beds around the room. 

Lottie does not sleep. 
She just stares at the 
ceiling, compass in hand, 

and whispers, Papa.
Polenfeldzug spreads in rumours a day 

later — the Poland Campaign. The German 
military High Command knows it as Fall 
Weiss, Case White. Poland struggles under 
the bombs of Germany, and though there is 
no official declaration of war, the women in 
the orphanage gossip that there soon will 
be. Lottie listens from the partition behind 
the kitchen and gets lost finding her way 
back to the eating room. A girl named 
Anneliese — with tangled, almost childishly 
long black hair — discovers her wandering 
aimlessly, and they walk together. 

That next night, Lottie feels an ache 
below her ribs. It is the heavy-handed 
feeling of loss. Two hundred and eighty-
four miles away, Hammerbrook drowns in a 
flurry of papers. Above northern Germany, 
one Blenheim, eighteen Hampdens and 
nine Wellingtons open their bombay doors. 
Leaflets spill over buildings: France and 
Britain’s first act of propaganda. When Lottie 
wakes up, war is declared. 

The days spin out in worry and boredom 
and the promise to herself not to cry. The 
women who work at the orphanage are kind, 
but Lottie’s unease cannot be eased by their 
warmth. One month later, Poland falls. 

Seven months after that, German forces 
move through Belgium and Luxemburg. 
Lottie is gazing through a shuttered window 
when a Stuka carves through the sky with 
a shriek. She jumps back, stumbling down 
the stairs and outside where the other 
orphaned children are gathered. The 
German Air Force dances above them, 
an invasion early in the morning. Leaflets 

“ Lottie wonders what would happen if a 
German soldier got on the train, ordered 
them to speak Yiddish, then beat them. ”
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litter the streets, proclaiming Germany is not 
fighting the Netherlands, but England.  

 “Lottie,” Anneliese whispers on the third 
night of the invasion, “they are threatening to 
drop bombs.” 

Lottie shifts on the lumpy bed, searches 
the other girl’s face, blanched even in the 
heavy darkness. “I heard,” she murmurs. 

Anneliese, all wide-eyed and messy hair, 
props herself up on her elbow. “Do you think 
they will? They said they don’t want to hurt 
us — just want the Dutch coast.” 

“They said, yes,” Lottie glances at the 
window. “But they do not care.”

German tanks reach the southern 
outskirts of Rotterdam as Lottie sleeps, 
and with the impressive opposition of the 
Dutch artillery, an ultimatum is sent out by 
a German commander in the morning. Lottie 
hears the news from a pair of men speaking a 
mix of Dutch and German, the 
agitated words that Germany 
demands a ceasefire and 
surrender, or Rotterdam will 
be destroyed. Lottie closes 
her eyes, shakes her head 
and imagines returning to Hammerbrook, 
telling her friends stories about the 
foolish Germans thinking they could 
overthrow the Netherlands. Somewhere 
on the edge of her consciousness, Lottie 
feels something looming invariably near, 
like the twenty-seven German bombers 
approaching from the south. 

One, two, three, four hours pass, and then 
the world implodes.

Air catches fire as the first bomb falls. 
Lottie hears it from her room inside the 
orphanage; a deafening cry, like somebody 
screaming. Louder, louder, louder. It’s far 
away, but Lottie knows when it hits the 
ground. A breathless explosion. The ground 
throbs. Then a building falls, sinks in on 
itself. Lottie watches, the room stunned into 
silence. There’s a lull between the second 
bomb. The street is oppressively quiet, the 
children on the cusp of weeping. Bombers 
swing over the orphanage, veer back. Lottie 
realizes they are attacking the heart of the 
city, not the Dutch defenses. The civilians. 
The mothers, the babies, the workers, the 
deaf and the sightless. 

“To the basement, children,” a woman 
urges, and Lottie follows the mass to a gray-
walled basement. It is not a bunker. They will 
not be safe here.

The ground shudders and growls. Hanging 
lights blink. Anneliese screams, and no one 
tries to stifle the sound. The children press 
at their ears, heads bowed. Lottie cannot 
see the stars, cannot see the sky. She tries 
to imagine her father and mother, their hands 
on her shoulder. But she can’t, and so she 
squeezes the compass in her hand tighter. 
Then the door clatters, and a man runs in. 
He speaks in rushed, unintelligible Dutch, 
and Lottie thinks she can catch the words 

“Amsterdam” and “England.” She looks up 
at the man, and somewhere in the distance, 
another bomb falls. Anneliese screams again. 
The women, unflinchingly, stand up and begin 
pushing some children into the man’s arms. 
He grabs their hands and steers them out the 
door. Lottie’s hand is tugged, and she’s out of 
the gray basement. 

There is a wagon waiting outside on the 
street. Lottie falters. Anneliese’s screams 
echo from beneath the orphanage. She sees 
flares of red fan across the horizon to the 
south and to the east. Rotterdam is burning. 
Smoke curls around poles and buildings. 
Lottie smells a thousand scorched trees. Her 
heart beats in her ears and she cowers at the 
memory of the German boy, eyes gleaming 
with victory. Above, the stars blink out.

The man pulls her into the wagon. She is 
stuffed next to the other children. The car 

hums under the droning of the Luftwaffe. The 
orphanage, windows dark, muddies behind an 
unlit street as they drive away. In the center of 
Rotterdam, ninety-seven tonnes of bombs are 
dropped. They shake the car, draw the Blaak 
railway station into the ground. Vegetable 
oil tanks on the dockside ignite, and the 
tides climb with smoke. Flames crawl over 
to the city in a trail of oil, and Lottie watches 
helplessly as fire turns the city to ash. They 
roll off ramparts and slither up walls, devour 
windows and reach toward the sky. 

“Is it burning?” A little boy rasps.
Lottie clutches the compass and thinks, 

Everything is burning. 
On the port of the coastal town IJmuiden, 

Lottie sees a tall woman standing. The wagon 
stops and the children are led out. Lottie 
follows, and behind her, bombs continue to 
light up the sky. Night smolders in flames. Far 
away buildings die under the haze of smoke. 
The air is hot. Lottie is pushed toward the 
docks, and a boat, SS Bodegraven scrawled 
on its side, floats at the edge. She glances 
back, notices the man who had taken them 
here talking to the tall woman. “England”, they 
say. Lottie captures the woman’s gaze, and 
the woman smiles. Lottie does not know what 
to do. When the captain walks out, he talks to 
the woman as well, then greets the children. 

In a shuffle, Lottie boards the boat. It is 
dark, days old and stale as if it has not seen 
the light in a very long time. There are more 
faint cries, and when they reach a cabin, 
Lottie discerns thirty children already in 
bunks. The children from her orphanage 
reluctantly take their places on the empty 
ones, and Lottie finds a window, small and 
very round behind a bare bed. She has 
nothing she owns. Through the window, out 
on the docks, Lottie watches as the man 

starts the engine of the wagon. The captain 
ascends the boat, and the tall woman stands, 
smiling. The floors of the cabin groan, bunks 
sway and then they’re moving. 

Lottie can still hear the bombs. She thinks of 
the mothers, the babies, the workers, the deaf 
and the sightless. She thinks of Anneliese’s 
screams before being buried by the orphanage. 
A Stuka flashes by the window, and Lottie 
scrambles backward, heaving in the quiet boat. 
The children hold their breath. Artillery fire 
spirals down, like high-pitched stones against 
the outside. Lottie climbs onto her bunk, leans 
against the wall, watches the window out of 
the corner of her eye. Look Lottie, her father 
had once said, eyes crinkling, the compass in 
his hand, hydrogen and helium fusing, staying 
together by their own pull of gravity. Just look, 
Lottie. Look at the stars. Forty miles out, when 
the firing stops and the water laps up against the 

sides of the boat gently, 
Lottie looks; from the 
fuzzy pinpricks of light to 
the darkness between. 
She hovers the compass 
in front of her face, rests 

it against her forehead, and cries.
When they reach Liverpool, after being 

denied at Harwich, Lottie imagines a world 
unsoiled by bombs and fire and tears. She 
imagines the absence of her mother’s 
kisses and her father’s stories. When she 
walks out, Lottie f inds a city of gray. But 
she waits, because that’s all she can do, 
for when she will return to Hammerbrook. 
She is now an enemy alien in a place she 
does not know. As she looks around, she 
imagines one day stepping into the water 
of the river, her maly raj, and holding her 
compass to the sky. She imagines her 
father’s last words, “Find your way home.” 
Lottie imagines one day thinking, I have. u

“ Anneliese screams, and no one tries 
to stifle the sound. ”
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LISTENING WATER IN A GLASS BOWL. Splinting wood 
on the edges of an old oak table. Cold floral tiles on the 
floor. Dim yellow lamplight. Glowing green leaves.
What the f*** am I doing here?
Growing up, my mother told me that being different 

was good. She told me that if everyone in the world was the same, 
nothing new would be created. There would be no original thoughts. 
No evolution. I believed her words. It was not until I was older that I 
realized that my mother was not true to her own words.

Rough black pavement. Warm humid air. Summer insects buzzing. 
Distant sounds of traffic. Pain.

The first time my mother hit 
me, it was on my way out of the 
door. I fell and scrapped the 
palms of my hands. I did not hear 
her yell or ask if I was alright. She 
shut the door, not slamming it, 
but gently and closing it. I didn’t 
see her face, but I imagined it 
being stone cold. That was the day I told my mother that I was in 
love with a man.

Cigarette smoke. Cold sheets. Hairy arms. Pain.
The first night of being away from home was the longest night of 

my life. I found shelter in my boyfriend’s room, in his arms. He listened 
to me while I cried and kissed me when I longed to be touched. His 
father walked into the room, witnessing his son caressing a man’s 
body. His father grabbed me by the arm and yanked me to my feet. 
He threw me out of their house, naked, and tossed my belongings 
out behind me. I watched in agony as the man I loved averted my 
gaze. His father then, too, closed the door. But he slammed it.

Dripping sweat. Shivering body. Cold ground. Shifting plastic. 
Pine smell.

I no longed had anywhere to go. I slept that night in a plastic tarp 
I found in a local park. I hid behind a group of pine trees, burrowing 
into myself like rabbit in a hole. I found myself wishing I was Alice, 
chasing a white rabbit, and then falling into a hole. Into another 
world. A world other than mine.

Bright light. Loud traffic. A child’s laughter. Small pain.
I woke up to a group of children poking at my body with long, 

sharp sticks. I’d f linch whenever a stick would meet with my 

spine. I got up, like an angry bear, woken early from hibernation. 
The kids ran, laughing and screaming. I looked down at my feet, 
and my shoes had vanished. I shouted af ter the kids, threating 
them to return my shoes. I never did get my shoes back. I sat 
down and cried.

Menacing glares. Hard shoves. Hot. Hot. Pain.
I walked through the crowed streets. I heard people quietly 

whisper behind my back. Many women cringed at my smell when 
I walked past them. Men snickered and pushed past me. I walked 
over to my favourite café, and pulled out some change from my 

pocket. As I stood in line, I stared 
at the coins in my hand. It was all 
I had. I quickly shoved the coins 
back into my pocket. I ordered a 
coffee and a bagel. They brought 
it out to me, and I calmly took it 
from them. They told me it would 
be $2.50. I smiled and pretended 
to reach in my pocket. I made up 

a story, saying that I must have dropped my wallet on the way here. 
They rolled their eyes and motioned for me to give the food back. I 
ran. I kept running until I was back at the park. I sat down and bit into 
the bagel. I had to find a new favourite café.

Dark sky. Salty tears. Cold feet. Fear.
Night came again. It never failed to, no matter how much I 

begged. I walked back home and tried opening the door. I pleaded 
with my mother let me in. But there was no sound. I hopped over the 
fence into the back yard. I smashed a window with a brick, forced 
my way inside. I grabbed all the money I could find, loose change, 
my mothers wallet, and my college funds in the jar on top of the 
fridge I could hear my mother coming down the stairs, and I fled out 
of the window before she could see my face.

Fear. Fear. Fear.
I walked through alleyways, nervously flicking my eyes from one 

person to another. A small group of people sat in a corner, sitting on 
a nest of needles. I paid, they gave, I took, and they left. I sat down 
in the empty park, with my arm tied. I plunged the thin needle into 
my vein. I watched as the thick elixir swam through my arm. I took a 
deep breath and entered Wonderland.

Numb. Numb. Nothing. u

“ The first time my mother hit me, it 
was on my way out of the door. ”

by Margo Macfarlane
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T
HE FIRST TIME YUNG PLAYED IN THE SNOW in his backyard 
in Scarborough, he was still fluent in Korean. 

After a month or so, he adjusted to the time difference, but 
still missed his friends and grandparents. He was attending 

elementary school, where everyone spoke a flowery, muted language 
called English that he didn’t understand. The thin layer of snow that fell 
nightly seemed to Yung a gift from the sky. He had seen cartoons of 
talking snowmen befriending children. As soon as the snow piled high 
enough, he set to work.

He used buttons for eyes, 
a bundle of incense for a 
nose, and a frozen beef patty 
for a mouth. He used sticks 
for arms and exchanged the 
typical top hat for a more 
personal rice farming hat. 
He was Dr. Frankenstein. He 
named his creation “Namdongsaeng” – Little Brother. 

Though, unlike Frankenstein’s, Yung’s creation never came to 
life. He loved it all the same. Little Brother was carefully shielded 
from rainy and sunny days alike.

English began to replace Korean in Yung’s growing brain, as 
he started to make friends and watch Western cartoons instead of 
the same Korean sing-along video cassettes. As the days passed, 
he thought less of his Little Brother and more of new friends he 
was making at school, Scholastic books he wanted to order, and 
McDonalds fudge sundaes. 

Hours spent in the backyard with Little Brother turned into ones 
spent indoors, learning how to read and practising arithmetic. 

At some point, a week passed when Yung hadn’t even seen his 
friend. It might have been longer, if his mother hadn’t asked over the 
stove how his Little Brother was doing. 

Yung hopped off his seat at the kitchen table, where he was 
engrossed in a Little Golden Book, and padded to the backyard 
to check. As he opened the door, a worried thought began to 
form, and before it could even settle, it was confirmed. 

Thus it was a mid-March afternoon in the cruel suburbs of Scar-
borough that Yung’s heart was first broken. And not melted slowly, 
like the corpse of his f irst Canadian friend. It shattered, like the ici-
cles that older children would pluck off cars and hurl at the brick 

wall of the school building. 
Yung knelt before the 

glistening puddle on the 
concrete where Little Broth-
er had so recently stood, the 
picture of f idelity. There re-
mained only a small mound 
of perspiring snow, two pa-
thetic sticks, a rancid beef 

patty, and a bundle of incense thoroughly crushed and brittle. 
Even the hat had flown away. 
The poetry was lost on the boy. It would be years before he re-

alized he was accepting the loss of not only a friend, but an old life. 
He would never be six again. 

Yung grew up. The lesson that came with loss never faded. He 
had to be independent. He couldn’t rely on anyone but himself. 

Things change, people leave. He had to be okay with that. What-
ever happened, he would survive.

Yung was first to say “I love you”, of course. The time felt right. 
He meant it. 

Calvin said it back immediately, and he meant it too. He had been 
waiting to hear it.

They met many summers ago, one evening at an art exposé in 
the fashion district of Toronto. 

“ It would be years before he realized 
he was accepting the loss of 

not only a friend, but an old life. ”

Pride
by

 La
nze Lhaze
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Calvin’s close friends met Yung at work, where he was new, and instant-
ly hit it off. Beside their sexuality, the group had many interests and values 
in common. Yung and Calvin especially discovered soon enough that they 
shared a deliciously similar sense of humour. 

They walked through Trinity Bellwoods park as the cherry blossoms 
were shedding hither and thither. The setting sun filtered through the trees 
and dappled the avenue with golden light. It was like a dream.

“It was love at first sight,” Yung insisted. He said that as often as they 
talked about their relationship. 

“It was not.” Calvin rolled his eyes, smirking. “How many times did you 
call me Kevin again?”

“Only like four times. Honest mistake. And you thought my name was 
spelled with a J for like the first year we dated!”

“Like Carl Jung!”
“Bitch, I’m Korean!”
This was one of those conversations they would have over and 

over, never getting old and never changing. Calvin would often ask 
Yung to tell him the story of Little Brother too. Another favourite was 
planning their wedding. 

“Can you imagine dragging my bougie seventy-year-old Korean parents 
to an apple farm in the middle of bumble effing nowhere?”

“Then forcing them to watch you marry a guy.”
The pair cackled with mirth.
Yung stared into space.
“I don’t know. Lately I’m 

in love with beach weddings. 
Think of all the activities we 
could plan for our guests!”

 “Make up your mind, Yung 
man.”

“You think of something!”
Calvin jumped at the 

chance to share. “You know where I want to get married? Somewhere nice. 
Like nice. District 28.”

Yung perked up, too. “Ooh, or the York Mills Gallery. Dave and Sarah’s 
wedding was beautiful.”

Conversations would bleed into more, and many a blissful hour would 
drift by.

This morning it was different. The air was heavier. They hadn’t talked 
about marriage in weeks, despite having gone to what seemed like a mil-
lion weddings in the past four months. It seemed all their friends were tying 
the knot.

Yung hadn’t proposed yet. He hadn’t even hinted at it. Same-sex mar-
riage had been legal in Canada since July 20th. First they watched all their 
straight friends pair off and get married as a result of being in their late 
twenties and early thirties. Then, in the blink of an eye, all their gay friends 
were settling down too.

“It’s warm for November.” Calvin loosened the wool scarf around 
his neck. 

“Weird, right? It was a cool summer though. At Dave and Marshall’s 
wedding, I thought I would be dying in my suit, but I didn’t even have to take 
my jacket off the whole night.”

“Beautiful location, don’t you think?”
Yung gave an enthusiastic nod. “Maybe you’re right about getting all 

fancy. It was really nice.”
Their Yorkville condo was beautiful. Yung picked the furniture, carpet-

ing, most of the kitchen appliances and the dining set, the light fixtures 
and the bed frame. They were all impulsive buys, but they followed a pol-
ished-looking minimalist theme. Calvin picked the curtains, after weighing 
the pros and cons of each option and meticulously mulling over his deci-
sion with utmost care. To his credit, guests always agreed that the curtains 
were the loveliest part of the room, that they brought everything together. 

“Do we even need curtains?” Yung had said, tired of his partner pouring 
over the same catalogue for the fifth day in a row. 

“I need curtains,” was Calvin’s unflinching response.
“I don’t mind curtains. I like them. But if it’s going to cause this much 

stress… I mean would we die if we didn’t have curtains?”

Neither of them wanted a fight.
“Just have a Little faith. You’ll be thankful.”
“It can’t matter this much which curtains we get.”
“It matters to me! I care.”
“Okay. I care, too. Since you care.”
Minor disagreements arose often, but over the years they got better at 

dealing with them. They had come to a point now where they embraced 
their differences with as much eagerness as they embraced the similarities 
that drew them to each other. 

Calvin took a moment to look up from his avocado toast and regard his 
partner. He ventured.

“It’s funny talking about it now, isn’t it?”
“About Dave and Marshall?”
Was he avoiding something? “No.”
“Dave and Sarah?”
By George, he was. “No! About… You know…”
Yung shifted in his seat. “About getting married?”
“Yes!” There was a pause. “Don’t you want to marry me?”
Yung reached for Calvin’s hand. “Of course.”
“Well, all you have to do is ask, really.”
“Calvin…,” Yung started a sigh that triggered his partner.
“I just don’t get it. You claim it was love at first sight. You always 

tell me we’re gonna grow old together.”
“I do want to grow old with you!” Yung squeezed Calvin’s hand.

“We live and act like 
a married couple, for 
Christ’s sake. We’ve been 
together for ten years. We 
marched and protested to 
earn this right! ”

“The right! We won that. 
It’s not an obligation. We 

don’t have to prove anything to anyone.”
 “Well what if I want to prove it?” There was a pregnant pause. “What if 

I’m tired of people asking me what date we have set? What location? I’m 
tired of telling them we’re not even f***en  engaged.”

“I’m sorry.”
It was Calvin’s turn to sigh. “I guess I just need to know that I’ve got a 

forever thing. That’s who I am.”
Yung was silent. 
The phone rang, and neither of them went to get it. They just looked into 

each others eyes, holding hands. It was one of those moments where they 
were both thinking of what to say next. How to get back to normal from a 
weird place. Yung spoke first, like always.

“I want to marry you.” 
“That’s not a proposal, you clown.”
“I know it’s not. I don’t know how to propose.”
“It’s easy. You get down on one knee, not two, and—“
“I mean, I don’t know how to put my life into someone else’s hands.”
“Don’t you trust me?”
“Completely.” Yung’s voice was hearty. “That’s not what this is about. 

You need your forever, I need my independence.”
“Don’t you need me?”
“I love you. More than anything. You make my life so much better.”
“But you don’t need me…”
“I’m not here because I need you. I’m here because there’s no one else 

in the world I would rather call my friend, my partner, the love of my life.”
Calvin took a moment to process. With a tender hand, he stroked 

Yung’s cheek.
“You’re never gonna ask me to marry you.”
“Calvin…”
“I’ll ask you, it’s alright. Someday. Soon.”
“When the time’s right.”
“Not because we need to. Not because everyone else is doing it. Not 

because we’re getting—”
“Don’t say it—“
“Old. Don’t make that face. It won’t be so bad because you’ll have me.” u 

“ I thought I would be dying in my suit, 
but I didn’t even have to take 

my jacket off the whole night. ”
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I
T WAS A CHILLY NIGHT IN SAFI, MOROCCO, a night the breeze 
sent shivers down your spine. The city was dark and quiet. The 
only noise came from the waves crashing against the rocks at 
the edge of the beach where American soldiers prepared for 
the long day ahead in their tents. The mission to defeat the Ger-

mans would begin at daybreak. Within the sea of all of those tents, 
there lay a young man named Dalston Harte. He was writing letters 
to his family back in Chicago, under a dimly lit lamp. 

“Hey, Dalston,” his best friend Liam said as he entered the tent.
“Hey, Liam. How was the patrol?” Dalston  asked, putting his let-

ters and pencil away in a bag next to his sleeping bag. 
“Quiet.  Those Germans aren’t putting up much of a fight,” Liam 

said with a smile, crawling into his brown wool sleeping bag.
“Not yet they aren’t,” Dalston said seriously. He felt like some-

thing was off in the pit of his stomach. He knew that the Germans 
weren’t going to surrender easily.

“What’s the matter, Dalston? You  seem  concerned.”
“Aren’t you at all worried about the mission we’ve got? We need 

to capture the port facilities in the city, Liam. That isn’t exactly an 
easy task.”

 “Of course I am. Do you think that I don’t fear for my life? I worry 
every day that the steps I take could be my last, and the things I 
see today could be the last things I ever lay my eyes on. But fear 
doesn’t stop me from fighting for my country. If I die tomorrow, then 

so be it. At least I’ll die knowing that I fought for the greater good.” 
Liam then turned his back to Dalston and closed his eyes. Dalston 
reached over and turned off the lamp. The tent turned black. The 
only light left came from the full moon that slipped through the 
tent’s opening. He crawled into his sleeping bag and repeated Li-
am’s words in his head.

 “Liam? Do you think we’ll make it back home?” Dalston asked 
softly as he stared blankly into the darkness that surrounded the 
two tired men. 

 “There’s not a doubt in my mind that we will,” Liam said before 
both of them closed their eyes and went to sleep. 

It was just before four in the morning when both Liam and 
Dalston were jolted awake by one of their fellow soldiers, Colin 
Jones, a young man about their age. 

 “It’s time to get going, guys,” Colin said as he continued to shake 
the both of them. 

 “We’re awake!” Liam shouted as he rubbed his eyes awake. 
Both Dalston and Colin laughed as Liam threw one of his boots 
at them. Both of the men then got up, grabbed their sleeping 
bags, and packed them along with other things they might need 
for their journey. 

After breakfast, Dalston, Colin, and Liam grabbed guns and sup-
plies and made their way into the city, past what used to be their 
camp and into what seemed like unknown territory. They passed 

You Were Like My Brother
By Samira Raposo
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markets filled with people selling fruit, pots, and jewellery. A small 
Moroccan boy dressed in a white tunic with big brown eyes looked 
up at the soldiers and hid behind his mother. His mother, like many 
others, stared at the soldiers, stared at their weapons. 

 “They’re scared of us,” Dalston said as he looked at the people.
 “It seems that way,” Liam said.
 “But, aren’t we the good guys?” Dalston asked with confusion as 

the group of soldiers continued to make their way through the city. 
Liam didn’t answer, and neither did Colin. The both of them looked 
at Dalston with a hint of guilt in their eyes. 

 “But Liam, just last night you said that you were fighting for the 
greater good,” Dalston said as he gazed over at Liam. 

 “We are, trust me. We’re here to protect these people. It’s com-
pletely understandable for them to be afraid. The Germans have got 
everyone on edge. Don’t start doubting where we stand, because 
we are fighting for the greater good. I promise you.” 

 Suddenly there was a loud boom! Dalston, Liam, and Colin 
looked around and saw the German soldiers approaching like a 
tidal wave from the opposite side of the city. The men took cover 
behind a pillar next to a bar. As Liam and Colin shot at the Germans, 
Dalston frantically looked around, trying to spot any German sol-
diers that might have been able to sneak up behind the Americans. 
But as he looked, he saw that same little Moroccan boy from the 
market lying dead on the side of the street next to his mother, his 
white tunic covered with blood. His heart sank to his stomach and 
broke with pain. 

 “Dalston! We need to get moving now! If we stay here any longer, 
then we won’t reach the port and we won’t complete the mission!” 
Liam yelled. Dalston continued to look at the boy who seemed no 
older than five, wishing that there could have been another way. 
They didn’t deserve any of this, he thought. 

“Dalston! We need to go!” Liam yelled.
Dalston looked at Liam and Colin. “Let’s do this,” he uttered.
The three of them ran down the stone road into the gruesome 

fight, trying to make their way to the port facilities two blocks over. 
 “Flank them!” Liam yelled as he shot at an oncoming German. 

Dalston and Colin pointed their guns and shot a few Germans 
down. Just as the three men hit a fork in the road, Liam started to 
fall behind.

 “Turn lef t! We’re almost there! ” Liam shouted as the three 
of them turned the corner. Dalston 
and Colin continued to run, f iring 
their weapons at the Germans that 
got in their way. 

 “Liam, which way do we go now?” 
Dalston yelled as he ran forward. 
They was no reply. He quickly turned 
back and saw that Liam had fallen down next to a large building. 
His heart sank into the pit of his stomach once again. He quickly 
ran over to Liam, Colin right behind him, kneeling down to help his 
friend. 

 “Liam, what’s wrong? Why did you stop?” Dalston’s asked with 
concern. Liam removed his hand from his stomach to reveal a 
gunshot wound.

 “What do we do?” Dalston pleaded. 
 “Just leave me. You can’t afford to be held back. You need to 

make it to the port, or else the mission will be a complete failure,” 
Liam said as he winced in pain. The blood had seeped through his 
cotton shirt and was all over his and Dalston’s hands.

 “I can’t do that. We’re best friends, Liam. There is no damn way I’m 
going to let you die here.” Liam winced in pain as Dalston hoisted him up.

“Colin, cover us. I’ll try to help as much as I can,” Dalston said. 
 “You’re a stubborn one, Dalston,” Liam said with a small smile. 
 “I learned from the best,” he said as he smiled back at Liam.
 Colin led the way as Dalston carried Liam through the loud and 

busy streets. Dalton watched as numerous American soldiers shout-
ed and shot at the Germans who were coming in quickly. And he also 
witnessed a great number of innocent civilians get shot down. 

 “On the right!” Colin yelled as he and Dalston shot at oncoming 
Germans from the right side. They then heard another loud boom! 
This time it knocked all three of them on to the ground. Dalston 

quickly got back up and ran over 
to help Liam. The blood had 
spread through his shirt even 
further. He looked over at Colin. 

“We need to hurry. He hasn’t 
got much time. The bleed-
ing won’t stop unless he gets 

stitches. We’ll need to carry him together or else he’ll just collapse.” 
Colin nodded and helped get Liam back up on to his feet, holding 
him at the waist. They continued to make their way down the street, 
turning left, then right, then left again until they were only a few 
steps away from the port.

“We’re almost there! Just hold on, Liam!” Dalston yelled as they tried 
to walk as fast as they could. Just before they could reach the end of 
the road, they heard the sound of shots immediately behind them. Liam 
winced in pain as Dalston and Colin turned another corner rapidly. 

 “Hurry, they’re on our tail!” Colin said to Dalston. 
 “Turn right!” Dalston said with panic in his voice. But then, just as 

they thought they had made it, they reached a dead end. 
 “What do we do now?” Colin yelled. Dalston looked around for 

an escape, but there was none. 
 “Hold Liam for a second!” Dalston shouted as he quickly ran up 

to the door of a small old house that didn’t look to be occupied and 
kicked it open. Colin ran in with Liam as Dalston closed the door be-
hind them. Colin then put Liam down against a wall to let him rest. 

 “Dalston, look,” he said. Dalston looked over at Liam who was 
looking tired and pale.

 “Are we almost at the port?” Liam asked weakly.
 “Yes, just a little further. Do you think you can make it?” Dalston 

asked as he looked into Liam’s eyes. 
 “I-I don’t think I can…,” Liam trailed off. Dalston’s eyes started 

to water. 
    “You were always like a brother to me, you know that?” Liam 

said softly with a smile as he looked at Dalston. 
 “No, you don’t get to say goodbye yet. You’ve got a life to live!” 

Dalston yelled. 
 “Don’t jeopardize the mission just for me. Go show the Germans 

who’s boss. And promise me that you won’t let me down,” Liam said 
as he put his hand on Dalston’s shoulder. Dalston nodded as tears 
streamed down his face. Just as Liam was about to say something 
else, he took his last breath and lay stiffly against the wall.

“Damnit,” Dalston said softly as he looked down at the ground. 
Colin put his hand on Dalston’s shoulder. “We need to go.” 
Dalston wiped his tears on his sleeve and got back up, his heart 

leaden. He kneeled down and closed Liam’s half-opened eyes. 
“Goodbye, my brother,” he whispered, arose, and walked out of the 
house with Colin, closing the door behind him. u

“ Don’t start doubting where we stand, 
because we are fighting for the greater good. ” 

“ No, you don’t get to say goodbye yet. 
You’ve got a life to live! ”
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I 
PLACED THE COMB DOWN after brush-
ing out the tangles in my hair. I looked 
in the mirror and stared at myself, con-
templating whether what I was about to 
do was right or simply unnecessary. The 

ringing of my phone startled me. It was him.
“So will I be seeing you there?” The sound 

of his soothing voice calmed me.
“Give me-h um t-t-two minutes,” I stut-

tered. He knew I was nervous.
I walked into my mom’s room and put on 

her pearl earrings. I loved wearing them. 
They made me feel pretty. I left the house 
and began walking towards the lake. It 
looked beautiful, especially the eerie glow 
of the moonlight on the surface of the water. 

On my way to the lake, I took some time 
to appreciate the stars in the dark sky. They 
looked so small from where I was standing, 
but I could imagine how small I’d feel next to 
one. That’s how I often felt near my family. 
From afar, they appeared to be 
nice people, respectable people. 
But when you got closer, only 
then could you see what was be-
hind the facade. They were ma-
nipulative and destructive, and 
they didn’t have any room for 
mistakes in their family. So when 
a problem arose, their only solution was to 
make it disappear rather than acknowledge 
it. I wonder if they ever listened to the words 
that came out of their mouths. I got mad at 
them. A lot. But I chose to stay quiet. 

What I love is waking up to a cloudy sky 
and the smell of freshly brewed coffee. 
Don’t get me wrong. I love the sun - the way 
it spreads its rays across the floor of the 
earth, or how it hugs me on days I need the 
warmth I’m missing. Yet there’s something 
different about dark cloudy days, something 
so calming and accepting about the sky not 
always being happy. The sun is beautiful, 
but there is something so sad about it al-
ways having to leave.

He grabbed my hand and the two of us 
made our way down to the shore. Our toes 
were slightly in the water and I could feel the 
goose bumps rising all over my body. I tried 
to enjoy the moment, to indulge the numb-
ing sensation at my feet. After a moment we 
were running, and I could see our moonlit 

shadows colliding. It felt as if freedom was 
within reach, and that felt okay. It felt real. I 
felt as though nothing could bring us down. 
Deep down, though, I knew it wasn’t okay, 
and it wasn’t real. If everything was going al-
right, why was there such an awful feeling 
rising within me? 

“Let’s do it,” I said, smiling up at him.
“Oh, we’ve already talked about this. I 

can’t just leave my mom.”
“Sure you can. You were about to a couple 

of weeks ago.”
“I know, I know, but that was before I real-

ized how much she needs me and how much 
I need her.”

“But I’m here for you,” I said sympathetically.
“Thank you, but there is more to it than 

just that.” I could tell he was getting frus-
trated. “Look, you said you want to open 
up an art gallery, right? And travel? Try dif-
ferent foods? Meet new people?” I slow-

ly nodded. “Exactly. There is so much out 
there for you to experience, with so many 
different people.”

My heart sank. A bitter cold wave 
washed over me. Although he made some 
valid points, I didn’t agree with him. I gave 
him everything I had to offer. He took it all 
and now he was leaving? Was I not good 
enough? Was he choosing her over me? I 
got up and let my thoughts lead me to the 
rock where we spent most of our summer 
nights together. I realized that it wasn’t sum-
mer any longer. We had an amazing time 
together, one that I could never forget, but 
it was over now, and I needed to move on. 
But how? He was nice and sweet and he’d 
buy me dinner and ice-cream after. He told 
me about his past and said that I was his 
future. I thought back to when he used to 
sing to me in the glow of the hot sun and 
how gentle and beautiful his voice sounded; 
that was what made me fall in love with him 
in the first place. I missed it. The last time 

I heard him sing was the night my parents 
had taken me away.

All the passion that was once pumping 
through my veins had vanished. I turned 
around to see him standing behind me. He 
was beautiful, and the one thing I was so 
afraid of happening had finally happened. I 
couldn’t recognize him anyone. In those few 
seconds, he was no more than a stranger to 
me. This is why what happened next wasn’t 
so much of a surprise to me.

He looked up at me, giving me a bright 
smile, one which I couldn’t return. Though he 
was standing so close to me, I had never felt 
farther away. I did the only thing that made 
sense to me: I would break his heart just like 
he broke mine.

**********
My mother often tells me it takes time to 

mend a broken heart, but I don’t believe that. 
I see time as only an excuse to fend for your-

self. Face it, you failed at keeping this 
love. When you truly love someone, 
that love doesn’t ever go away even if 
the person is no longer present. I know 
that this isn’t the last time I will fall in 
love with someone, but I know that no 
matter how many people I fall for, he 
will always be my first. I can wake up 

to someone else, but I’ll still see his emerald 
eyes and hear his laugh in their smile.

They warn us about the cruelty of falling in 
love, but they never teach us when to stop. 
I was so fascinated by him, I let him eclipse 
me. That’s when I knew I had to stop. A part 
of me wants to kill myself. But not how you’d 
think. I want to kill what I don’t like; it doesn’t 
mean I have to stop living.

I washed my hands in the lake, and watched 
the blood drift away, thinking how the most 
beautiful things in life are always out of reach. 
I felt clean and pure. I went home and took 
off the pearl earrings and placed them on my 
dresser. I couldn’t help but feel content that 
the dreams have stopped. Turning from my 
mirror, I looked outside the window. I tried 
drawing the shape of his face with the stars.

“Dear Mason, you were my first love. You 
said you were my Romeo and I, your sweet, 
sweet Juliet, and now I understand why my 
parents told you to stay away,” I said loud 
enough for only me to hear. u

“ My heart sank. A bitter cold 
wave washed over me. ”

ST R A N G E R 
by Zahra Syed
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G
RAMMY’S HANDS WERE ROUGH AND STRONG. Mummy’s 
were soft and unfamiliar, especially when we stood in the 
cemetery. Just like back at school when the plump lady in 
the office called me out of class and led me to the office. I 

thought it was because I bit Suzy earlier, but mummy was there.
Why was Mummy there? Mummy never came when I was in 

trouble. Grammy always came, picked me up, dropped me off, 
plaited my hair and stitched my clothes. Grammy came when I 
was in trouble.

“Emmy, darling,” she whispered. Mummy was crying. Mummy 
never cried. “Grammy went to the hospital. She got sick, and by the 
time the ambulance got there-”

 I stopped listening.
Mummy rubbed her hand on my cheek, hugged me, and held my 

hand. Her grip was weak and unsure, unlike Grammy’s, whose hands 
were strong and comforting.

**********
“Grammy,” I once asked while she was kneading bread, “how are 

you so strong?”
 “I’ve been baking 

bread for fifty years.”
 I thought about that 

for a moment. I didn’t 
even know people 
could live fifty years. 
“Grammy, why are your 
hands so rough?”

 She laughed and looked at me with a crooked smile. It was like 
listening to the subway rumble under your feet from afar.

 “I’ve also been gardening for sixty years,” Grammy laughed again, 
“but I was never able to grow any lavender back home.”

 “Why not now?”
 “If it hasn’t happened by now, then it won’t happen at all.” Grammy 

was quiet for a moment as she looked off into the distance. She 
slowly moved towards me, picked me up, sat me on her lap, and sang 
softly into my ear.

“You are my sunshine, my only sunshine.”
 “You make me happy, when skies are gray,” I sang back. As 

she was brushing my hair back with her fingers, I fell asleep in 
her arms.

“I will always love you,” she whispered. “Never forget that.”

*****
“Quickly, Emmy,” Mummy called after me. “Only a bit farther.”
The tombstones glittered in the morning dew. Rushing to catch 

up, the cold air bit my cheeks.
 I jumped over a puddle but my ankle crumbled under me, and 

I fell, hitting the ground hard. My pants tore, and my knees got 
scraped. It hurt more than when Suzy bit me back, more than getting 

spanked, but not more than watching them throw dirt on top of 
Grammy. Nothing hurt more than knowing she was gone.

 Mummy rushed over, asking me if I was okay, if it hurt. She swore 
at herself for not having held onto me. I didn’t respond. I couldn’t.

 She looked up at me, a worried look on her face, and wiped my 
face. When did I start crying? Was it because my knee hurt? Because 
I ripped my pants? Because I couldn’t walk properly? Because my 
mom was the one to help me up? Because Grammy wasn’t there to 
wipe my tears?

Was it because I didn’t cry at the funeral?

**********
 “Why’re you crying, honey?” Grammy knelt down to my level.
 “Suzy laughed at me today,” I whined. “She said my song for 

Parent Night was boring.”
 “What’re you gonna sing for me?”
 “You Are My Sunshine.”
“Oh,” she smiled, “well you tell Suzy that your grandma said it’s 

the most beautiful song in the world, and that I’ll be there just to 
hear you sing.”
 “You promise?”
 “Of course”
“Pinky promise?”

 She laughed again, 
and her eyes crinkled 
like tinfoil. “Of course.”

...

 “Why did you lie to me?” I whispered loudly. “Why didn’t you 
come to watch me sing?”

The crying turned into sobbing, and Mummy had to carry me the 
rest of the way. No amount of comforting calmed me down, and I 
didn’t stop until I saw her grave.

 “Here we are, Emmy,” Mummy pointed. “Grammy is just over there.”
A white square stone stood at the top of a hill. It was newer than 

anything around it. It sparkled like Grammy’s eyes and smile.
Mummy grabbed my hand and gently squeezed. She led the way 

up the last couple steps, making sure to hold onto me, like she was 
scared I would fall again.

Then I saw the flowers. They were purple and short. Young lavender, 
still holding petals inside buds. They smelled like Grammy’s soap.

“I can’t believe this,” Mummy breathed. The sight of Grammy’s 
favourite flowers made her drop to her knees and cry. When she 
finally arose, though, she was smiling.

On the gravestone was written “Please Don’t Take My Sunshine Away.”
So I sang. I sang and I cried and I laughed. My knee hurt and my 

face was cold, but I sang to my Grammy. I wanted to make sure that 
wherever she was, she could hear me, and she would know that I 
needed her, that I missed her.

And that I loved her. u

“ Grammy went to the hospital. She got sick, 
and by the time the ambulance got there- ”

Grammy
by Tess McKenzie
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M
Y NIGHTMARES, I CAN’T ESCAPE THEM. They haunt me 
every night. I try to run, but my legs give up on me. I try to 
scream, but the sounds are hollow, disintegrating. These 
are horrors of my imagination, my deepest fears. When I 

open my eyes, my nightmares awaken.
My name is Rose.
I didn’t choose this life, nobody did. Warsaw wasn’t always like this. 

Before the war, I had 
a home. I used to run 
into the little forest 
near my apartment. 
Its peaceful presence 
filled me with awe 
and tranquility. The 
silence, the wind - 
they became parts of me. The soft whispering of the trees overhead 
was my lullaby. Every night I gazed up at the sky; it was dark and quiet. 
I was alone. It was my place. At dawn, luminescent rays flowed through 
my window, the streams of light striking my silver Menorah. It glowed 
in the darkness, its profound radiance lighting up my room. It was 
always just my mother and I. Mama. Every night we would curl up in 
my mama’s bed, her arms around my shoulders; she held me, told 
me everything was going to be fine, that I was strong, that we would 
survive whatever happened.

I wish she had been right.
I had a best friend. After school we would race to the forest and 

listen to the trees. Faye. We would lie on the freshly fallen leaves, our 
laughter drifting through the bare, lonesome branches, far into the sky, 
echoes falling. She used to look at me with her deep blue eyes, and 
I at her, with my hazel green, and we bathed in a sense of belonging. 
We would look up at the sky and whisper how we wished we could 

rise up into it, our feet 
never touching the 
ground. We used to 
cry in each other’s 
arms. Only the trees 
knew our secrets. 
She would take my 
hand into hers, and it 

was a promise to never leave. It was our place, forever.
Forever wasn’t long enough.
Faye. Faye.
I’ve lost you. It wasn’t your fault; it was the war’s. It was the night we 

got sent here, to the ghetto. They shot the ones who were too slow, 
afraid to move. You were protecting your parents, your father walking 
with a cane, your mother with gray hair, fear raining over them, over 
you. They killed the disabled first, knowing they wouldn’t survive. You 
watched the man shoot them. You couldn’t let go of those seconds, 

“ Outside, the sky is our reflection of our reality: 
dark, miserable, suffocating. ”

 By Alisa Miniovich
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Feathers from the pillows of ransacked houses dance in the sky. 
Some get caught in puddles of blood. I lay still.

Faint screams whirling in the distance grow closer. The SS are 
on our block. We are in peril. Thuds of Nazi boots crack the ground.

 “Geh Raus! Geh Raus! Schneller! Schneller!”
The world is falling.
Mama. I pull myself up. I am trembling. My pale, ash-covered 

cheeks are burning with tears. The sleeves of my torn charcoal 
dress are drenched in blood. Mama. People are running out of their 
homes, the Nazis viciously beating them in front of their children. 
People are pushing past me as if they can’t see me. Mama. My feet, 
frozen from the holes in my worn out shoes, start to move. Faster. 
Faster. I am running now, the wind forcing me forward. Mama. I 

hear a child’s scream. Its 
aching tone won’t leave. 
Mama.

It’s me.
I make my way home. 

Mama.
My arms, with nothing 

but skin on them, hold 
onto my mother. I am 
holding her close, as 

close as I can. I can never let go. Never.
Soldiers k ick our door open, yell ing, “Lass Uns Gehen! 

Geh Raus! ”
My mother grabs an old coat, a torn up blanket, a photograph of 

me, and my hand. Fear rushes through my body, making me numb. 
I am terrified to open my eyes.

It is a blur.
We run out of our home. Before the door closes, I catch a glimpse 

of the fire, the lonely scarlet flames flickering in the distance.
Our whole block is on the street. They tell us we are ‘relocating,’ 

boarding trains from Umschlagplatz. We start to walk. We walk 
over bodies, the young and the old, the bodies of Jews who didn’t 
have any more strength. The soldiers watch our every move. My 
cold face is soaked with tears, and I can feel my heart throbbing. 
Mama. She takes my hand into hers and squeezes it as hard as she 

can. I want to melt to 
the ground and weep. 
I want to let my anger 
spill out, to scream 
from the bottom of 
my lungs. To make the 
world shatter. If only.

I look straight ahead. 
The Krichevskis are 
standing in the middle 
of the road.

The SS shout at them, “Schneller!”
They are too sick, too hungry, too old to keep walking. Tears run 

down their wrinkled cheeks. My hand slips out of my mother’s. I 
want to run to them, to tell them that their story doesn’t have to end 
here, but all I can do is watch. A gunshot. Then another.

I can’t keep it in any longer. I drop, the ground digging into my 
knees. I feel my mother’s hands around me. My heart drops, sinks 
down, the light in it extinguished.

My mother lif ts me. She carries me to Umschlagplatz, but I 
know that the trains to Treblinka are waiting. I can faintly hear the 
screeching of each freight car against the metal tracks, as if they 
were resisting, weeping.

I hold on to my mother with all the strength I have left. I let 
myself seep into her; my whole body becomes a part of hers. 
Lifting my head from my mother’s neck, I gaze over her shoulder, 
looking at what used to be my home.

I know this is the end. Warsaw Ghetto, 1942.
The darkest nightmare. u

“ They couldn’t fight anymore, they couldn’t 
keep their eyes open, they couldn’t 

watch the world burn another day. ”

“ Tears roll down my face, 
dropping on the yellow thread 

of the star sewn onto my chest. ”

the sound of the shots replayed in your mind, the stabbing in your 
body. Pain rushed through you, shattering your heart. Your scream 
was so powerful that the world went silent. And then… you fell.

If only I held your hand longer, whispered it was all going to be 
fine, you could have taken one more step. If only I could look into 
your deep blue eyes one more time. I could have disappeared into 
them, lost myself.

My heart cracks with every breath I take. I am sinking into a dark 
despair. I wish you were here to hold me while I cry. My tears are drops 
of ice, though they feel like fire against my cheeks.

Now my mother’s laughter, once unforgettable, seems to be 
slipping away. She doesn’t laugh anymore, the life in her is gone. The 
life in me, following her path, is slowly vanishing.

Every night I look 
up at the sky, I feel it 
closing in on me. With 
my every glance, the 
blue is draining.

I feel my mother’s 
breath on my neck, 
heavy. I sit up. The dusty, 
grey air surrounds me. 
My eyes water; tears 
escape down my face. My feet touch the cold floor and fear penetrates 
me. I am not alone. There are four of us in the room: my mother, me 
and the Krichevskis on the other side. They are both old, kind but 
weak. They have seen many nightmares in their day. Every night we sit 
by the fire, the smoke soaring into the air, listening to their stories. The 
floors cry with every move we make. The wallpaper, peeling, reveals 
the naked grey wall behind it. The fire in the fireplace burns, crackles. 
Pages of the last book we own curl in agony. I sit watching the golden, 
crimson flames rise, the warmth consuming me. I stand and make my 
way to the door, trying not to awaken the floors..

Outside, the sky is the reflection of our reality: dark, miserable, 
suffocating. A faint morning sunrise is snuffed by the darkness. As 
I walk out, the streets of the ghetto are still, soundless. I walk, just 
walk. Bodies of the young and old lie in the middle of the sidewalks, 
motionless. Disease, starvation, fear and loneliness have taken lives. 
Children are pressed 
to the ground, with 
nothing but skin on their 
bodies, begging for food. 
They are alone. In this 
place, there is endless 
suffering. Children with 
no childhood. War.

Tears roll down my 
face, dropping on the 
yellow thread of the star 
sewn onto my chest. There is hunger in my bones, a never-ending 
feeling. It’s hard to think. The light-headedness takes over me. It has 
been two years, nine months and four days. The silence is broken 
by agonizing screams of terror. I still hear the cries of terrified Jews, 
sounding from the depths of their sorrows. I just walk. The buildings 
around me are broken and slowly falling, just like the lives of the 
people who live here. Hunger becomes the overpowering sensation, 
pushing us down.

My hands start shaking, then my legs. My body falls effortlessly. 
The ground, shaking with its own fear, holds me. Beside me lie the 
bodies that couldn’t take it anymore— the ones who gave up, the ones 
who let themselves slip away. They knew they didn’t have a chance 
to survive. Loneliness drapes over me; fear implodes inside my body. 
They couldn’t fight anymore, they couldn’t keep their eyes open, they 
couldn’t watch the world burn another day.

I am one of them.
My body sinks further into the ground, I become part of it. I let 

myself be absorbed. The howls of the wind send shivers through me.
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H
E THREW A HARD PUNCH as I hid behind the corner, 
watching the scene. I wanted to do something, but there 
was really nothing I could do. As my mama struggled 
to get back up, my dad looked at her like he wanted to 
shove her back against the wall. “I’ve had enough of you,” 

he shouted. He walked out the door without even packing his bags. 
The day he left, he left behind a storm of pain and bitterness.

 My name is Amir Powell. I started my life in Kingston, Jamaica - 
possibly the best place there is, but arguably the worst as well. It had 
been just my mom and I for many years. There wasn’t a man in my life 
to teach me right from wrong. I asked myself how a boy can become 
a man without a father to teach him 
the do’s and the don’ts. 

It wasn’t the same without him. 
There was no one there to wake 
me up for school — what with Ma 
at work so early in the morning — 
so Ma was always complaining 
about my teacher calling her about 
my attendance. There was no one 
there to shoot hoops with. He left 
when I was only five years old. Afterwards, I repeatedly wondered 
why he disappeared. When it first happened, I would sit on the steps 
waiting for him to come walking through the front door. 

“Boy, don’t waste your time. He ain’t coming,” Ma would say. 
“Yes, he will, Ma.” But she was right; he never returned. So 

I stopped waiting. Ma never spoke about him, except to say I 
resembled him. I have his eyes. When I looked in the mirror, I would 
cry out to God, asking why I had to resemble a man who abandoned 
his child. Though she rarely showed me affection or attention, she 
did it all. It was harsh the way he left, beating the shit out of her. 
Seeing Ma like that was painful. When I looked into her eyes I could 
see pain and fear, and the question, “How am I going to raise this 
child on my own?” 

**********
 Ten years have passed since I’ve seen my dad. Now I’m 16, living 

my life as a teen. I’ve grown now and understand the meaning of life. 

It’s sad that he’s a stranger, yet I miss him, not knowing where he 
disappeared to. I tell myself he had his reasons, but that’s no excuse. 
I have no memories of him to cherish. I may be a mama’s boy, but 
living a life without a dad ain’t that easy. He left a hole that’s hard to 
fill; his leaving left a wound that’s not easily healed. 

My mama did it all. I learnt everything I know from her. She 
was a hardworking mother playing both sides: mother and father. 
I dropped out of school when I was fifteen. There was no point. My 
friends and I would spend the whole day at school wandering the 
halls and hitting the sickest tracks. It’s not like I’mma be a lawyer 
or doctor. I always used to always get seventies and eighties, but I 

swear the teachers never liked me. 
After grade 10, I never took school 
seriously. It didn’t matter because 
all us end up in jail at some point 
in our life. That’s what people think 
anyway. Mom wasn’t very happy. 
The last thing she wanted was 
her boy getting into trouble, but I 
needed to start taking care of my 
own shit, like a man.

 Two weeks later, I moved out and joined up with a gang member 
named Miles. I believed that if I was in a gang, no one would touch 
me. I’d have friends to back me up. It never crossed my mind that 
when I’m walking from point A to point B, anything can happen in the 
middle. I spent most of my nights in the Trap House. I smoked all day 
until my eyes bled. After a while I knew everything in the area, like 
who was selling drugs and who to go to for firearms. 

I had more money than I thought possible. I went home ready to 
give ma the money I walked in and sat beside her with a big smile on 
my face and she like, “You look happy today” 

“Yes, Ma. I got something for you. I’m paying for all that you’ve 
done. I know it ain’t that easy raising a child alone.” So that’s when 
I took out the money and handed it to her. I expected she’d be 
overjoyed like, “Look at what my son has done for me!” but who was 
I kidding? She pushed away my hand. 

“Where did you get this money from? You’d best not be in a 
gang! I raised you better than this!” she shouted. I couldn’t believe 

“ The day he left, he left behind 
a storm of pain and bitterness. ”

Money 
Murda13

By Sumaiyya Omar
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this. She didn’t even stop to think how hard it would have been to 
get that much. We argued for a good half an hour. I couldn’t take it 
anymore and left, slamming the door behind me. I couldn’t think, my 
mind was everywhere.

 I lived in a dangerous situation where it was about taking a life or 
losing my own. Losing my own was a problem. I wasn’t going to let my 
mom lose someone important again. Nothing that I had experienced 
in my life was more painful than that moment watching my father 
beat my Ma, knowing she was in pain and not being able to say or do 
a thing to help. “I wish you understood why I joined the gang. I did it 
for us. You wouldn’t understand though, even if I explained.” 

 Before long, I was making about two hundred a day as a lookout. 
After two months I was no longer a lookout. I was hitting the streets 
selling drugs, and that shit got me more money than I ever had. I was 
making close to three-thousand a week. I grimaced in pain as the 
tattoo artist injected the ink. The name of my gang “Money Murda 
13” was written across my arm in huge block letters, with a picture of 
a gun indicating our street name, “Guns Rd”. There were six of us in 
the gang. There was Miles, head of the crew — ain’t nobody screwing 
with him — Dominic, Shemar, Soheil and Dante. Miles handed me a 
gun. I’d never held a gun before. It was kind of heavy, something I’m 
not used to. I’d never felt this way before. I felt powerful. 

 I got arrested a couple times. Ever since I rolled into the 
gang, my life became more 
dangerous. I wasn’t no mama’s 
boy no more. I was tired of 
others calling me a mama’s 
boy. They don’t know the pain 
of living with a single mom. 

The day I regretted joining 
the gang was the day we got 
down to business. We were out 
doing what we always do when, 
out of nowhere, gunshots fired. Bang, bang, bang! We rolled out as 
fast as we could, but they were right behind us. Miles shouted out, 
“Amir, take the shot!” I pulled out my gun and took a tight shot. I was 
afraid for my life. Those gun shots forced me to fear for my life and 
to fire back. 

After that, everyone rolled out, leaving me behind with the man I 
just shot. I got closer but stopped in my tracks when I saw my victim. 
I recognized him. I looked like him. It was like I was seeing my own 
death. What I saw made me wince and shudder. I stood there, staring 
into the eyes of my father. As I turned around to run, a hand grasped 
firmly onto me. He pulled me closer and looked deeply into my eyes. 
“Son, I screwed up. I’m sorry,” he cried. For several moments, my 
whole life stopped. I then turned away from the dying man, who was 
my dad. Hearing the sirens behind me, I got up. With blood all over 
my hands and tears rushing down my face, I ran as quickly as I could 
without looking back.

I reached a point where I had nowhere to run. I couldn’t risk 
getting arrested again. The last thing I wanted was a confrontation 
with the police. I darted off the streets, looking for some place to 
hide, but there was nowhere to run. I was dead. The air made my 
lungs ache. I slowed down then stopped, bending over to catch my 
breath, as fear clutched my throat. I stood there thinking, “My boys 
left me.” But wasn’t one of the rules in the gang keeping your boys 
in line? A gang I once protected and defended by lying and killing 
turned its back on me. I never realized how deep I was until it was 
too late. I was shaking, unable to move. It was hard for me to breathe. 
The next thing I knew, I had cuffs clanged to my wrist and was behind 
bars. I never thought I’d ever be in there. 

As I was walking to my cell, I felt angry faces stare at me. I lowered 
my head to avoid the stares. I was scared to death that I would never 
make it out of prison alive. Awareness that I killed my father was 
rushing through my head. I sat behind the metal bars, staring blankly 
as regret and guilt overwhelmed me. I didn’t want to spend my life 
selling drugs, running from the police, or landing in and out of jail. I 

told myself to just push it right out my mind, but my mind was darting 
from one thing to another. I didn’t think I could ever forgive myself, 
even after all that pain he caused my mom and I to go through. Even 
though he was a father who chose to miss out on his son’s first day 
of school, first ball game, first fight, and every other ‘first,’ he was still 
my father.

It was a struggle staying in the cell. I had no one to talk to. Not that 
I was planning on talking anyways. Fights broke out every second of 
the day. I hated it. “Is this going to be my home?” I wondered. 

 I awoke in a cell with no windows and a tiny metal toilet and 
sink. I must have slept a little, but it didn’t feel like it. I was replaying 
the same scene over and over in my mind: hearing the gun shots, 
three shots ringing out, one right after the other, everyone rolling 
out, leaving me behind, raising my gun to shoot. I kept telling myself 
he was going to be okay. Perhaps he was lying in a hospital bed. But, 
no. He was long gone. There was no hope. 

Every time I closed my eyes, I’d see my father’s face. His was a 
strange unfamiliar face; his body was tall and ripped. I didn’t quite 
get a good look at him. I’d close my eyes and I would see him. I’d 
hold him close in my dreams as if he never left. But when I awoke, 
he wasn’t there. I lay awake thinking about what he said: “Son, I’m 
sorry.” Was he really sorry? Did the word sorry mean anything to 
him? I doubted it. 

 I shielded my eyes and 
gazed into an empty cell 
opposite of mine, wishing 
there was someone there I 
could talk to. I stared at the 
white walls surrounding me. 
There was nothing else to do 
but stare at the walls and the 
paint that was chipping off 
them as time passed. 

The bed was a plank of wood on legs with no cushioning and 
only one blanket. There was a guard stationed outside 24/7. There 
was the constant noise of metal doors clanging shut, followed by 
the sound of keys jingling in locks. Footsteps of those walking in 
the high-ceilinged chamber echoed, growing fainter as they moved 
towards the exit. The only sounds were the quiet voices of private 
conversations and the rustle of paper from those reading in their 
cells. I’d hear the screams of tortured inmates and fear that it would 
be me screaming some time soon. I went to bed every night, terrified 
out of my mind. I’d have nightmares whenever I closed my eyes. I was 
in constant fear that I would be raped. I was afraid of talking to the 
guys in here. The guards terrified me. Fear was coming at me from 
every corner, and there was no escaping it. I know longer knew what 
the outside life felt like. I hated that place. They say you get used to 
being in jail, but I didn’t see how. I’d wake up every morning and still 
be shocked to be there. I was there alone, but really not. I looked 
around the other cells. We may all have been strangers, but we were 
all in the same place. 

**********
I heard on the announcement, “Visitor for Amir.” I wasn’t sure 

who it would be, and there she was. My mom had come to see me. 
She had her dark brown hair pulled back into a tight bun. She was 
wearing her work uniform. I watched her making her way through 
the crowd. The visitors’ room was crowded and noisy. She stared 
straight ahead, mouth opened in shock and disbelief that her son 
was locked up behind bars. I hated seeing her like this. I wished 
I could change her life, our life, and just take the pain away. Not 
once can I remember when she smiled while looking at me. I made 
a mistake. Did I not? I did it accidently and in self-defense. Doesn’t 
everyone make mistakes? Seeing her cry brought me back to when 
my dad left.

Something didn’t seem right between us. She looked at me with 
a strange, scared look on her face. It was as if she was looking a 

“ I awoke in a cell with no windows 
and a tiny metal toilet and sink. ”
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monster instead of her son. Was I really a monster? I know she thinks 
I am. I can feel it in the way her golden brown eyes stare at me. I 
know I committed a crime, a mistake. The whole story was there 
while tears ran down her face. I wanted to tell her that it was going to 
be alright and that she didn’t need to cry. 

She sat at the table across from me and looked at me, but turned 
away quickly. “How they treating you in there?” she managed to say. 

“Good,” I lied. “How you doing, Ma? You don’t look well.”
“Yeah, I’m really not.” It killed me to hurt her. I felt myself 

tearing up.
“Don’t cry, baby. It’s going to be okay. It wasn’t your fault. You 

made a mistake. No matter what people say, you’re always going be 
my boy. I love you.” It felt good hearing those words coming out of her 
mouth. I knew she said them only to cheer me up. Our conversation 
ended. Visiting time was over. Before turning around and heading 
to my cell, I watched her as she left. I had wondered what we would 
talk about when she visited. How we would get around to discussing 
what happened that summer night? But she didn’t mention a word 
about it. I was glad she 
didn’t. I didn’t know how 
to explain it to her. 

I was back in my 
cell sitting on the bed, 
flipping through the 
pages of the Bible that 
my Mama gave me. 
Although she said that 
no matter what people say, she still loved me, it took her months 
to come see me. I thought she forgot about me. I felt like the whole 
turned on me. I had no one on my side. I spent my time reading and 
praying, hoping that God will help me through this. I left everything 
into the hands of God. 

**********
 Six months in jail and I could tell you that this place was a hellhole. 

I witnessed many incidents during that time. All everyone talked 
about was either hurting somebody, or about what they were in jail 
for. That’s all I thought about, too. What did I do? I raised my gun and 
aimed, not knowing fully what I was doing. We all thought we weren’t 
solely responsible for our crimes. We were in there knowing that we 
got betrayed or deserved better. We all wanted to come together to 
let the world see that we were not simply criminals.

**********
 I was alone in the room, sitting on my bed. I lifted my pencil 

and I began to draw the image in my head — an image of a butterfly 
pushing to get out of its cocoon. The lines unfolded on the paper as 
my hands began to move, sketching accurately. The drawing began 
to take shape. My hands worked fast as the pencil moved across the 
paper, capturing this image in my head - this image of a butterfly up 
in the sky while looking down at those with no faces. With each line 
I drew, I saw my life. And with each stroke of my pencil, the story got 
deeper. I saw myself as the butterfly in the cocoon trying to break 
free. I was now with my proud wings, looking down on those were 
fake and stabbed me in the back. I saw the wings of a wise boy trying 
to be free, start over, and leave the stabbers behind. With a final 
stroke, the sketch was done. I paused to view my story represented 
in a picture. Unlike the wings that soared freely in the sky, I was here 
locked behind bars. I once more lifted my pen, and at the bottom of 
the drawing I signed my name, Amir Powell

**********
 “Yo, Amir.” I glanced up from the table before me to see a Soheil 

smiling. He was only the one I was remotely close to in the gang. For 
a moment, I wondered why he was here. “Wassup, man? Long time 
no talk or see.” 

“Yeah, what made you come see me today?” 

“What you mean? Don’t be like that. I came to see my homey.” 
“It took you six months to come see me. Some homey you are, right?” 
“Yo, man. What’s gotten into you? You changed. I’ve been busy, ehh.” 
“Yeah, so how are things out there?” 
“Still scary. We need you.” 
“Nah, I’m done.” 
“You gotta be kidding,” he responded in disbelief. “Why would you 

wanna do that?” 
“I can’t take it anymore, Soheil. I mean look at me. I’ve become a 

monster. I shot my own dad. This shit is killing me. I can’t go back to that.” 
“Though you think it’s time to quit and change, are you ready for 

what you know, for what I know, for what everyone in the gang knows 
will happen? I ain’t looking out for you this time. You on your own, Amir.” 

“You act like nothing happened that day. Y’all left me, and never 
came back for me. What makes you think I’m coming back?” 

“It’s not like that, Amir.” 
“So what is then, huh? Because I don’t seem to understand. You 

said I changed. Yeah, I did. I’ve been locked up in here for six months. 
I’m surprised I haven’t 
taken my life yet. I 
haven’t seen the outside 
world ever since I set 
foot in this place. I was 
stupid to join a gang. It 
ruined my life, my family. 
My Ma no longer knows 
me as her son, but as a 

devil instead. I sit in the cell regretting every second of my damn life. 
A gang I protected, lied, and even killed for had the nerve to stab me 
behind my back. I was abandoned. That’s when I knew I didn’t belong. 
I’m not a part of them, of you. Now tell me, Soheil, am I still wrong for 
leaving? You don’t understand, do you?” 

“Nah.” But I could see that I’d shaken him up. 
“I knew you wouldn’t. You’re blind. You don’t see anything else but 

money. You’re too scared to leave cause you know what happens after.” 
Suddenly he fell silent. “I don’t know what to say, man. I’m sorry.” 
“Times up!” the guard yelled behind me. 
“I’ll come again. Hang in there.” 
“Let’s go,” the guard said and then walked me back to my cell. I sat 

there on my bed, as I had nothing else to do. That word again -- “Sorry” 
— it didn’t mean anything to me anymore. “Sorry” didn’t fix a broken 
piece. Well, it didn’t fix me. I was broken into many pieces that I didn’t 
think could ever be put back together.

 
**********

Days went by. I sat in the frigid, dark cell reflecting on my past. 
Getting into a gang wasn’t cool. It changed me into a completely 
different person. Where had that innocent, smart child disappeared 
to? I did stuff I never thought I’d do — breaking the law, ending up in 
jail, and most of all, hurting my family. I wanna make my mama proud 
of me. I wanted to bring her smart little mama’s boy back. I wanted her 
to trust me again. 

I realized I needed to sort my life out. I was still young. So when I got 
out, was going to turn my life around for the better. I was going to turn 
the page to a new chapter. I could have a future, but only if I left the 
past behind. I saw a future in my dreams: to stay away from gangs and 
still be able to protect Ma.

 
**********

Soheil was right. I really didn’t know what would happen after I 
get outta there. With a gang member like Miles, it was life or death 
in his hands. Quitting a gang was like removing a tattoo: slow, 
painful, and scary. Escaping the pull of it was extremely difficult. I 
knew I would have to go through a number of obstacles that weren’t 
going to be easy. But I had no choice. I couldn’t live my life like that 
anymore. I had joined alone, and I was going to quit alone. If death 
didn’t claim me first. u

“ I realized I needed to sort my life out. 
I was still young. ” 
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I
’VE NEVER COMMITTED A SINGLE CRIME IN MY LIFE, 
yet here I am stricken with fear. I tap my f ingers on my steer-
ing wheel, out of tune with the sound of my four ways, no 
rhythm whatsoever. I look in my rear view mirror and I see the 
f lashing lights, blinding me. My eyes shif t to look at myself. 

A bead of sweat runs down my forehead. I’m wearing my busi-
ness attire; I just came from the off ice. I don’t look like a felon, 
but then again, my people are often ‘confused’ as criminals. The 
cop f inally comes over to my 
car. He taps on my window and 
I roll it down just a tad. He asks 
for my licence and registration. 
I slide them through the thinly 
opened window.

He gives me a look and says, 
“Do you know why I pulled you 
over?” He hands the paperwork 
over to his partner, who goes to look me up in the system.

“Uh- no, sir,” I say shakily. He gives me another look, like I’m lying to him.
“You look a little nervous there.” He’s now smirking, knowing that 

he’s making me nervous. I make a noise out of frustration.
“Sir, why have you pulled me over? What am I doing wrong?” I’m 

agitated. I suspect the answers to my own questions, but I want to 
hear his excuse for scaring another one of us shitless.

“Is this your car, sir?” He is now irritated. He must know that I’m 
aware there is no valid reason for him to pull me over. 

“Did I not give you my information?” I probably shouldn’t have 
said that. I’m very nervous now, fearing his reaction to my sarcasm.

“Is this your car, sir?” He repeats himself more firmly, his lips tightened.
“Yes,” I answer flatly. Answering this question would probably be easier.
“Are you sure?” He looks at the inside of the car, taking in the 

detail. “Isn’t this car a little… expensive?”
At this moment, I was almost sure of it. This question of his was 

obviously due to the colour of my skin. “What are you getting at, sir?”
He looks over at his partner. They both have a devilish smile 

on their faces. His partner starts walking over. My anxiety 

heightens. His par tner is get t ing closer and closer, and I ’m 
frightened. When the par tner hands me back my paperwork, 
I ’m a li t t le relieved. “Hey, look here, man. It ’s ‘of f icer ’ to you. 
Don’t quest ion me. I ’m the one asking the quest ions. I ’m the 
law; I ’m above you. I can do whatever I feel like. So tell me, 
what is your occupat ion? ”

“I own my own business, a cleaning business.”
“Are you sure? How do you have such a nice car? ” the f irst 

of f icer asks me. Why does 
my car brand matter?

“Maybe he does have 
business. Maybe it ’s an il -
legal business, a drug type 
of business,” his par tner 
says and star ts looking at 
the back seat of my car. 
I ’m appalled.

“What! I am not! ” I yell. I ’ve lost my cool. I was agitated 
when the man f irst put on his lights, but now I am at the end 
of my line.

“Excuse me, sir. Don’t yell. Why are you so defensive? You 
seem suspicious,” the f irst of f icer says. I can feel him staring 
into my soul. I can hear every stereotype about my race run-
ning through his mind.

“Nothing came up when I ran his name,” the par tner says. I 
can hear the disappointment in the f irst of f icer ’s sigh.

“I ’m just trying to get home,” I mutter. I imagine my wife 
sit t ing at the kitchen table wait ing for me. The phone rings 
and she receives the worst news of her li fe. I was killed in “de-
fense” by these of f icers af ter they terrif ied and degraded me. 
I just want to get home to my family.

“Your people tend to get involved with drug act ivit ies,” the 
f irst of f icer says. He f inally lets me go. My mind is st il l racing, 
my hear t pounding. My people? My suspicions are f inally con-
f irmed. Their pulling me over, their quest ioning me and assum-
ing things about me…. it ’s all because I ’m white. u

“ Your people tend to get involved 
with drug activities. ”

THE LIVES  
THAT ONE 
COULD ONLY 
WISH FOR

By Marjorie Doucette
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THAT WEEK, my mum had a really bad episode. She was on the 
balcony screaming for hours at things that weren’t there. I left for 
school that morning, and when I got back she was still screaming 

at nothing. She didn’t recognize who I was anymore. 
It’s a different kind of pain when your own mother doesn’t see you. It 

resembles a type of pain when your heart just spins in circles. Everyone 
warned me about this part: the part where I would have to move on with 
my life and stop taking care of her. How does anyone leave the woman 
who raised them? How does someone live with the guilt of leaving some-
one they love when they are most needed? 

At this point, my life was kept getting difficult. Every time I moved on 
with life, something would hit me in the face. My self-esteem was already 
so low, and I didn’t really have any friends to talk to. My school tried to 
push me into therapy, but my therapist started to cry in the sessions. 
Making her cry wasn’t really helping me, so I stopped going. That’s when 
I decided I was going to kill myself. 

I went to Sherbourne and Wellesley. At that corner there was a 
building that went up to 30th floor. Security didn’t do much because 
it was located in such a rundown section of the city. The guard mainly 
just tried to keep the prostitutes out. I know this because of last year, 
when I was trying to raise money for kids who lived in shelters. “Who 
would feel more remorse for those kids than the people who live in 
struggling areas?” I thought. 

After school I made my way to the building. I walked right in. The secu-
rity guard didn’t even give me a second glance. I got straight into an open 
elevator. Yes! I thought. I press the 30th floor, penthouse. 

I exited the elevator, turned left, then took a sharp right. 
There was no one out in the halls. Silence. My breathing was laboured. 

My heartbeat was screaming inside my head. My back began to feel 
warm. My legs got heavier with each step I took. I started to lose balance. 

“Come on, Tara,” my inner voice said. “You want to do this.” 
At the end of the hallway, a stairwell stopped me. I looked to the right 

and there was a ladder leading up to a hobbit door. A small gate was 
blocking the ladder. It was locked, just like I presumed it would be. I pulled 
lock sheers out of my backpack and cut the small lock. I went to the top of 
the building and walked towards the edge. I was really high up. 

“When you’re feeling overwhelming thoughts, name five things you 
see,” said the voice inside my head. 

“Cars, kids playing, I think there’s a dog but I can’t see that well from 
up here. I see buildings and pavement,” I muttered aloud. 

“Good. Now what are four things you hear?” asked the voice.
“Cars, wind, the voice inside my head right now, and laughter. The 

laughter is faint, but it’s there.” I replied. I couldn’t remember the last 
time I laughed. 

“Okay, time’s running out now. Get down. Someone is going to see 
you,” the voice warned.

“Don’t you mean us?” I retorted snarkily. 
“Focus, Tara. What are three things you can feel right now?” 
“Um, the wind in my hair.” I close my eyes and walk closer to the edge 

of the building.” 
“Two more.” 
“The sweat running down my palms and my belt that’s a little too tight.” 
“Two things you smell?” 
“Pollution and bird shit,” I responded. “I’m not going to do the last 

one,” I added. 
“I understand,” she replied. “You’re free to do it now.” 
I closed my eyes and I started counting to ten. Why can’t I do this, I 

thought. I need to do this. I want to do this. 
Lifting my right foot, I held my breath. I let the air go and leaned for-

ward. My right foot was just hanging of the edge. 
Suddenly a pigeon came flying towards me. I fell back, screaming. 

I landed on the ground of the roof. My body was shaking. I got up and 
ran back into the building. This time the hallway wasn’t quiet because I 
was screaming and hitting the doors. Running towards to the elevator, 
I pressed the button. After what seemed like eternity, the elevator still 
hadn’t arrived. I continued pressing it harder and harder. When it finally 
arrived, I ran in and pushed the button for the ground floor. The doors 
shut. The walls felt like they were closing in. 

The elevator stopped on the twenty-seventh floor. Dammit, I thought. 
A guy with really puffy brown hair walked in. He was a tall guy, but not too 
tall. We made eye contact. Beneath his glasses, his eyes were a piercing 
blue. He got into the elevator and looked at my hands, which were shak-
ing wildly. “He knows,” I thought. “I probably look insane.” 

The elevator stopped again on the twenty-fifth floor. A girl this time. 
She was blonde and had green hazel eyes. Freckles covered her face. 
After making eye contact with him, she switched to me. Sending me a 
gentle smile, she proceeded to walk in and stand between us. I continued 
focusing on getting out of the elevator. 

On the nineteenth floor, the elevator stopped again. “Jesus Christ! Is 
this a travel agency?” I thought to myself. The doors opened, but no one 
was there. I pushed the close button quickly, just before I heard some-
thing. A girl was running towards the elevator. I knew it was a girl because 
of the high-pitched “I’m coming!” The guy put his hand out to block the 
elevator doors. Running in, she mumbled her thanks and tried to catch 
her breath. She was another blonde, with a big rack. She looked too rich 
to be in this part of the city. Why she was doing there was beyond me. 

The elevator doors shut, the four of us waited. The elevator made 
an abrupt noise. It sounded like the gears were caught. All of this delay 
wasn’t helping my anxiety. The lights turned off and then back on a sec-
ond later. The elevator came to a lurching stop and began to shake. My 
heart was racing. Everyone stepped back, gripping the walls. The lights 
began to flicker. I thought, “This can’t be happening. I never, ever have any 

The Elevator Girl
By Tara Khalilnia
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luck. I mean, I literally just tried to kill myself and that didn’t even work. 
Now I’m scared to die.” 

“I thought you wanted this,” the voice said. 
The elevator stopped. 
“What’s happening?” The guy asked loudly. 
“What the hell! I knew I shouldn’t have come,” said the rich 

looking one. 
“Very unamused right now,” said the one with the gentle smile. 
Silence. No one said another word. No one moved. After a minute, the 

guy leaned over my body and pressed the elevator emergency button. It 
began to ring. We waited. 

“Elevator emergency services. What’s going on?” came a woman’s 
voice over the radio. 

“Hi, yes. There are four of us stuck in an elevator at 200 Wellesley St. 
East,” the tall man said.

“Is anyone injured?” she asked. 
“No.” 
“Okay, sit tight. We’re sending someone your way.” 
“How long will it take?” I blurted. 
“One to two hours, ma’am.” 
“I don’t have two hours. I have a nail appointment in twenty-five 

minutes!” said the rich yelled. 
The operator hung up. 
The puffy-haired one sat down. 

The gentle one laid her leather jack-
et on the ground, then took a seat. I 
glanced at my watch, 17:53. The rich 
one was still standing. 

“You’re going to want to take a 
seat. It’ll be a while,” he told her. 

“I’m not touching that floor,” she replied, her chin in the air. 
“Brat,” I murmured. 
“Excuse me?” she snapped. 
Looking away, I slid my back down the wall and sat. 
“Let her stand. It’s a free country,” said the first girl. 
“My name is Callum,” the man stated after a few seconds. 
“Madeleine Peter. Maddie. Nice to meet you,” replied the gentle one. 
“I’m Emma. I’m really not as bad as you guys might think. Just having 

one of those days,” says the rich one, her tone less sharp. 
They all turned their heads and stared at me. Creepy. 
“Tara,” I said shortly. 
“Well, it looks like we’re going to be here for a while. Getting to know 

each other wouldn’t be a bad idea,” Callum invited. 
“I have hound dog named Mackie,” said Maddie. 
“I love dogs! Got two pugs myself!” Emma replied happily. 
“I got one, too. His name’s Red. He used to be some sort of hunting 

dog,” Callum said. Again, they turned to me. 
“I don’t have any animals,” I said. 
They continued to talk, and even laughed. An hour passed and we 

were still in the stuffy elevator. I didn’t really have much to say to them. 
My life wasn’t that interesting. Should I have started off by saying that the 
only reason I was in the elevator was because I just tried to kill myself? 
Or should I have start off by saying my mother didn’t know who I was 
anymore because she was flying off some crack? 

“Start by saying what you’re favourite movie is, freak,” the voice taunts. 
“Leave me alone,” I replied aloud. 
They all looked at me. 
“Nice one,” the voice mocked. I shook my head. 
A half an hour passed and the vibe in the elevator got really neg-

ative. I wasn’t paying attention, but I was pretty sure they got into 
some kind of argument because they stopped talking and moved 
away from each other. 

I didn’t feel well. Something was happening in my mind and I couldn’t 
tell what it was. Minutes passed by. Callum pulled out a cigarette. 

“If you light that, I swear to God…,” Emma warned. 
He lit it. 
Oh no, I thought. 

“What the f***!” Emma yelled. 
“Please don’t yell…,” I whispered. 
“Put that out!” Maddie screamed. 
“I’m begging you, please don’t yell,” I whispered again.  

  “They can’t hear you, speak louder,” The voice urged. My heartbeat 
started to race. 

“Relax,” the voice said. 
Emma lifted her arm to smack the cigarette out of Callum’s hand. 
“Jesus Christ, you freak!” Callum yelled. 
“You need to stop,” I whispered again, forcefully this time. I tried to 

yell but it didn’t work. It felt like I had no voice box. I could hear my heart 
thumping fast. Fear started to build up. It was as if I was drowning. 

Maddie got up and lifted her leg up, aiming to kick Callum. She missed.
“Please STOP!” I say a little louder. They looked over. 
“She speaks,” Callum said sarcastically. 
The smoke in the elevator was thick and grey. It circled my body. I 

couldn’t breathe, and I began choking. 
“Help…” I squeezed out of my mouth. 
“They can’t hear you,” the voice said mockingly. 
I locked eyes with Callum, then quickly looked down. The hair 

on his arms started to move. They resembled spiders’ legs crawl-
ing over his body. There were so 
many. He rolled up his sleeve, and 
the veins on his arm were purple 
and stif f. They looked as if they 
were about to crack. 

I looked over at Emma, hoping 
to see reality. She was annoyed. 
Her eyes rolled back and didn’t 
return. Her eyes were white, cov-

ered in bloody veins. Where in God’s name did her eyes go? 
“What happened to your eyes?” I screamed. 
“She’s turning purple!” Emma yelled. 
“It’s that damn smoke. She probably has asthma!” Maddie retorted. 
Callum put out his cigarette. 
“Lay her down! Lay her down!” Callum yelled. 
Maddie got up, picked up her jacket up, and flung it behind her. Her 

hair got caught in the zipper. She tried to tear it off, and it made a tearing 
noise. My insides shivered. 

The elevator wall started to close in on me. Screaming and shaking, 
I looked at the wall of buttons. The elevator buttons began to resemble 
eyes and started to blink continuously. My head started to spin. 

“Ugh… guys her eyes are rolling back…,” Maddie commented. 
“Call the emergency services!” Emma screamed. 
My vision got blurry. Then everything went blank. I saw nothing. The 

noise around me grew faint. Everything got slower. My heart beat wasn’t 
as fast. There wasn’t a voice inside my head anymore. 

There was a beam of light. It was white. There was actually a white 
light. I looked down and saw that I was floating inside the elevator - except 
I was alone; no one was there. Nothing made sense, but I remained calm. 
I went toward the light, which kept getting brighter. I heard a ringing that 
became louder and louder. The beam of light wasn’t death. It was the el-
evator doors opening to a blinding light . I covered my face with my arm. 
The light started to fade as I got used to it, so I rested my arm and looked. 
I saw paramedics and firefighters, no angels. I fell straight to the floor.

**********
“Where am I?” I murmured, as I opened my eyes and saw I was in a 

white room. I looked to the left and saw the three of them in the room. 
“We thought we lost you, ” Maddie said.
“You don’t even know me,” I replied.
“We know your name’s Tara,” Emma added. 
“Yeah, and that when you’re anxious you trip balls.” This from Callum.
“Must you be insensitive?” Maddie asked, with slight irritation 

in her voice.
“Hey, I’m just saying. It’s cool, though, everyone deals with stress their 

own way. So listen, do you listen to any music?” 
We all laughed. u

“ I thought. I need to do this.
I want to do this. ” 
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EMMA LOVED HER WORKSHOP. It 
was old, far older than her or her 
parents. Her grandpa, Arthur, had 
built it when he had returned from 
the war. He had built it back when 

this part of the city had practically been 
countryside, when Finch and McCowan had 
been the farthest reaches of what could be 
considered Toronto. He had liked the quiet, 
he said. When it had become an urbanized 
centre towards the end of his life, he had 
lamented the loss of his peace, no matter 
how much she laughed at him and told him it 
was nothing compared to downtown. 

Jemma loved the workshop, felt nearer 
to her grandpa when she was in it. She had 
been close to Arthur, closer probably than 
she was to either of her parents. She had 
been too young to know her father when 
he died in a car accident when she was 
twelve. She still had light pink scars criss-
crossing her torso from the glass she had 
slid over when the car tumbled off the road 
and fell into the gully. She remembered 
her father’s green eyes and big hands. 
Jemma’s parents had met when her father 
was studying up north, volunteering as a 
community doctor in James Bay. To hear 
her father tell it, they had fallen in love 
at f irst sight and couldn’t be parted after. 
According to her mother, she was pissed 
off at yet another white guy showing up in 
their village, and cursed him out in Cree for 
weeks, until he finally wore her down and 
she agreed to make him dinner.

Arthur had left the workshop to Jemma 
when he died. All his old tools and unfinished 
projects were now hers. It was the most of 
what he had to give. His money was mostly 
tied up in his business. He had always insisted 
he and his wife have separate banking 
accounts. He had been wary of his business 
going under, and didn’t trust banks “as far as I 
could toss a banker, Jem. And those bastards 
are heavy.” He was born during the Great 

Depression, after all. He had spent his teens 
on the dusty streets of Toronto, working for 
pennies and thrifting everything from socks 
to oil. She had figured that was part of the 
reason he liked carpentry. 

“There’s nothing like making something 
with your own hands, Jemma. People act like 
it ain’t art, but it is. I can make a chair just as 
fine as any painter can paint a portrait,” he 
had told her once. 

Arthur was Jemma’s paternal grandfather. 
Her mother had moved in with him after her 
father had died. They had always gotten along 
well, and she didn’t want to move back up 
north. She lost her status marrying her father, 
and couldn’t live on the reservation anymore. 
Jemma had been up there a few times, met her 
maternal grandmother, a large Cree woman 
who spoke in halting English. Her mother had 
been the youngest of six children, and the only 
one not to go to residential school. 

Jemma’s mother had tried her best, but 
she had never recovered from her husband’s 
death. It had torn her up inside, and she could 
never meet Jemma eyes, which were so like 
her father’s. The divide between them had 
grown as Jemma got older, and eventually her 
mother took a job with her publishing house’s 
branch in England, and Jemma had stayed 
behind with her grandparents. Now she had 
their house and the work shop.

She tried to take good care of it, and it 
was when she was vacuuming under the 
often-overlooked shelf that she made the 
discovery. The nozzle of the vacuum had 
knocked against something that wasn’t the 
wall. Jemma flipped the switch to turn it off, 
and knelt to see what it was that she had hit. 
She reached under and felt around until she 
grabbed a metal handle. With a tug, she pulled 
free an old chest. It was small, half a foot tall 
and maybe a foot wide, carved from oak. It 
was her grandfather’s work, no doubt. There 
was a lock, but it was so old and rusted that 
she could pull it open with little effort. Inside, 

she found a stack of neatly folded papers. 
She reached into the chest, and unfolded the 
first letter in the stack. It was written in her 
grandfather’s familiar, careful script.

December 5th, 1949
My Dearest Lyall,
Has it really only been four years? My god, 

it seems as though only yesterday I was with 
you. War is a terrible thing, but I am glad that 
I endured it by your side. I would not want to 
have endured it by any other.

I am getting married in the spring. Surprised, 
aren’t you? I thought you would be. You always 
joked that I was never going to settle down, 
that it was just going to be me and my tools for 
the rest of my life. I would have settled down 
with you, of course, if I could have.

You would like my fiancée. Bernadette is 
her name. She’s a real looker, even I can tell 
that. Big green eyes and auburn hair. A real 
Irish beauty, people call her. And she is funny! 
I have never laughed half as hard as I do when 
I’m with her. I swear, she should have been a 
comedian. She could have made our old drill 
sergeant crack up, she’s that good. I do love 
her. If I am to spend the rest of my life with a 
woman, I’m sure glad it’s her.

I wish you could meet her. She likes art, like 
you do. Spouts history and theory that I can 
never keep track of. She’s a good singer, too. 
She sings while I play the piano. (I admit I’m 
still not much good, but she doesn’t seem to 
mind.)

I hope you made it to Montreal. If you did, 
I hope your French got better. Remember the 
waitress in Paris you offended by mistake? I 
still smile thinking of it.

Sending you all my heart,
Your Arthur.
Jemma raised a hand to her mouth, her 

eyes widening with curiousity and a vague 
suspicion. Was this a love letter? A love letter 
her grandfather had written to another man? 

He had never talked much about the war. 
He would answer questions if asked, but he 

By Beatrice Perusse 
Letters
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never went to the legion, or put on his dress 
uniform. He said he didn’t really like the 
military, but he had liked knowing he was 
fighting for a good cause. 

He had never said anything about a 
lover. Of course not, Jemma thought. 
How could he? He was married for 40 
years, and he had grown up in a dif ferent 
time. People didn’t exactly come out. 
She had heard about people’s parents 
and grandparents coming out when they 
were old, when their husbands and wives 
had passed, but she had never even 
suspected her grandfather of being gay. 
There had never been the slightest hint, 
even to her eyes. Her best friend was a 
gay man, and she had not recognized it in 
her own grandfather. With shaking hands, 
she picked up another letter. 

June 7th, 1952
My Dearest Lyall,
My love, I am so happy. Today, I looked into 

my baby boy’s eyes for the first time. I am a 
father! I told you I could never love anything 
more than you, but I think I have been proven 
wrong. When I look at him, I realize there 
could never be anything more 
important to me.

We have decided to christen 
him Cecil. For a moment, I 
almost suggested we name him 
Lyall, after you. But then, what 
would I tell him when he asked 
me who his namesake was? It 
was safer just to avoid the question.

I know you never were one for children, 
but I think you would like him. He looks 
much more like his mother than me, thank 
goodness. No one should be cursed with this 
nose. Also, I seem to be going bald. Yes, laugh 
it up. At least he’s likely to have a full head of 
hair. Bernadette’s father never lost his.

But then, you were already getting silver 
hairs by the time the war ended. So young 
to lose your colour! That brings me some 
measure of happiness. I’m not the only one of 
us to be losing my youthful charms.

Sending you all my heart,
Your Arthur
The next letter was not dated for another 

six months, and had a much darker tone. The 
writing was shaky, like the hand holding was 
not entirely in control. 

My Dearest Lyall,
Sherman O’Leary’s widow lives near me, did 

you know? I didn’t realize until Bernadette got 
to know her at her cooking class and brought 
her home for coffee. I was polite to her, of 
course, but it is difficult to be a gentleman 
when you have watched a woman’s husband 
take a bullet.

It was supposed to hit you, I know it was. 
You knew it, too; I could see it in your eyes. 
He moved at the last second. Not on purpose, 
just a shift of his shoulder, and he was dead 
when you were supposed to be. It never left 
you, I know that.

I have never been so grateful for anything 
as I was for him moving just in time. Isn’t that 
terrible? I am grateful for another man’s death. 
But it was easier to watch him bleed out than it 
would have been to lose you.

I may never see you again, but I know you 
are alive. I wouldn’t have been able to go on 
if I didn’t.

With all my regretful love, sending you all 
my heart,

Your Arthur.
Jemma had spent a great deal of time with 

her grandfather. She generally knew what he 
was up to. She had known his hobbies and his 
past times. She figured that she would have 
known if he had been having meetings with 
some secret lover. There had never been 
an indication of tension between himself 
and her grandmother. They seemed happy. 
Loving in a quiet sort of way, the way that 
best friends are. They were very likely best 
friends. Did her grandmother ever know? 
Had she ever even suspected? She had died 
about four years before her grandfather. He 
never went on any dates or saw anyone after 
her, as far as Jemma knew. 

The letters seemed to go on for years and 
years; sometimes months apart, sometimes 
years. At one point, he had gone three years 
without writing one, and in 1981 he had written 
five. Jemma leafed through them, scanning 
each one. The topics varied as greatly as 
the frequency of the letters themselves. 
Some of them were just updates on his life 
— snapshots of her father’s childhood, what 
her grandmother had been doing, her father’s 
wedding, and her birth. One was written a few 
months after her father’s death. Others were 
more personal.

There were stories about life before the 
war that made her blush with second hand 
embarrassment, and others that caused her to 
tear up. One thing was clear. Her grandfather 
had been in love with this man for his entire 
life. Whoever Lyall was, her grandfather had 
never gotten over him. 

She hadn’t finished all the letters when she 
closed the box and brought it with her back 
to the house. She would finish them later, she 
decided, when she had some time to think. 
First, there was something that she needed to 
confirm. She knew her grandfather’s regiment- 
his uniform and paraphernalia still hung in the 
hall closet of the house. 

The 12th Regiment. Lyall’s last name had 
not been mentioned in any of the letters, but it 
was not an overly common name. There could 
not be that many men with the name in the 
same regiment. The Military Archives could 

reveal his last name. It was just a matter of 
navigating the government site and verifying 
the information. It wasn’t long before she 
found the only Lyall recorded as being a part 
of the regiment. 

Sergeant Lyall McNeal. 12th regiment, 
joined 1941. No date of death listed. If he had 
died, then it hadn’t been in the army. 

The Yellow Pages website was still functional. 
Her grandfather had been positively livid when 
phone books stopped being distributed, the 
website had only partially placated. Jemma 
smiled at the memory. 

There were three Lyall McNeals listed in 
the Toronto phonebook. Of course, there was 
no guarantee any one of them was the right 
one, but she knew he had at least grown up in 
the city. He could have returned. Jemma tried 
the first number, and a young sounding voice 
answered. The man, obviously confused, had 
confirmed that no, he had never fought in the 
Second World War, and who the hell was she? 
The second was friendlier, and oh so helpfully 
informed her whoever she was looking for was 
probably dead. 

She only had one more number before 
she would have to start doing 
a country wide search — not 
exactly practical. She dialled it 
in, and it rang for nearly a minute. 
It seemed to be one of those 
that just rang and rang, with no 
answering machine. She was 
about to hang up, when finally, the 

ringing stopped and a gravelly voice answered.
“Hello?”
Jemma swallowed, suddenly nervous. 

“Hello. Are you Mr. Lyall McNeal?”
“The very same. Sorry about the wait, I’m 

not as speedy as I used to be.”
“Oh, that’s, uh- that’s no problem. Would 

you mind if I asked you a question?”
“Are you one of those HVAC fellows? 

Because I have told you before, I do not need 
my ducts cleaned! They are just fine as they 
are!” he hollered, apparently very emotional 
on the subject of telemarketers. 

“No, I’m not calling about air ducts.”
“Well, I suppose you can go ahead then,” he 

replied, calmer. 
“Mr. McNeal, did you fight in the Second 

World War?”
“Why, yes. Are you trying to get me to go to 

a ceremony? Because I fell asleep at the last 
one,” he said. 

“No, I….” Jemma decided to cut to the 
chase. “Mr. McNeal, does the name Arthur 
Walsh mean anything to you?”

The other end of phone was silent for a 
moment. “Who exactly is this?”

“Please, I need to know if you knew him.”
“Yes.” He answered, voice forced. “I did. I 

knew him very well.”
Jemma let out a breath that she didn’t 

realize she had been holding. “Mr. McNeal, I’m 
Arthur’s granddaughter. I’ve found something 
that I think you should have.” u

“ Did her grandmother even know? 
Had she ever even suspected? ”
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A Soldier's Story

Letters Home

by Sophia Puranen

Shots fired. BANG! BANG! BANG! The wind picks up from 28, 29, 30 
mph. You begin to wonder if today is your last day, but you continue to fight. 
As you pass through enemy territory, you see your friend’s body covered 
in mud, his life gushing out from a deep wound at his side. He was only 17 
years old, too young to die. You try to embrace him, but you get ripped 
away by someone ordering you to take cover in a nearby ditch. As you run 
for cover, you wonder how his family will survive, how they will take the 
news. Why did God not help him survive through this fight? Why didn’t He 
help him see his family again? Just the thought of them makes you push 
harder.

Beside you, others are getting shot. You are so close you can see the 
bullets hit their bodies. You begin to feel like it’s your turn next. Your heart 
is racing and your fear is in your mouth. You want to move but the enemy 
is poised to attack, so all you can do is stay in that ditch with nine others, 
only three of them alive. But your instinct to survive makes you desperate 
to leave, and you run to another spot for another spot because you can’t 
just stay in the same ditch forever. You have seen things nineteen-year-
olds shouldn’t have to see; you have suffered enough things and you want 
to protect your family from the war, even if you aren’t there to celebrate 

Dearest Elizabeth, 
I hope you and our families are faring well. I very much enjoy reading 

your letters. I miss you all. I thought this war would be an adventure, but it has 
quickly turned into a nightmare. Our conditions are filthy. Many of the men 
have gotten ‘trench foot’, a horrid disease that disfigures the feet. The sight 
is dreary and revolting. There is a stench of death and unwashed bodies that 
never seems to go away. There are rats and lice living in every corner, and 
there is mud as far as the eye can see. There are as many men dying from 
fighting and disease as there are casualties from the battle strategies our 
idiotic British generals are coming up with. 

Our first battle at Ypres, as you may already know, was a terrifying one. 
Before we even went over the top, those Germans used a terrible gas that 
killed and injured many of us and our allies. The gas was green and, like 
a night terror, it built up and crept along with the wind, directly towards 
us. Our troop managed to “protect” ourselves with a damp cloth over our 
mouths and noses. Despite our massive losses, we managed to emerge 
victorious. We are currently preparing for our next battle. I cannot give 
much detail as to where we are, or what our plan is, but with home in mind, 
I have the courage to make it through. I can’t express how much we all want 
this damned war to end. 

The battlefields in France and Belgium are hellish scenes, from the mud 
to the bodies and the stretches of barbed wire. At times the bodies move, a 
result of the foul rodents eating them. Those beasts are better fed than us. 
There is a constant sound of exploding shells, mixed with machine gun fire 
and screams; it’s enough to drive someone insane. In fact, it’s driven quite 
a few to the barrel of a companion’s gun. In these times, when you can’t be 
sure you’ll make it to the next day, your rifle is your closest friend.

We are not always fighting. When we get a break, we usually spend it 
playing cards or putting on skits - anything to take our minds off of the war 
and restore some normality to our lives. Of course, the generals and com-
manders are always working, coming up with strategies and plans of attack. 
Reality always returns when we see them in meetings.

I look forward to seeing you all again one day in the comfort and safety 
of home. Keep doing your part to help the boys over here; we desperately 
need it. Goodbye for now.

Your loving husband,
Richard 

By Lillia ShieldsBy Jessica Pinto

My Dearest Catherine, 
It has been months since I last wrote to you, and not a single day goes by 

without me thinking about you, my darling. Life here on the front is excruciat-
ingly brutal. I have been assigned to the trenches for the last three months, 
and to be quite frank, my dear, they have been the worst three months of my 
life. Food is fairly scarce. If we don’t get to what little food we have, the rats 
will take it for themselves. On top of that, the horrendous downpours we’ve 
been receiving lately have left us up to our knees in mud, making it extremely 
hard to move around and fulfill our duties. On top of that, we have a serious 
rat and lice infestation which makes these living conditions even gristlier than 
they already are. 

That however, is the easy part of the life I’ve been living since I signed 
up for the war. What makes this a true nightmare, my dear, is no-man’s land. 
No-man’s land is a barren wasteland that has been bombed beyond repair. 
All signs of life have been completely obliterated, destroyed. There’s nothing 
left but mud and crushed hopes. What’s worse is hearing the dying moans 
coming from wounded soldiers who have been left behind from the last time 
we were told to go over the top and face off against the enemy. A symphony 
of death cries, mixed together with the stench of decay, keeps us awake at 
night. It leaves us wishing we could somehow find a way to quickly end this 
gruesome war. 

Just last week, we lost a large number of our men to a new lethal weapon, 
chlorine gas. That monstrous weapon suffocated our men to death, and even 
blinded them. Many more were heavily injured, but sadly, they didn’t make 
it to see the light of another day. Thankfully, I was on my resting shift for four 
days, or I would most likely have been buried along with them. However, now 
I have to be warry of the deadly gas, along with the constant barrage of ex-
ploding shells and the incessant gun fire. Although we do get our moments 
of peace, they are lost to chores or patrolling the trenches. 

As the days roll along, I question the reasoning behind this ghastly war. 
So many lives have been lost in the midst of this madness. All of them, who 
wished one day to see the smiling faces of their beloved, now lay dead in 
no-man’s land. It makes me wonder if I’ll make it back home to you, my dear 
Catherine. This enemy is a powerful one, but I will fight till my dying breath to 
ensure we come out victorious in the end. Hopefully this war will end soon, 
and we would finally be in each other’s embrace once again. Until then my 
love, farewell.

Yours truly,
James

its ending with them. As you move the enemy spots your movement you 
are forced to begin to shoot at them. BANG! You shoot down the first guy. 
BANG! You shoot the second guy and by the time the others realized 
where you were, you have already scrambled to the other ditch. Some oth-
er guys from your side follow you, but none of them make it.

 As you wait for more soldiers to come from your side, the enemy ap-
proaches, slowly. The enemy has the advantage because they are pre-
pared. You decide it’s time for you to rejoin the fight but you need an open-
ing. You wait there for two more minutes, and then you see it. It is only a 
few feet away. You think you will be able to make it if you sprinted. You are 
sprinting as fast as you can, but an enemy soldier spots you. He doesn’t 
shoot because he doesn’t have a clear shot, so he follows you. Once you 
reach the other side, you look around see a man standing only a few feet 
away. You turn to face him. Just before you reach for your gun, he fires and 
your life flashes before your eyes. Shocks of pain register through your 
body. As you crash towards the ground, you begin to wonder if this is how 
it’s going to end, and if this war will ever end so that all the people who died 
and who will die, will not in vain. You hit the ground and your heart slows 
down to a stop. Everything goes black. Your final wish is for this war to end.
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I
T’S BEEN 30 DAYS SINCE I SAW MY FAMILY. I haven’t 
gotten any letters from home yet. I wonder how 
everyone is doing and how they are holding up. All 
my friends and family told me not to enlist, but I didn’t 
listen. After I signed the form, my friends stopped 
talking to me and avoided me because I 

wanted to do something to help my country, 
my home and my family. They didn’t care 
that there was a war going on; they only 
cared about their own perfect life.

My f irst days in the front lines were 
crazy. I was sent to f ight the Germans in 
Belgium. I saw a squaddie from my platoon 
die right in front of me, and I feared I was 
next. I was one of many recruits to make it out alive. 
I have a few bumps and scratches, but I’ll live. At 
night, I hear explosions from grenades and big 
cannon shells hitting the ground. Those f irst 
nights were especially long. I thought 
that a Fritz was going to come in my 
trench and kill me in my sleep.

 Five hours before noon, the Germans 
started releasing their new weapon 
known as “chlorine gas.” The gas made 
it hard for me to breathe, but luckily, an 
old sweat in my platoon told me that if I 
pee on a rag and put it over my face, I 
can still fight and not worry about the 
gas. The Germans also started spraying 
heavy machine gun fire. My platoon and I 
were holding them back enough for more 
troops to come give us support.

After the shooting and explosions 
stopped, I put my gun down and went 
to have some chow and take a nap. The 
food they gave us to eat was terrible. 
The meat was frozen and rotten; 
the vegetables were dry and 
tasteless. I couldn’t eat it, but I 
had no choice, as I was hungry. I 
only ate a few vegetables. Some 
of the old sweats were brewing 
up some coffee. I hoped that 
the coffee would kill the nasty 
taste of the rotten meat, but it 
just made it worse. After I ate 
my rotten food and drank my coffee, I went to go take a nap. I made 
a little hole in the side of the trench, so I wouldn’t be in the way of 
my platoon mates. I always used to wake up with a sore back and 
neck, but it was worth it. I think that sleeping is the safest thing to 
do in the trenches. 

I can’t stop thinking about the squaddie that died my first day in 
the trench. That could’ve been me. I don’t want to die in this hell 
hole they call a trench. I always thought that I would die of old age 
with the people I love around me, but I’m afraid that’s not gonna 
happen. I miss my family and Kira. Kira and I were best friends. She 
stopped talking to me after I enlisted. I hope I can get out of here 
soon to see them. 

Night has started to fall. The Germans have been quiet all day. 
Will tonight be the night I die? I’m worried, but I’m ready for anything 
they throw at me. 

It’s been twelve hours since the last big German attack. They’re 
planning something. Something big is going to happen; I can feel 
it. The Germans have started firing heavy artillery and machine gun 
fire. They released their deadly gas so their troops can move up 
through no-man’s land. A Fritz got in my trench and stabbed me in 
the back. I saw my life flash before my eyes. I thought my life had 

ended, but luckily my platoon leader was there to save 
me. I opened my eyes and saw a medical officer and a 
squaddie carrying me on a stretcher. I blacked out again. 

I woke up four days later in the infirmary. The infirmary was 
relatively peaceful, in spite of all the blood and 

screaming. There was something that caught 
my eye — a nurse on the other side of the 
room. She was beautiful. She had blonde 
hair and blue eyes. She reminded me of 
Kira. She came over to me to see if I needed 
anything, like water or new bandages. I 
asked for her name. 

“My name is Olivia,” she said. 
“That’s a beautiful name for a beautiful 

lady,” I said. She laughed. I then decided to ask her 
if she wanted to have lunch sometime. She smiled 

and said she’d love to. 
After a few days, when I was able to 
stand and walk, Olivia set up a little 

picnic in a park close to the infirmary. 
We were having so much fun until 
I got a letter saying that I had to 

go back to the front lines to join my 
platoon. The brass hats around here 
are so demanding. I hate it. Olivia and 
I agreed that we would send letters 
to each other. That was the last time I 
talked to her in person. 

Three weeks have passed here 
in the trenches. I received a letter 
saying that I only had a few days 
left in the trenches, then I return in 
six weeks. I had hoped that letter 
would come. I get to go home, see 
my family, see Kira, spend more time 

with Olivia. I was so happy. 
I’ve been getting a lot of letters 

from Olivia. I told her the good 
news, and she was very happy. 
I haven’t got any letters from 
my family. I hope they’re okay. 
I hope they’re having fun. I’ve 
been sending letters home 
every day. I hope they have 
gotten my letters to know that 
I’m alive and I love them. 

It’s my last day in this death trap they call a trench. I’m very 
happy that I’m leaving and can’t wait to see everyone. I hope 
they forgive me for leaving all of a sudden. A few minutes later, 
the Germans started to lay artillery f ire and release their deadly 
gas. German infantry started moving through no-man’s land. My 
platoon and I were doing the best we could to hold them back. 
They started throwing grenades. There were explosions all around 
me. I watched people in my platoon get blown up. Then a grenade 
landed two feet next to me. 

The grenade went off. It pushed me back several feet. My ears 
were ringing. I couldn’t see because there was a screen of dirt. 
The scrap metal from the grenade had punctured my chest. Blood 
came pouring out. I couldn’t stop it. I yelled for a medic but it was 
dangerous for them to come and help me. My life was fading. All I 
could think about was my family, Kira and Olivia, and how they’d feel 
if I died. I can’t die knowing that their feelings would be hurt. As I 
was slowly fading, I grasped a picture of my Olivia, a charm Kira gave 
me, and a letter to my family that I will never get to send. I should’ve 
listened to my friends and family but I would have never met the love 
of my life. At the end of all this, I felt like a hero — a person who made 
a difference. But I wasn’t, and I didn’t. u
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I 
AM FROM TIBET. I WAS BORN IN A SMALL VILLAGE called Dhompa. 
I spent my first ten years of life in the village with my family until we 
moved to a city. We were nomadic, so my childhood was spent with 
lots of sheep, horses, and yaks. I did not have the opportunity for 

education when I was a child. There were no good schools to attend, 
so my elder brother wanted me to come to Canada, where I would 
have better educational opportunities, just as he had when he came 
to Canada as a youngster. 

However, I did not have a valid passport. This was because Tibet was 
under occupation by the Chinese government, which sent armies to 
invade Tibet in 1995. The Chinese government did not allow Tibetans to 
go to other countries. But the Chinese government could not control us 
altogether, and we connected with other Tibetan people living in exile. 
Thousands of Tibetans had to escape to India as refugees during the 
Cultural Revolution in Tibet.

Unfortunately, an earthquake rocked in the city where we lived, 
which was called Jyekundo. It happened on April 14, 2014, early in the 
morning, around 8:30am. It is estimated that over 20,000 people lost 
their lives, having been buried under the debris of buildings that col-
lapsed. Despite the great number of people that were killed or injured, 
the Chinese government did not allow other countries to offer aid. The 
world did not know the extent of the damage. The Chinese newspapers 
reported only 2, 000 dead. 

When the earthquake 
began, I was sleeping 
in my own room. When 
I ran out of my bed, all 
walls were collapsed ex-
cept the two that met at 
the corner where I slept. 
Luckily, I was not injured. 
I could not see anybody 
through all the dust and rubble. I shouted a few times, then went out 
to our yard for help. I could hear the sounds of crying everywhere, 
and I could see that all my neighbours’ houses were collapsed. Later, I 
heard my mother’s voice under the rubble, but I could not see her. She 
was screaming, “I am okay but the baby is dead!” She carried my elder 
brother’s son who was just a baby in her arms. She thought that the baby 
was dead, but thankfully he was only unconscious. 

I was able to find one of my brothers under some crumbled debris. I 
tried to extract him, but I could not get him out. I found another brother 
and a niece, but they both were dead, crushed by the weight of struc-
tures that had fallen on them. I had never felt so powerless in my life. I 
couldn’t do anything. 

Some of our relatives came to help, even though their own houses 
had collapsed. We tried to rescue my mother and the baby. My mother 
was injured, and my brother’s wife was as well, but they were alive. We 
could not get my brother out as half his body was still trapped under 
debris. We tried to use different ways to get him out, and when we finally 
succeeded we realized he could not move. He was paralyzed. 

The next day, many Tibetans, especially monks, came to help us they 
provided us foods and tents. They stayed there and volunteered to get 
our things and dead bodies from the debris. My mother, brother, and 
his wife all were taken to another city to treat their injuries. Then the 
Chinese authorities came there to bring tents few days later.

After three months, we moved to Lhasa, which is the capital city of 
Tibet.  We could not live any longer in Jyekundo, as there was not a 
single house left standing. We rented an apartment in Lhasa, which had 
three bedrooms, a dining room, and a kitchen.

My brother found a smuggler through his friend. He used to smuggle 
people to Nepal through the Himalayan Mountains. I wanted to go India 
with the smuggler, but I had to pay $5,500 to him. My parents worried 
that Chinese soldiers would arrest me on the way. My mother thought 
that soldiers would kill me if they saw me, but I decided to escape with 
the smuggler because we hoped that I would get a better education in 
India and, hopefully, a chance to get to Canada easily.  On the day I was 
to leave, I got up at 1:30am and had breakfast. My brothers dropped me 

and one of my friends off with the smuggler. As I was leaving home, my 
mother was crying. I felt so sad. 

The smuggler passed us on to another smuggler, a Tibetan, and he 
took us on a government bus to the border. We were on the bus all day. 
We left Lhasa at 4:00a.m and we arrived at the border around 7:30pm. 
There are tall mountains there and many people live between the high 
mountains, both Tibetan and Nepalese. On the left side is Tibet, and 
on the right side is Nepal. A young girl came to us and locked eyes 
with us before leaving. We followed her. We understood she had come 
to get us, as the smuggler told us before we left Lhasa, that she would. 
She took us to a room. There were two beds and a table. The driver 
joined us there shortly after. He ordered the irl to get dinner, which 
she brought and we ate. The driver said that we were to stay there; 
someone would come to pick us up the next day.

Early in the morning, a Nepalese man came to us and took us in a small 
car through deep forests. Then we walked through the forest. He said, “You 
must stay under a cave or trees, otherwise the Chinese armies will arrest 
you.” We could see the army’s barracks through forests and hear their voices. 
We were scared and nervous. If they caught us they would arrest us, kill us 
or put in jail for many years.  Fortunately, they did not see us. One Nepalese 
came to us in the afternoon. We mimed to each other as we did not under-
stand Nepalese, but he could speak a few Tibetan words. He said , “I will 
buy some foods for you and you will give me some money.” We gave him 

$100 Yuan, as we did not have any 
change. He bought us some Chi-
nese noodles, but he did not give 
us the rest of our money. 

At 8:30pm, some Nepalese 
people came to us and waved 
their hands to come down. The 
man who bought lunch for us tried 
to get some money from us once 

again. He grabbed me and made me give him $100 dollars. They brought a 
long rope. There was a strong river in the valley, so a friend and I climbed the 
rope over the river. We arrived in Nepal. We stayed in a small wooden house 
and they gave us dinner. It tasted terrible. We had never tasted anything like 
that before. Next afternoon, some Nepalese came to us and took us on their 
motorbikes to Kathmandu. They drove their bikes so fast; we were afraid and 
could not talk to each other. 

We arrived at Kathmandu before sunset. When we saw the city, we felt 
depressed, as the city was so dirty. One Tibetan man came to us and he took 
us to a Tibetan reception. There were many Tibetan people. We stayed there 
for almost two months, and then we travelled to India. We reached New Delhi 
after two days, and there was another Tibetan reception. We stayed there a 
night. We arrived in Dharamsala where the Tibetan government is. The H. H. 
Dalai Lama lives there too. There was a big reception, bigger than the Nepal 
and Delhi receptions. After some days, they took us to visit H. H. Dalai Lama. 
When we were entering the gate of the palace, they checked our bodies. 
There were around two hundred people waiting to visit H. H. Dalai Lama. 
When we saw him coming, we couldn’t contain our tears of joy. We each 
went to him for a blessing, one by one. Then we all sat down. He spoke to 
us for two hours. We were all so happy to see him. As Tibetans, it was one of 
our dreams to visit him.  

My friend went to a monastery to study in south India. I stayed there for 
two months again and they helped me complete documents which gave us 
rights to stay in India.  After two months, I went to a Tibetan school and there 
were almost 2,000 students. They came from Tibet like me. I studied English  
there for almost two years. 

  One of my brothers who lives in Canada stayed in touch with me through 
the telephone. One day, I got a passport to travel here. I left the school and 
landed on Canadian soil on January 16, 2013, in freezing cold weather. After 
a few weeks, I could go to school at Parkdale Colleague Institution. I studied 
there for two semesters. Then I moved to Central Tech, and now I am in my 
last year of high school.

I grew up facing lots of challenges through different situations. I saw thou-
sands of people lose their live s within a few minutes, by a miserable earthquake. 
Their lives resonate in me. I live in exile, beyond my parents and Motherland. 

“ We were scared and nervous; 
as if they caught us they would arrest us, 

kill us or put in jail for many years. ”
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ARE THERE more white or black 
kids in this school?”

I fell silent. The grade sevens 
and eights in front of me stared 
back expectantly. They hadn’t 

even registered what had been said — the com-
plete ignorance and racism shadowing that sen-
tence. And that was it; they hadn’t understood 
the depth to which those words had gone. 

The other tour guide glanced back at 
me, wide-eyed because did they really 
just say that? I opened my mouth, closed 
it again — what could be said to 
that? What kind of headspace 
were they in that they had even 
thought of it in the first place? 
I was stunned into silence, the 
other tour guide (who also hap-
pened to be my friend), trying 
to force out a sensible answer 
and explanation to a disconcerting and all-
around disturbing question, if one could 
even call it that. 

But it didn’t stop there.
The afternoon spun even more infuriat-

ing questions and rude comments — it was 
absolutely exhausting. We invited them into 
our school, took time out of our day, and they 
thought they could insult us as if we were in-
ferior? I mean, that’s just rude. 

“Is Central Tech dangerous?” Just like 
any other high school.

“Have you been stabbed?” Yes. I’m hiding 
all six wounds underneath my shirt. 

“What do you really think about Central 
Tech?” Well, what do you want to know?

Honestly, I don’t know why some of these 
middle schoolers came, especially for a 
tour for the Art Program and other art-relat-
ed classes. It was both funny and alarming 
to see their nervous glances flit across the 
halls as Central Tech students transitioned 
to their next class. 

Then, once again, “What if one of them 
has a knife?” 

I gave her a stony look. This was crazy. 
A part of me was thinking, they’re just 

stupid middle schoolers who think they rule 
the world. The thought turned dark and 
heavy. They’re just stupid middle schoolers 
who don’t even realize what’s coming out of 
their mouths. There’s a danger in that. The 
danger of not even being aware that what 
they’re saying feeds into something much 
bigger. I realized this myself on the bus 

ride home, while I was ranting to my friends 
about the arrogance that these kids have. I 
was so angry, and I wasn’t even sure why. 
My grade eight friend, who was also on the 
tour — the one holy light — texted me saying 
that one of the kids said I called him en-
titled. ‘He doesn’t even know what entitled 
means,’ the text read. 

What does ‘entitled’ actually mean? 
‘Entitled’ means to have the resources 

that other people may not have, and to 
gain access to certain things because of 
the position you’re in. In terms of this situa-
tion, ‘entitled’ is the idea of whiteness. The 
idea of superiority. As I began to unpack 
the word, something switched on; this is 
much bigger than just a couple of oblivi-
ous middle schoolers. It’s a culture where 
the link between the idea of whiteness and 
superiority dates back a long time, and one 
we would like to think has no place in the 
twenty-first century. Because we’ve come 
so far, haven’t we? 

Well.
But why Central Tech? Why is it inferior to 

other whiter schools? It’s not the school itself, 
though. Our school is pretty nice. It is a huge 
building, with a new dome, tons of programs; 
and a wide range of classes. It’s the perception 
of our school that’s problematic — the stigma 
associated with it that reflects a silent way of 
thinking. Are there more white or black kids 
in this school? First of all, why does it matter? 
Secondly, it’s not just white or black. Not one 
or the other. Finally — yes, our school is di-

verse. It’s located downtown 
and has historically served a 
diverse student population 
made up of students from 
all parts of the city, including 
those living in poverty. But it’s 
the stigma around that, the 
idea that black and anything 

not white is poor and dangerous. It’s a warped 
vision, one molded by the society we live in 
and the media around us. 

It’s racist.
The thing is, though, these few kids would 

never consider themselves racist. I wouldn’t 
consider them racist either — at least, I hadn’t. 
And I really thought I knew, since we all went 
to the same middle school. 

I grew up in a ‘nice’ neighbourhood, which 
over the years has become increasingly 
wealthier — with bigger houses, fancier cars. 
This means that the neighbourhood school 
has changed as well. It’s gotten whiter. But I 
liked my school, I really did. And like all other 
TDSB schools, it’s mandated to value inclusion. 
Equality. Equity. Anti-Racism. But these grade 
seven and eights (not all, only a select few) 
come to Central Tech acting all big and talk-
ing like our school is from the Hunger Games. 
How? Why? I know what’s been said at my old 
school (and it’s not, “We’re ’the best, and you 
should be scared of anyone who doesn’t look 

“ Are there more white or black kids 
in this school? ”

“

SILENCED
By Noa Padawer-Blatt



|34

NON-FICTIONTHEFORGE 

like you.” So, where did they get this from? 
What conversations are they having?  

When I told people that I was going to 
Central Tech, the most neutral response was 
to ask me why. Other students said, “Don’t 
get stabbed!” Ok, thanks, got it. Even my 
classmates’ parents, after my graduation, 
when coming up to congratulate me, asked 
what school I was planning on going to.

“I’m going to Central Tech,” I answered. 
You could just see it on their faces. The 

slight quiver. “Oh, that’s — that’s great.”
Or the underlying statements when 

people asked, “Are you sure? Will you get 
along with the people there?”

Which people? Central Tech has over one 
thousand students. “I think I’ll be fine.” 

Underneath those words were, “You’re 
white. And Central Tech is … well. You do know 
you’re white, right?” What does white even 
mean? The colour of my skin? Yes, my skin is 
white. And with that whiteness is a road already 
paved — one of privileges that I didn’t earn.  

The sheer ignorance of what they were 
saying, the inherent racism between the 
lines. The danger is people not noticing, 
because it makes it okay to say things like 
that — but it ’s not. It adds to the stigma 
and fear. It ’s giving people the opportunity 
to overlook the fact that they are basing 
decisions and what they say on the colour 
of someone’s skin. It ’s generalizing, turn-
ing one person into a group of people with 
no individuality of their own, only a false 
label or stereotype of what they should be 
and act like. 

I chose to go to Central Tech because of 
what it offered. I haven’t been stabbed. The 
people at this school are their own people. 
My experience has been positive. I haven’t 
been nervous or threatened. The people 
here are not any more dangerous than 
people at Northern. In fact, the senior stu-
dents here hold the door open for me all the 
time, which is quite polite and something I 
thought senior students wouldn’t do — and 
it’s not because of the colour of their skin. It 
has nothing to do with that. 

“Are there more white or black kids in 
this school?” I don’t have all the answers; I 
know this. I’m young and I don’t have all the 
critical knowledge I hope to have in the fu-
ture. I’m also white, and I know because of 
that I’ll never know what it’s truly like to be 
black or anything that isn’t white. But I do 
know that there’s something very wrong with 
that question. It does nothing to challenge 
stereotypes, and if it does anything, it reinfor-
ces them because it silences what it’s actual-
ly assuming: that because someone’s white, 
it means they’re safe; and if they’re black, it 
means they’re not. This is why it’s important to 
talk about underlying assumptions in order to 
eliminate stigma. No one will learn anything 
if there aren’t open discussions that make 
people think and question and be critical of 
societal messages. 

LIFE GETS SO HARD SOMETIMES.
There are days when I wake up and don’t like what I see. It’s not because I think I’m ugly, 
or fat. It’s more than that; it’s as if I don’t even like being me.

Sometimes I get so frustrated at myself that I take it out on others and then, when I 
think about what I’ve done, I feel so badly because I know deep down that person isn’t me.

It just feels so hard to be happy lately. I worry that soon I’ll lose all my confidence and 
settle for something average and become the person I never wanted to be. Even as I’m 
writing this, all I keep thinking is, “God I sound depressing! And soon, people will get 
bored of me, and eventually they’ll leave me, like always.” So I have to force every bit of 
my energy into being super-happy, when that’s so far from the reality. 

Now I look at how I’ve been living life lately, and I haven’t accomplished any of the 
things that I’ve wanted to. All I seem to do is work and sleep — the same things every 
single day. I try to keep it together and be positive, but these days I’m struggling.

The other night, I came home from school and broke down. I just cried alone in my 
room. I woke up the next day and continued living life as if everything was okay, as one 
does when they are in denial. I thought that if I kept ignoring these thoughts, somehow 
it’ll get easier. Maybe it won’t.

It’s sad because all people see of me is what I show them on the outside. They have 
no idea about all the hurt and pain I hide inside. They don’t know how I cry myself to 
sleep, or that I’ve been avoiding some of my friends and family because I don’t want 
them to see this side of me — the side where I can’t keep it together. The weird part is 
that I have no idea why I am feeling this way.

Why am I sad?
I feel both empty and confused at the same time.
This might sound corny, but I think sometimes we need to be reminded that it’s okay 

not to be okay. The problem is that we just don’t communicate about the things we 
struggle with. We’d rather pretend everything’s okay and just suffer silently. Many of us 
come home after a bad day and break down when no one else is looking. It becomes 
part of our daily routine to shut out the deepest parts of ourselves and put on the biggest 
smiles. It’s a sad reality for many. 

If you’re also going through a bad time right now, just know that I think you’re really 
brave because I know how hard it is. We’ll be okay. One day, we’ll look back and be so 
proud of ourselves. We’ll be glad that we went through the bad days because they made 
us the people we are today. 

IT’S OKAY 
NOT TO BE OKAY

By Octavia Brown
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W
HEN I WAS 14 YEARS OLD my brother Tyson Bailey 
was killed by gun violence on January 18, 2013. The 
day I got the call that my brother had been shot, I 
was in school. It felt like the halls were spinning. I 

couldn’t think straight. I started hearing my brother’s cry in my 
head. I felt like I was there when he got shot. I rushed to the 
hospital as soon as I could. As I was approaching the hospital, I 
saw my brother f lying to heaven. My heart stopped and I started 
to cry. I had the taste of death in my mouth as I entered the 
hospital, but I felt that my brother was still present, hugging me 
and telling me it ’s going to be okay. I just couldn’t believe my 
best friend was gone.

Tyson was tall and liked to play football and basketball. His 
goal was to become a professional football player when he got 
older. I remember playing basketball with him late at night in 
the ball court outside our 
house. He would always 
say, “You know you’re 
going to lose right? I don’t 
even have to play hard on 
you.” I used to just laugh 
and say, “Okay.” One 
night, I remember playing 
with him and I actually won. We were both shocked. I was only 
doing half-court shots because every time I got close to the net 
to do a lay-up, he would smack it out of my hand and laugh. I was 
taking half-court shots and ended up getting most of them in and 
winning. Tyson was so mad, but it was a fun night. I never thought 
that his going to high school would change his mind from playing 
basketball to playing football. He was so excited when Metro 
Toronto Wildcats wanted to recruit him to their team.

I was always with my brother. Anywhere he went, I wanted to 
go. He was my role model When he started playing basketball in 
elementary school, I wanted to play basketball too, so I joined the 
girls’ basketball team. He played marbles, so I played marbles. 
Everything he did, I wanted to do. 

My brother used to tell me to be aware of false friends because 
not all ‘friends’ are trustworthy. For example, my brother was 
last seen with a friend before he was shot and killed. When my 
family asked that friend what happened, he denied knowing 
anything. He said he was inside when the shooting occurred and 
my brother was outside. This person was a family friend since we 
were all kids, so it was shocking and hurtful that he didn’t want to 

tell us what happened. Sometimes the people closest to you are 
the ones to stab you in the back.

Having a brother is something many children dream of. I am 
thankful for the friendship I had with my brother because I think it’s 
very important to have a close bond with your siblings. Sometimes 
in life, you are going to have to count on your siblings to do things 
for you that you aren’t able to do for yourself. If you don’t have a 
good bond with your siblings, they most likely won’t do anything to 
help you. My brother’s love was such an amazing thing. I could trust 
him with anything. I told him all my secrets, and never once did I 
have to think twice about talking to my brother. Our bond was too 
strong to break. Whenever I was going to get in trouble, I always 
knew my brother had my back. After all those years of us being 
best friends, my brother taught me a lot in life. Mostly everything 
I know is because I looked up to my brother and he guided me to 

do right things. 
My life was amazing 

from July 29, 1998, 
the day I was born, 
until January 18, 2013, 
the day my brother 
passed. That’s when I 
knew my life was going 

to change drastically. The day I had to let him go six feet under I felt 
the world stop. The tears I shed then were also angry tears. I couldn’t 
show this anger. I just had to keep strong. But all I could think about 
was getting that phone call saying that he was gone, then going to 
the hospital and not getting to see him until he was lying f lat in 
a coff in — cold with the drenched smell of the embalming f luid. I 
just couldn’t believe that I was going to a funeral for my brother. 
I couldn’t believe I had to throw dirt on top my brother to keep 
him safe. On January 31st 2013 I knew he was never coming back 
af ter seeing all the dirt on him. Knowing Tyson was 6 feet under 
was beyond depressing. 

January 18, 2013 was the day my life changed. I realized that 
life is full of unexpected things, and not everyone you eat with is 
trustworthy. So, no matter what, you always got to watch your back. 
That’s why I am trying to build a bond with my remaining brothers, so 
that I don’t really have to have friends. Now, I have a good relationship 
with my other two brothers. I want that to live on in my family, so I 
work hard to strengthen the bond with them, because I want to show 
them how fun it is to have a bond with their siblings, and so I can 
remember how a brother’s love feels. 

“ Be aware of false friends because not all 
‘friends’ are trustworthy. ”

Brotherly love
by Shandel Bailey
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I 
REMEMBER TEARS STREAMING DOWN 
my face when my parents informed me that 
we were leaving for Canada. I wasn’t sure 
if I should cry or jump up and down: cry 
because I would be leaving all my friends, 

or jump up and down for the opportunities that 
awaited me in Canada.

Canada, one of the best countries in the world, 
with “free health care”, “clean tap water”, “the 
best maple syrup” and the list goes on. But would 
I be able to adapt to a new country?

On October 20th of 2010, I arrived at the 
Toronto Pearson International Airport. It was one 
of the best days of my 16 years of life. The one 
thing I noticed was how clean the air was, unlike 
the dirty, thick air in Delhi. One step out of the 
airport, and I felt chilled. Goose bumps quickly 
formed on my arms. I remember shivering the 
entire car ride to my dad’s place. I went from 40 
degree celsius weather to 20 degrees celsius in 
less than twenty-four hours.

The first day of school was the first day I cried 
because I missed my friends back home, and all 
I could think about was seeing them again. The 
loneliness I felt on that first day was so real, 
and no one could fix that. Kids in elementary 
school were mean, rude and cruel, telling me to 
repeat what I said because it sounded “funny”, 
the way I talked. “Go away!!”, “OMG, you are 
so annoying”, and so much more, was what 
they’d say. English is not my first language, so 
obviously I had an accent, and they’d make fun 
of that, which was so mean because I had only 
been in Canada for about a month. Back home, I 
attended Tibetan home school and we all spoke 
Tibetan. I had no language problems, and I had 
friends. Let’s just say I wasn’t made fun of. I fit 
in and I belonged. I was basically an outsider 
here, in Canada, and I felt very unwelcomed. 
I hope no one ever goes through what I went 
through at the very young age of ten.

Just when I was getting used to the school 
kids and teachers, my parents announced 

that we’d be moving again, and this time we 
were moving to Scarborough. I was going to 
be attending a new school, which meant new 
classmates, new teachers, a new community 
and new everything. I had to start all over again, 
but it was definitely easier because I knew what 
was considered cool and not. I knew what I had 
to do to fit in.

I wish I could say that Scarborough was the 
last move for me, but it wasn’t. After a year and 
a half, we were packing and moving again, this 
time farther: two hours away from Toronto, to the 
city (or village, as I think of it) of Belleville. This 
move was the worst move of all due to the lack 
of multiculturalism. Let’s just say it was rare to 
see any different colour other than white. It was 
also very hard to fit in, obviously, because I was 
the only Asian in my school. I didn’t have a lot of 
friends there, but the few I had were the best I 
could ever ask for. I graduated from that middle 
school and moved on to high school with my 
fellow classmates. High school wasn’t much better 
either. The school was filled with white people.

The move back to Toronto was the best move 
ever because this was the only city I can actually 
fit in because of its diversity. Toronto is the city 
I belong in, and where I am most comfortable. 
It is also the city where I got my first job, at 
McDonald’s. I am now a student at Central Tech, 
and so far I like it.   We will soon move again, 
but this time we are moving into a house in west 
Toronto. I am very happy, knowing that this is the 
last move because we bought the house. I will still 
attend Central Tech and, hopefully, this will be the 
high school I graduate from.

All the moving around has made me into the 
person I am today. I have experienced many 
ups and downs. I’ve learned how to leave many 
important people behind and fit into a society 
where I am an outsider. I gained knowledge of 
different cities in Ontario. I am grateful for all the 
things my parents sacrificed to provide me and my 
two older sisters the best life they can give us. 

As a child, one believes that adults are 
morally perfect super-beings, determined 
to always do the right thing. As children 
get older and eventually grow up, this myth 
tends to get dispelled - for some kids earli-
er than others

I was in grade two.
As a child, I was bullied a lot in school 

just because I was always the biggest, and 
I would always freak out and beat up the 
bullies. I would always get in trouble, while 
my bullies would get away with everything 
scot-free. That was my life, until I gradu-
ated from that school when I was eleven. 
The worst part was that my vice principal, 
whose job it was to prevent that crap, was 
the worst of the bullies. The only difference 
was that he had the power suspend me 
whenever he wanted.

It was a brisk day in mid-fall, during lunch 
recess, and all of us younger kids were col-
laborating on making a giant tree fort. The 
older kids decided that they also wanted 
a leaf fort, so they started building. When 
one older student came over to liberate 
some of our leaves, my friend confronted 
him. The big kid threw the stolen leaves to 
the ground and tackled my buddy for some 
good ground-and-pound. I, having wit-
nessed the violent assault, tackled the old-
er assailant. We grappled for what felt like 
an eternity before he tried to knee me in 
the face. He missed, so my face was being 
forced into his thigh. I did the only think I 
could think of: I bit down as hard as I could. 
The next thing I know I’m being forced to 
the office by a teacher.

The vice principal interrogated both of 
us, along with six other witnesses, who told 
the exact same story that I did. Although 
they spoke out in my favour, I still got in 
trouble, despite everyone else’s eyewit-
ness testimony. To make a long story short, 
the thief got off without any punishment. 
Over the next couple of recess detentions, I 
Iearned a very valuable lesson: adults don’t 
always know what they are talking about, 
and they will quite often go out of their way 
to make life hell for that poor seven-year-
old who got into trouble too many times. u

Moving Around 
Made Me Into 

Who I Am 
Today

by Tenzin Choeyang

EARLY 
DISAPPOINTMENT

by Galen Jursic
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I
T WAS A TYPICAL JULY DAY, and the thirty-degree weather was not 
working in my favour. 

As I was running late, my dad offered to give me a ride to the field 
where I would, in a few short moments, be playing some flag football 

and hopefully meeting and making some new friends prior to starting 
my first year of high school. 

As the car pulled onto the side of the road, I felt a knot in my stomach. 
As a naturally anxious person, I tried to brush it off. 
“I must be over thinking this,” I told myself. “Just go in. How bad 

could it be?” 
So, I hopped out of the car and waved to my father as I watched my 

only way out of here return to rush-hour traffic. 
I opened the door into a small building where a young woman sat at 

the desk tapping away on her computer. 
“Hi, uhm, I’m here for the Central Tech football thing,” I said clearing 

my throat. 
“Oh, yeah,” she mumbled 

without looking up at me. 
“They’re on the far end of 
the field.” 

I nodded my thanks, not 
that she would have noticed, 
and went out onto the field. 

Then I saw them. They were 
tall, they were built, and they definitely knew what they were doing. 

I distinctly remember my first thought being, “This isn’t flag football.” 
Suddenly that knot in my stomach swelled, and it felt like weights 

were attached to my ankles. With each step I began to feel more uneasy. 
I replayed the voicemail I had received, over and over again in my 

head. 
“Any students interested in flag football and meeting new friends 

should come down. No experience necessary!” 
I slowly made it over to a group of what seemed like fifty guys. At first 

glance, I was the only girl, the only ninth grader; and on top of that, the 
only one who didn’t know anything about football. 

Sure, I can catch a football (it just requires a lot of effort), and sure, 
I’ve watched football games, but I usually don’t know what’s going on 
or any of the lingo, aside from “TOUCH DOWN!” (I’m not even sure that 
counts as ‘lingo’). 

One of the coaches came up to me. 
“You’re late,” he said. 

“I know, I’m really sorry I jus–” 
“I don’t want an excuse. You’re behind. Just do two laps and then 

we’ll talk.” He smiled, which made me feel a little better, and I headed 
off to start my laps. 

For the most part, running 800 meters is hard, especially for 
someone like me, who isn’t a regular runner and who’s also asthmatic.

After I had wheezed my way through two laps of the strenuous 
exercise, I managed to jog up to the coach. He told me that we were 
doing an exercise that walked through the proper way to tackle a person. 

“This is your partner,” he said. 
When I turned around I saw a girl who looked my age, and I felt relief 

wash over me. 
Between tackles, we exchanged names, ages, and talked about our 

classes, and it turned out we had a lot in common (except that she knew 
a lot about football and was good at it). 

After a couple 
minutes of tackling 
drills, they split us up 
into two groups, and 
thankfully my new friend 
was on my team. 

The ‘captain’ of 
our team outlined the 
exercises we would be 

doing. When he asked if we understood, everyone nodded. I felt so left 
out, I was so confused. 

Everyone started to disperse across the field, but I stayed behind to 
ask the captain to explain it more thoroughly. 

I don’t know what I was expecting, but he was so kind in taking his 
time to explain exactly what was going on and simplifying it for my 
understanding. 

Now, I didn’t exactly become amazing after that, but everyone there 
was encouraging, even when I’d fumble the ball, or when I’d run in the 
wrong direction. Neither the players nor the coaches made me feel 
stupid at any point. 

I am so grateful to have gone to the football tryouts. It certainly 
makes a good anecdote at parties. More importantly, I want to 
thank the football players for being so kind and understanding, 
because honestly, it could have gone differently. So this story is 
for the CTS football team, for saying, “That was a great catch!” 
Even when it wasn’t.n

“ They were tall, they were built, and they 
definitely knew what they were doing.”

When I AccidentallyTried Out 
ForThe Boys Football Team

By Emily Wong
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W
HEN I WAS A CHILD, everything was always handed 
to me on a silver platter. I wasn’t exactly spoiled with 
materialistic items, but every chore in the house was 
always done for me. I never had to worry about doing the 

dishes, taking out the trash, shopping for groceries, or even doing 
my own laundry. That all changed when I decided to move across the 
country with my nineteen-year-old sister. It was up to us to learn how 
to be independent.

Up until that point in my life, I never thought that I’d move out of 
my mom’s house at only sixteen years of age, let alone that I’d move 
to a different province with only my sister. Quickly, I had to learn the 
responsibilities of keeping up with chores and making sure my sister and 
I went grocery shopping regularly — all the while keeping up my grades. 
The bubble that my family had 
built for me for years completely 
popped. Not popped, exploded! 
Life hit me like a truck, and 
everything changed faster than 
the speed of light.

At first, moving out on my 
own felt temporary. I was unable to fully grasp the concept as a 
reality. I can still remember waking up in the middle of the night 
in my new house with just my sister. I jolted awake as if someone 
had poured a bucket of ice cold water on me. I looked around the 
empty and unfamiliar bedroom to see that my sister was still fast 
asleep. I lay in my new bed, awake and uncomfortable for what felt 
like hours. I was finding it hard to breathe, and thoughts of going 
back home to my family in Vancouver came flooding in. I was in 
Toronto, without my family and friends, and with nothing of the new 
city familiar to me. I felt completely lost and alone.

I was, however, ecstatic to be attending a completely new school 
where nobody knew who I was. Just the thought of making new friends 
and having new teachers put a smile on my face. That was before I 
stepped foot into the huge, foreign building that was to be my new 
high school. When I first transitioned from elementary school to high 

school in Vancouver, I had my older brother and sister to help me if I 
needed them. I also had my friends from elementary school to explore 
the new school with. At Central Tech, however, I didn’t have anyone 
that I knew to show me around or talk to I had to discover everything 
on my own. The feeling of being both physically and mentally lost came 
back. Everyone already had their own group of friends, it seemed, and 
everyone knew each other. Everyone, besides me.

It felt unnatural to not have my friends and family by my side for 
a new experience like this. Soon though, I met an amazing group of 
friends who helped me find my way. They accepted me into their little 
family with open arms and made me feel like I’d known them for years. 
Although my new friends will never replace my friends back home, 
they’ve been an extraordinary support system and have helped me 

settle into the new environment.
My sister and I started coming 

up with routines for our chores. We 
constantly switched our chores to 
make sure that neither of us would be 
overwhelmed with both school and 
domestic responsibilities. Sometimes, 

when we were both too busy to go together, I would stop by the 
grocery store after school to pick up what we needed. There were 
mornings when we’d both scramble to take out the trash before 
heading to school. There were (and still are) days when we’d argue 
about who’s turn it was to do the dishes. The flaws in our system were 
inevitable, but we had learned to work around them. 

There will always be days when I miss my family, friends and my 
home, but that comes with the territory of moving out. I have learned 
to appreciate everything that my family and friends have done for 
me. I have also learned that I must work for what I have; things will 
never simply be handed to me on a silver platter. This experience has 
taught me lessons that I can only learn on my own, and I will forever 
be grateful to everyone who’s helped me every step of the way. I now 
realize that every day is another day for me to learn something new, 
whether it is about myself or the world around me. n

By Joanna Trinh

Making 
The Move

“ I was unable to fully grasp the 
concept as a reality. ”
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I
’VE BEEN SINGING FOR AS LONG AS I COULD REMEMBER. 
It was always my dad who had the biggest music influence on 
me. All the CD’s in the cupboards were his, from A-Z. One to 
infinity, it seemed. I would just go to the cupboard, pull it open, 
pick a CD that looked cool, and put it in the CD player, the 

volume set to 100. 
My fondest memories were of being in the car with my family. We 

were always going somewhere. Wherever we went, we always had 
music - from Motown and the Beatles, to Hispanic music like Luis Mi-
guel and Buena Vista Social Club. The whole family would sing along, 
whether to Bon Jovi’s “Wanted Dead or Alive” or “I Want You Back” by 
The Jackson Five. That is where I learned to sing.

I was always shy when it came to singing around people who didn’t 
live with me. But at home, I was the complete opposite. My family 
would actually have to tell me to shut up numerous times per day. 
But when they weren’t annoyed, they would say, “You should go on 
American Idol!” or, “You are going to be famous when you grow up.” 
I knew I was good. I could hit all the notes from Michael Jackson, and 
hold them for almost as long as Pavarotti would in Nessum Dorma. But 
it was not a skill I wanted to show off. Not yet. 

As I hit 13/14 years old, I 
started branching out beyond my 
dad’s music collection and ex-
ploring other genres for myself. 
Transitioning into middle school, 
I met many people from ethnic 
backgrounds other than my own. 
And at first, to fit in, I began to lis-
ten to R&B and hip hop. It had been my first exposure to popular culture. 

Before middle school, it was as if I had no access to new music. 
When I turned on the radio, it would only be set to Jazz FM or Classic 
Rock Q107. My tastes for music didn’t go beyond the 90’s. So, moving 
into this new environment was really like a new world for me. It was 
an era in my life dedicated to experimentation. My whole culture and 
self-identity changed, and in the end, produced a very confused kid. 

Who was I? That was a question I always asked myself, hanging 
with my friends after school. 

Around this time, I cut ties with my musical roots. Instead, I chose 
to surround myself with something more “in the mode.” When did I 
change so much? I used to be that energetic and outgoing kid, that 
could sing We Are The World at the top of his lungs. Now, I was the kid 
rapping Biggie Smalls. It was fine, because I loved Biggie, but my pas-
sion for music wasn’t the same, and I couldn’t sing like that anymore…

Puberty was a gift and a curse. I wanted to grow up so bad. What 
teen didn’t? But what that meant was that my voice had to grow up 
too. What a dilemma I was facing! All the emotions and feelings I was 

pouring out had to be sung in an octave lower. I didn’t like singing 
nearly as much as I used to. All those solos I used to perform in the 
car were not the same. I would sing along in that lower octave, but it 
just didn’t have the same power and emotion as it used to. My little 
singing career was over. 

That was how I saw myself. It wouldn’t be for another two years 
before that view changed. 

Two years later, in high school... 
You know how Jewish boys have bar mitzvahs when they come 

of age? Well my dad had a better version of this (in my opinion). For 
my 16th birthday, he took me to Havana, Cuba, the place where music 
shines. My dad is very fond of Cuba. Being a former businessman in 
the music industry, he is good friends with a couple of famous musi-
cians there. I had only met them once or twice, but they treated me 
like family. 

His friends — Edesio, Edesio’s son (Christian), and Christian’s wife 
(Cynthia) — were recording artists. Edesio is a big producer, and Chris-
tian is a popular singer, and they recorded straight out of their house, 
in Edesio’s professional studio! To me, that was so amazing. I was so 
fascinated by the fact that they had a studio. In their house! So we 

asked them if I could go in and 
record myself singing a song 
called Sueña by Luis Miguel, just 
for fun. They said yes! 

When we got to Cuba, we met 
up with Christian and Cynthia. 
They told us that we were going 
to do an actual professional re-

cording, with real instruments and everything! I smiled and nodded, 
hoping my facial expression didn’t offend them because, as exciting 
as it sounded, it was hard for me to hide what I was truly thinking in the 
back of my head. I was scared to death. My childish fear and shyness 
had followed me all the way from Canada! But I couldn’t back out now. 
Christian booked the studio and had already started working on the 
song. The date was set. I was scheduled to record on Wednesday April 
17, which was my birthday. That was a day I will never forget. 

Christian and Cynthia took us to the beach, along with their friend, 
Chemin, as well as Cynthia’s father-in-law, Hans, who was visiting from 
BC. We swam, lay in the sun, smoked cigars, and watched all the pretty 
women go by. It was great! And then we went to Edesio’s house to 
have cake. When we finished, I knew it was time. Time for me to per-
form in front of all these people I didn’t know! 

We went into the studio, where I was left alone on the performing 
side, while everyone else was in the control room. Christian, who was 
in charge of the whole production, told me to sing the first verse over 
the instrumental he made. I felt like I was some sort of experiment 

The Song That Changed My LiFE 
By Nicholas Spina

“ Who was I? That was a question I 
always asked myself. ”
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The Song That Changed My LiFE 

inside one of those scientific labs on TV. I saw everyone staring at me 
expectantly through the glass window. They were waiting for me to 
make a sound, but I was contemplating opening my mouth. 

How I felt about singing in front of them was like how I felt about 
cliff jumping whenever I went camping. I would always go for the jump, 
and then pull back after looking down at the deep blue water I was 
supposed to be diving into. I knew that all it took was that one leap, 
that first step, and then everything was going to be alright. So forty-five 
seconds later, I decided to face the challenge. 

“Sue-n-n-ña”. After the first word I just stopped, because it sound-
ed so bad. It was as if I didn’t jump far enough to reach the water and 
landed instead on the rocks. How was I going to recover from such an 
incident? I just embarrassed myself in front of strangers, these friends 
of my dad. But all Christian did was give me support and patience. I 
tried a second time, which was a little better, though I still felt shaky 
and nervous.

We ran it again and again until I got it right. Then we moved on to 
the next part of the song. And then the next part, and then the next 
part. I began to let go of my fears. I sang my heart out, and it felt good. 
I felt alive, vibrant and, best of all, happy. Confidence was booming 
through my voice and into the microphone, strengthening every lus-
cious and romantic Spanish word I sang. 

After each verse we recorded, I would pop my head into the control 
room to listen to what I had just done. I would look to Christian for re-
assurance, and then to my dad, to verify. My dad looked at me with the 
same expression that any dad would after watching his son score a goal 
in a house-league soccer game. But soon, it was my turn to watch him 
perform. My dad and Cynthia were directed to be my backup vocals, 
as decided by Christian. So I got to sit back with him and watch him tell 
them what to do. It was hilarious! But seriously, my dad sounded good, 
and Cynthia sounded amazing! She has the most beautiful voice. It is 
very high and soft, but assertive at the same time. When people heard 
my track on Soundcloud, they would ask me who the woman was in the 
background. For me, her voice completed the piece. 

Finishing the last part of the song was so beautiful. And tough. As I 
sang the last note, I felt like I was releasing some type of proud, but sad 
emotion. It was right there, in that moment, where I began to reflect on 
this whole experience in Cuba, and in this recording studio. I became 
one with the song. And one with Havana. Holding that last note felt like 
I was delivering a graduation speech — as if I was reflecting on all the 
accomplishments in my life and transferring them into this song. That 
experience was unparallelled; it was like nothing I had ever done be-
fore. I was very grateful and fortunate to have had such an opportunity. 

We finished our session at three o’clock in the morning. Christian 
drove me and my dad back to our hotel, where we both crashed as 
soon as we got in the room. We went home Monday evening, taking 
off from Havana in the sunset. I remember gazing out of my airplane 
window, looking down at the orange rays shining on the beautiful land. 
“Bye, Cuba. Thank you for the experience you gave me. See you soon.” 

That was three years ago, in 2014. I haven’t gone back to Cuba 
yet, but I hope to go soon and record another song. Christian and 
Cynthia emailed the song to my dad, who now shows it to EVERY-
ONE. I act as if I don’t want him to, but when he plays it in front of me, 
I can’t help but blush. 

Now that I look back on my trip to Cuba, it really was a “coming of 
age” occurrence. While a bar mitzvah is a representation and celebra-
tion of becoming a man, my experience was more of a guide, leading 
me onto a pathway. And through this, I came to the realization of what 
I really wanted to do with my life.

Now my eyes are fixed on the creativity and the ever-growing phil-
osophy that I can contribute to the world. It is a destiny that I keep work-
ing towards, taking small steps every day. Although my pathway isn’t 
straight and certain, I can still see my trophy. It is waiting for me, floating 
in the air with its shiny reflections projecting off of the light in the sky, 
and pointing me in the right direction. Now I know I can because the mic 
is in my hand. I just have to put it to my lips and open up my heart and 
soul, and everything will all come out. Just like it did in Cuba. 

I
T WAS DARK, WITH NOTHING BUT FLASHES OF LIGHTNING 
to illuminate my way. Raindrops were pouring down from the 
sky as I hurried home, completely immersed in my thoughts. I 
had forgotten to bring my pastel purple umbrella with me, and 
I was drenched from head to toe. I kept walking, counting my 

footsteps, trying to keep my mind off of the fact that I was, one again, 
contemplating death. I was having one of those ‘Dementor Days,’ as I 
called them. Sadness and despair were gripping my soul, and I didn’t 
know why. “Look at the silver lining”, I whispered. “You will be home, 
alone with your books very soon.” I let out a paranoid giggle, which the 
wind blew away in an instant. 

With my pretty blue dress clinging to my stick-thin body, waterlogged 
and almost see through, my sodden hair sticking to my face, mud 
splattering my shoes and the cold creeping into my bones, I started to 
reminisce. Down memory lanes I travelled, through dark gray alleyways 
where I would cry myself to sleep every night, and into pristine white, 
sparkling caves where I would imagine having tea parties with fictional 
characters, meeting all those little pixies, fairies and goblins which Enid 
Blyton kept talking about. That was the moment I realized how my 
happiest memories were of events that weren’t even real.

I wasn’t one to make a lot of friends, and I could never maintain 
a conversation without coming off as a little eccentric. However, as 
long as I had books, these things wouldn’t really matter to me. With my 
nose stuck in a book, I would completely lose track of reality, living my 
life through the eyes of fictional characters. When I wasn’t reading, I 
could be found in a corner somewhere, trying to draw the people and 
landscapes of one of my favourite books. I was a terrible artist, but that 
never stopped me from trying.

My life had always been a constant battle between wanting to die, 
and trying to seek out solace within pages of books. However, I hadn’t 
quite realized that those musty volumes were actually saving my life. I 
had never once stopped to be grateful for the fact that they had helped 
me navigate my lonely, anxiety-ridden childhood. I had never once 
thought about the way they had taught me to tackle my brain’s special 
ability to jump into self-destruct mode.

In that moment in the pouring rain, I started creating scenarios in 
my head, imagining a world where I didn’t love books. The idea terrified 
me. I had always had a lot of voices in my head, which constantly filled 
my mind with thoughts too intense and agonizing to contemplate. 
Fiction was the only thing I knew that could tune it all out. While 
everybody else I knew seemed to read to be smarter, I desperately 
relied on books to exist as a functional human being. These stacks 
of paper, marked with ink, were the only friends I had, and they were 
absolutely necessary for me to be happy. 

As the world lit up with purple flashes of lightning, I had an epiphany. 
Books were my happy place, and I realized how lucky I was to even 
have a happy place. There are worse things to get addicted to, and I 
was incredibly fortunate that it was my little addiction that moulded me 
into the perfectly imperfect person that I am. The witty words of my 
favourite authors had made me a deep thinker, strong, capable, and 
enduring. They had helped me deal with loneliness and depression; 
and astonishingly, I’d somehow ended up being almost fluent in a 
language I didn’t even speak. 

The alternative to my bibliophilia (the love of books) would be 
screaming into my pillow every night, but I would much rather 
fall down a rabbit hole on a dragon, and have adventures with 
Sherlock Holmes in Narnia. 

Bibliophilia 
By: Dikshya Panta
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I 
KNOW WHAT YOU ARE THINKING: 
what a huge family! At first glance, it 
looks like a joyous occasion. There’s a 
long story behind this picture; it looks 
like two generations of a family, but it’s 

actually just one.
The girl in the far right of the photo is 

none other than me, Suvanna Chan. I’m the 
youngest in my family, a family that consists 
of six girls and three boys. Yeah, big family, 
right? My family calls me ‘Wen Na’ or ‘Na 
Na’, which means good fortune in Chinese. 
Enough about me; let’s get on to the photo.

The photo was taken not long ago, just 
around mid-spring of 2012. Judging by the 
clothes and setting, it’s obvious that it’s a 
wedding reception. In fact, it was my eldest 
sister, Ellen’s, and my brother-in-law, Jeff’s, 
wedding reception. 

As you can see, everyone is smiling and 
looking like they are having the time of their 
lives, but beneath those smiles lays a long 
story. Behind all those eyes and smiles are 
the memories and good times of one man in 
particular. In Chinese culture, family members 
are not supposed to go to any happy event or 
joyous celebrations within one year of a family 
member’s passing, but we had no choice. A 
few months before the beloved father, husband 
and brother of the people in the photo passed 
away at the age of ninety- two. His name was 
Chan Choi and he was my father.

Chan Choi was the father of six girls and 
three boys. One of the girls was missing that 
night. Although he wasn’t the biological father 
of them all, he was still a loving fatherly figure 
who cared for all of them. Our family has a 
long and unique story. The three boys and 
girls and the girl missing in this photo are my 

father’s children; the three boys are from my 
father’s previous marriage, and the daughter 
was one he adopted while he was residing in 
Hong Kong. The four other girls are my sisters; 
they are from my mother’s previous marriage. 
Then there’s me, the fifth and final girl who 
bonded the two families together, the one and 
only child of Chan Choi and my mother Mei 
Lian, the half-sister of all eight of them. 

That man was a beloved brother of Ah 
Gou, which means auntie. My father was her 
partner in crime and the only other living 
brother she had left. When he died, she felt 
the pain and loneliness of having no other 
sibling there with her on the joyous occasion.

The lady standing to my right in the photo 
is my mother and the wife of my father. The 
stories she tells me of how she met my 
father always intrigue me. Theirs is not a 
typical Cinderella love story, but is still an 
interesting story to hear. She was once the 
caregiver and housekeeper to my father and 
his previous wife in China, at the time when 
she was ill. After my father’s previous wife 
had passed away, he married my mother 
so she could have a stable income and 
future for her daughters. At that time, my 
mother was divorced with four daughters, 
so people often told her that she was 
lucky to have a wealthy man willing to 
marry her and love her four girls. At that 
time, my mom immigrated with my father 
to Canada with seven-year-old Allison 
and thirteen year old Nicole, the two girls 
standing to the right of my mother. During 
that time my mother was pregnant with her 
fif th daughter. My father had continuously 
asked my mother to have another daughter 
because he had never had a biological 

daughter. That daughter was me, the final 
and only daughter he could ask for.

Look at the middle aged man sitting 
beside Ah Gou in the fedora. He is Yi Goh, 
my second brother. You can obviously 
see that he has a smile upon his face, but 
beneath that he is truly fighting for his life at 
the moment. He was diagnosed with colon 
cancer two years prior to this photo and has 
been fighting it ever since. Seven months 
after this photo was taken, he lost his three-
year fight cancer. 

Now look towards the man in the middle 
that isn’t smiling, that’s Sam Goh, my third 
brother. He was the one who suffered the 
most out of all my brothers when my father 
died. Aside from him being the youngest, 
he was always daddy’s little boy. Without my 
father, he was unstable for a bit, as he was 
really close with him. 

Let ’s move on to the couple sit t ing in 
the front, the man with his arms crossed 
and the lady wearing the glasses. Those 
two are my Da Goh and my Ah Soh which 
are my eldest brother and sister-in-
law. They are usually the most posit ive 
couple out of the family from my father’s 
side. Af ter my father passed away he 
became the man and the backbone of the 
household and family.

Let’s lean out the focus towards the 
happy couple, Ellen and Jeff. Ellen, my 
eldest sister and Jeff, my brother-in-law, 
were the f irst couple to get married out 
of the girls. My father never saw any of 
his stepdaughters or his own daughter 
walk down the aisle. His dream was to 
walk his daughter down the aisle on her 
special day. My sister still thanked and 

Chan ChoiChan Choi
By Suvanna Chan
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appreciated my father at her wedding 
reception saying, “Although he isn’t here 
with us today, I would like to thank the one 
man missing tonight, Chan Choi. Although 
you weren’t my biological father, you were 
always a father to me. Thank you for the 
love and opportunities you gave me that I 
did not deserve.”

Let’s slide on over to the girls in the middle 
of the photo, the girl with a huge smile on her 
face is Sandie, my third sister. She was the 
one who witnessed the flat line at the hospital 
and called everyone. She couldn’t help but 
cry at his bedside. She promised him that his 
beloved step-daughters and daughter would 
be cared for and loved, and that they would 
never hit any of the hardships that he faced. 
Coincidentally, she got married a year later 
and had a child.

Let’s put our focus towards the girl that 
has her attention elsewhere; that’s Nicole, my 
second eldest sister, who was closest to my 
father out of the four step-daughters he had. 
She came to Canada at the age of thirteen with 
her younger sister Allison and my parents. She 
was distressed at his funeral and couldn’t stop 
crying the whole time. She got married about 
three years after this photo was taken and 
mentioned my father in her thank you wishes. 
She cried when she spoke of him, who raised 
her for the past twenty years.

Onto the girl just peeping in from the 
back, that’s my fourth sister Allison. She 
came to Canada at the age of seven with 
my dad. She was always a very reserved 
person. But inside, when my father passed, 
it hit her a lot. At the funeral she refused 
to look upon his body and refused to even 
go into the room where he lay in a coffin, 
as he meant a lot to her. He was the only 
fatherly figure she had in her life, and she 
would never forget that.

Last but not least, there’s me. I’m the 
youngest, the baby of the family and daddy’s 
little girl. My dad and shared jokes and those 
weird habits that no knew about. For instance, 
we are cucumbers dipped in ketchup for 
no apparent reason, only because it tasted 
good. My brothers and sisters always said, 
“Like father, like daughter.” It struck me 
hard when he died because he was the one 
person I said hi, bye, morning and good 
night to everyday. It’s always hard for me to 
talk about him and mention him in anything. 
Even now when he gets mentioned in 
weddings and conversations I always tear 
up and start sobbing. 

My father was always the root and anchor of 
our family. My family believes I am the spitting 
image of my father and the one thing that holds 
our family together at this moment. Without 
my father, my two families are joined together 
with by the stories he shared with us, about the 
old times in China or the adventures he had 
in Hong Kong and Macau. The memories and 
good t imes we had with him st i l l bind us 
and complete our family t i l l this day. 

WHEN I WENT TO BANGLADESH 
years ago, I was admitted to a school. 
I was 12 years old then. It was a new 

place, so it would take the time to adjust to a 
new place. I knew people would speak Bengali, 
and it is the main language of the nation. At first, 
I thought to myself as to how I would adjust to 
the school because I was illiterate in Bengali. 
Moreover, I did not have the ability to under-
stand Bengali fluently, even though I belong to 
that culture. Tears were rolling down my eyes, 
assuming that I won’t be accepted in any school 
due to the lack of knowledge of a language. I 
thought I had to move back to Canada at any 
cost until my father gave me relief.

My father said to me that, “there are schools 
that teach in English. So, you do not have to 
worry about not being able to interact with 
the class or teachers. He further explained 
that it is okay to be nervous at first, but later 
you will be completely fine.” 

I was very glad to hear this good news from my 
father. Well, for me it was good news. I felt relieved 
after what my father had told me. I was free from 
stress. I did not need to worry about anything until 
that day arrived, first day of school in Bangladesh.

The day had finally arrived, what I was eager-
ly waiting for. I went to school with my younger 
brother and father. We went to the main office 
so that we could know which room me and my 
brother were in. The person at the office asked 
me a couple of questions. He was talking to 
me in Bengali, but I did not really understand. I 
made my father translate for me as to what he 
was asking. Then I answered in English. He gave 
a smile, and I assumed that he was smiling at me 
because I did not know how to speak in Bengali. 
However, that was not the case.

The office guy gave the room numbers, and 
we were off to find the rooms. I found my room, 
in that room there was a girl. She was my class-
mate. We introduced ourselves to each other 
and became good friends. She asked me as to 
why I always spoke in English. I replied in the 
affirmative. She further told me, that in school 
everyone mostly spoke in Bengali. She also 
recommended me that, I should get used to 
the fact and start speaking in Bengal

I told her that, “this is an English school 
and there should be no issues if I speak in 

English.” That was, what my father has said 
to me. Moreover, I also said that English is 
an international language, so it should not 
create an awkward or unusual environment 
because it was an educational institution.

By the time our conversation was over, more 
students started coming to class. The teacher and 
other students have arrived. The teacher began to 
introduce her name. She also got everyone in the 
class to introduce themselves, which we did. The 
first period was English.

I was shocked! Everyone spoke in Bengali in-
cluding the teacher. I did not expect this to happen. 
I tried my best to understand as to what they were 
talking about. I told the teacher about my issue. She 
understood me very well and said it was okay. She 
further said she teaches in English and Bengali so 
that everyone can understand. However, some of 
my classmates were making fun of me because I 
did not how to speak fluently in my own language.

I felt terrible about myself. I even started to 
hate myself. My mood became so low that day, 
that I did not have the ability to focus on anything. 
I began to cry in the corner of the library until an 
adult came up to me.

He was a math teacher in the school. He 
asked me if someone said to me. I denied at first 
but then decided to tell him. We were both talk-
ing to each other in English, so it was not hard 
for me to communicate with him. He seemed 
like a very nice guy.

At last, I told him everything. He gave me a 
smile and said, “You are fluent in English. Don’t 
give attention to others what they say to you even 
if it’s something rude. They just want to make you 
feel bad about yourself. He further said, there are 
many people on this earth who will support you 
and others would hate you or feel jealous about 
what you have that they don’t.” 

I learned my lesson from that day. I should 
not hate or feel disgusted about myself be-
cause of lack of knowledge in a language. If 
one has the will, there is always a way. One can 
always learn things in life if one goes through 
some pain. No pain, no gain.

Even today, I still follow my heart and do what 
it feels right for me, rather than caring about 
others. No matter how different one is, even if 
one is different from his culture or background, 
everyone is unique in their own way. 

Bad Experience 
In A New School Turned 

Out To Be Cool

By Masuma Yasmin
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L IFE IS PAINFUl, and that is no overstatement. Life, 
unfortunately, does not have a pause or rewind 
button. We are not able to stop for a moment and 
breathe. We may go through the same experience as 
someone else, but that does not mean it will have the 

same impact on everyone as individuals. We go through life day 
by day, experiencing the same mundane things like riding the 
bus, or buying the daily news paper. All of us are taking in this 
vast world at dif ferent paces and in dif ferent ways. We are all 
individuals who are made up of 
a mosaic of experiences that are 
the fundamental building blocks 
of who we are. Some panes of 
glass stand out more than others, 
just like our experiences. My life 
has not been easy, nor more 
diff icult than anyone else’s. I believe my resilience and courage 
in situations branches from a tragic experience I went through 
when I was only thirteen years old. 

It was the Thursday before the Easter long weekend, April 
2012. My friends Dakota and Chi Wai were walking me to the bus 
stop. Thank God they walked me to the bus stop. As we were 
walking and cracking jokes, we heard a woman who was on her 
front porch screaming “Police! Help! Police!” She paced back 
and forth, her hands gripping her hair, her breathing short, yelling 
the same two words like a broken record. It became apparent to 
us that she did not speak English and that something was very 
wrong. Another girl I recognized from our school, much younger 
than us, was standing on the frantic woman’s front porch. It 
seemed to us that she didn’t know what to do, so we immediately 

took charge of the situation. I didn’t realize then that my life was 
about to be changed forever. 

I dialled 911, my face pressed against the phone. My heart 
seemed to pause with every ring. When the dispatcher answered, 
I told her that we were on a woman’s porch and that there were 
no other adults in the vicinity. I told her that I was thirteen years 
old and with two other girls my age. I explained that although 
there was a language barrier, we could tell that the woman 
wanted us to go upstairs, so I asked the dispatcher if it was safe 

for us to enter. She told us to 
go into the house because f irst 
responders and paramedics 
were on the way. I was so 
scared, even before I realized 
it was only the beginning. 

We walked up the stairs 
cautiously. I went f irst, and as I approached to the top of the 
staircase, the f irst thing I noticed were two delicate feet pointing 
up towards the ceiling. Not only did I have to process the situation 
for myself, but I also had to explain what was happening on the 
phone to the dispatcher. Seconds af ter seeing the girl on the 
f loor, I could no longer speak, so I handed the phone to Dakota. 

The woman who was on the f loor was wearing a white tank top, 
no pants, and a light blue bathrobe. She looked to be in her mid-
twenties. Putting the phone on speaker would have been a wise 
choice to begin with, but we were not in our right minds. Dakota 
told Chi wai and I what to do. We were supposed to perform 
CPR on her. We were thirteen, and we had no clue what we were 
doing. In just a matter of minutes, I went from eagerly awaiting 
a good weekend with my family to trying to save someone’s life. 

“ My life has not been easy, nor 
more difficult than anyone else’s. ”

  A
  Life

of
Mosaic
by Arianne Pierre
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We were directed to check her airways first. Chi wai tilted the 
woman’s head back and opened her jaw. Her eyes opened but not on 
their own; it was like gravity had a role to play in our terror. Her lifeless 
brown eyes looked into my soul, and that haunted me for years. The 
dispatcher told us to start chest compressions, but we couldn’t. We 
couldn’t move. Thank god breathing was involuntary. 

In the midst of panic, we heard a deep voice yell, “Is everything 
okay up here?” The paramedics had finally arrived at the scene. They 
entered the house and walked upstairs. While leaving to get out of 
their way, I looked one last time at the woman lying on the floor. I 
rushed downstairs towards the light outside. Once outside, I instantly 
collapsed on the sidewalk, breathless. Chi wai was running towards 
the school and Dakota picked me up and we also bolted towards to 
school. We were hysterical, completely and utterly hysterical. In that 
moment, we were broken. The realization that she was dead had hit 
us emotionally. We just cried. That is all we could do. Not your typical 
crying. This sounded different. This sounded broken in every way. The 
vice principal found us lying on the school floor crying together. She 
yelled at us and told us we were being completely unreasonable and 
demanded that we calm down. There was no calming down, especially 
after witnessing such a traumatic event. We tried talking to her, to 
explain what had just happened, but no words came out. 

Dakota’s father, Len, came to the school because he was picking 
up his children. He took one look at us and joined us on the floor. 
He didn’t know what we had just gone through, but he knew it was 
something serious. In that moment, we all just needed to cry. I spent 
some time at Dakota’s house after. We cried on the way to her house, 
we cried at her house, and we just couldn’t stop crying. 

It is so weird looking back on it now because I never knew it was 
possible to cry that much. We were all very strong young women, 
so this was completely unlike us. Since it was the Easter weekend, 
I spent almost every second of those four days off crying. The only 
time I wasn’t was when I passed out from exhaustion. That weekend 
I think I mastered the art of crying discreetly in public. There comes 
a certain point when you cry all your tears away, your eyes have a 
bloodshot-puffy-look and they burn from dryness. Yes, it is possible 
to cry all your tears away, but this does not mean the crying ends. 

This experience had such an immense impact on my life but it 
is hard to explain exactly why. The diff iculty of the situation was 
made worse, mainly because we blamed ourselves for her death. 
Why didn’t we get there sooner? Why didn’t we try to resuscitate 
her? Why did we freeze? We thought of everything we could to 
try and save her life. These thoughts rushing through my mind 
made me nauseous. I felt responsible for her death, and it took 
me a very long time to accept that she was dead before we even 
got involved. There was absolutely nothing we could have done to 
prevent it from happening. This event soon became a forbidden 
subject. It was as if it had magical powers over me. Thinking 
about it brought instant sadness and tears. There were so many 
regrets I had, such as not knowing her name, what happened, or 
what relations she had with the old woman. A couple days after, 
we bought the woman flowers and wrote a card in Portuguese, 
expressing our sorrow. 

As treacherous as this experience was, I will never regret 
going through it. It made me that much stronger, and helped me 
to understand myself better. The girl from our school was clearly 
incapable of dealing with the situation with the woman on her 
own. In a weird way, I’m glad we were there: we saved that girl 
from going through what we had gone through. Thankfully, we 
had each other and our families to lean on. Even though we are 
not friends anymore, it will be an experience that holds a certain 
bond between us. We can’t live in the past, or in regret. We have 
to acknowledge the fact that it helped shape us into the people 
we are today. Both good and the bad experiences play a major 
part in who we become. And for this, I will never regret f inding the 
lady. It has given me the ability to handle dif f icult situations better 
the average person. 

YOU REALLY THINK you can trust the people in your life who have 
been there the longest, huh? Or even your closest family mem-

bers? That’s what I thought - a starry-eyed child, hopeful for what the 
future would bring. 

How ignorant was I?
There’s one thing I have to give my life credit for, though: it didn’t 

throw in the deep end right away. Instead, it slowly adjusted me to 
how life really was; how it was going to be from then on.

I try to stay optimistic about life, but that gets hard sometimes, 
especially when things seem to be going well but turns out to be 
one big slap in the face. That hurts so much more because you were 
hopeful for something good.

Grade two was when I first started to think not everyone is worthy 
of your trust. It was the first time I was truly broken by someone I got 
attached to.

Like many kids during that time, I had my group of friends that I 
was with at all times, the group I would always gravitate towards. It 
wasn’t the largest group of people, but we all had each other’s’ backs 
when push came to shove.

One day, that all came to a crashing down. A new guy came to 
school and he was great. He laughed at everything everyone said 
and, in turn, he made us laugh. He was just a nice add-on to our 
small group. He was trustworthy, funny, and a little awkward (but who 
wasn’t at that age?).

All I remember now was coming to school one day and having no 
friends to look forward to and never feeling really good anywhere I 
went. It turned out that the new guy wasn’t so friendly after all. For no 
reason I can think of other than it gave him pleasure, he went around 
and spread rumours about me to everyone willing to listen (which is 
a lot in the second grade).

While it wasn’t enough to ruin every next encounter with a new 
person afterwards, it did make me think and realize that not every-
one had pure intentions.

The next time I would question my trust in people was in grade 6. 
I always went to my grandfather’s house during breaks from school, 
including weekends, so naturally I had a lot of friends in the area — 
friends I’d known since I was as young as five or six years old.

One March Break I was visiting my grandfather and, by extension, 
my friends that were there.

Everything was as it always was, until their cousin came down for 
the week just to see them. We were all around ten years old at the 
time, and their cousin was roughly thirteen.

We were all hanging out as usual, in the little fort we made in the 
woods nearby, but this time my friend’s cousin was tagging along. 

Just like that, my whole life changed. To this day I still don’t know 
why, or even if there ever was a reason. But my two closest friends 
and their cousin decided that the next few games they played would 
be ones that took a massive toll on me both physically and mentally. 
Games like, “How many punches does it take to break one of his 
ribs?” Or, “How hard do I need to kick him to make him wheeze?”

As it turned out, not that many, because they were finished with 
me within the hour. They grabbed their things and left, leaving me 
there to wonder Why me? Why the people I trusted so much? 

It was at that moment that I realized there was only one person I 
could trust in life: myself.  

A Hard
Lesson

to Learn
by Josh Payne
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Finding 
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by Haben Mehreteab
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Finding 
My Voice

W
HEN I WAS A CHILD, I used to believe adults 
were the people you relied on when you were 
afraid, the people who were always there to 
support, help and protect you whenever you 
needed it. I believed they were our heroes: 
people to admire and take inspiration from. I 

thought this until that one day.
I remember that day as a movie you keep watching over and 

over again. All the details are still imprinted on my mind. My mom 
walked into my room, where I was serenely playing with my dolls. 
“Habi, your sister is really sick. I will bring her to Sudan, where 
she will receive better medications,” she said. 

Suddenly the day felt colder than it was, and the clouds in the 
sky seemed to cover the sun. I kept staring out the window, trying 
to avoid thinking about the inevitable. Soon my mom and my 
sister would be gone. I tried to hold back my tears, but eventually 
one fell. Or maybe 
two, or three. My 
mom kissed me. She 
said, “You’re a good 
girl, I know, but listen 
to Yordanos until 
I come back.” And 
then she lef t. With 
her the image I had of 
adults lef t as well.

It all started the 
day af ter my family 
lef t and Yordanos had to take me to dance classes. Before 
leaving the house, I saw her wearing my mom’s sweater. “She’s 
probably cold and she doesn’t have a proper sweater,” I thought. 
Then I saw her putting on my mom’s nail polish and my mom’s 
make-up and her expensive Dior J’adore. This happened for four 
months until my mom and my sister came back home. I knew 
all of this was so wrong. The thought that my mom wasn’t there 
to stop all of this frightened me. I knew I was the only one who 
could stop her. But how? I was only a good 6-year-old girl, and 
good girls never disrespected adults telling them what they have 
to do, or what they don’t have to do. At least that’s what my 
society believed and what my culture is based on: respect for 
others, especially adults. However, every time I saw her touching 
my mom’s stuf f and using it, the only thing that I felt was anger. 
Anger because I couldn’t say anything to her. Anger because I 
had to respect her even though she was disrespecting my mom. 
Anger because she was the adult and I was the child and I had no 
power over her. It was clear that she was trying to be my mom, 
and the only thing I felt was rage.

Every day was the same. I had to live with someone that I 
hated, but I still had to listen to her because she was the adult. 
My friends and I all knew that if we listened to our parents and 
respected them, everything would work out well. That’s what I 
was doing during my family’s absence: listening to her and doing 
whatever she told me to do. 

It was shocking for me to realize that you can get into trouble 
even though you do everything they tell you to do. It was a sunny 
morning when I was having breakfast. I felt relieved when I saw 
my breakfast on my table but not her. I was happy not to have 
breakfast with her. The only thing I wanted at that moment was to 
be lef t alone, to be lef t in peace. And she granted me peace by 
not being there with me. However, the peace let me think about 
the reality I was living in and brought all of those awful thoughts 
to my mind: my sister getting sick, my sister almost dying, and 
my mom’s goodbye. Suddenly I felt the world rotate around me 
and the bread and jam I was eating slowly started coming up 
from my stomach.

“Yordanos, I need to vomit! Can I go to the washroom?” I 
hollered.

“If you leave the table before you f inish your breakfast, you’ll 
see what I’m going to do to you! ”

I tried to f inish my breakfast, but forcing myself only made 
me feel sicker, and I vomited. I remained in my chair because 
she didn’t want me to leave the table without permission. I did 
what she wanted me to do. However, when she came and saw 
the mess I made, she started slapping me. I was scared. I was 
unable to move, like when a rabbit sees its predator and tries 
to camouflage. Then my brain started telling me “Run! Run! She 
will hurt you more! ” And so I did. She ran af ter me and hit me 
even more f iercely until my nose was completely covered in 
blood. Then she stopped. I was lying on the f loor in one corner 
of the house. The blood kept spurting from my nose. I felt the 
world spinning even faster; my eyes were heavy. I felt my breath 
becoming heavier, too. Then my eyes closed. I was exhausted.

I used to believe that the only time I would have a respite 
from her abuse was 
while I was sleeping. 
I realized I was totally 
wrong when I started 
urinating in my bed 
and she started 
punishing me for 
that. She f irst hit me, 
then locked me in the 
storage room of the 
house. I could only 
see darkness and 

hear the mice squeaking and moving around me. I was terrif ied, 
and my heart was beating so fast. I was afraid I would die. I was 
unable to react, unable to speak. The scream remained trapped 
in my throat, again.

In our religion class, we were taught about the af ter-life. We 
learned about paradise and hell. Hell was a place where damned 
souls would feel eternal pain. Even though I was still on planet 
Earth, that’s what I was feeling: eternal pain. A pain that I couldn’t 
express due to the fear that something worse would happen 
to me. A pain that led me to think I was a child with a lot of 
f laws. A pain that sometimes led me to think I deserved what 
was happening. A pain that brought me to silence. A silence that 
lasted four months, until my mom and my sister came back. 

It was a beautiful sunny day. We were having breakfast all 
together when my mom asked me, “Why are you so quiet, Habi? ” 
I didn’t reply My mom was an adult too. I didn’t trust her either. 
So, I did something that no one expected from a good lit tle girl: 
I took the scissors and cut my hair in front of my mom, my sister 
and Yordanos. If my mom hit me as well for doing something 
wrong, I would think all adults were the same. I tested her to 
see her reaction. She came to me and instead of hitting me, she 
hugged me and she whispered, “Habi, what happened? I know 
something happened. Please tell me. I promise you I’ll help you. 
Trust me. You can talk to me”. She was hugging me so tightly that 
I could feel her tears on my forehead. I felt a sense of security 
and protection for the f irst time in a long time. She f illed my 
heart with happiness and fed my soul with courage. That was 
the moment in which I told her everything. I found the courage 
to speak.

The same day, while I was looking at Yordanos taking her stuf f 
and leaving the house, I realized I wasn’t the same anymore. I 
had discovered that not all adults protect children. Some of 
them even unload their inner turmoil, envy, and frustration on 
the weak and unprotected. I realized that not all adults were 
heroes to follow and admire. They were simply people, who 
sometimes could be good and sometimes could be bad. I 
learned that I could speak out and express my objection to 
injustice because I was a person as well. At the end of the day, 
were all the same: imperfect. 

“ The thought that my mom
wasn’t there to stop

all of this frightened me. ”
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What is love?
To be honest, I 
don’t really believe 

in young love, 
like what Romeo 
believes he’s 
going through 

with Juliet. I think 
Romeo thinks that  

Juliet is hot, so he 
wants to have sex with 

her. Although much time has passed since 
Romeo and Juliet, it is much like the people 
in our school in many ways. We see and are 
in so many relationships nowadays where 
people will make such a small deal about the 
L-word and say they love someone. I believe 
that love is a very complex feeling that our 
not-completely-developed minds might 
not understand as of yet. Someone might 
say they love someone, but might not even 
know what love is. They don’t know love from 
experience, only from TV, movies, and the 
media. To me, there is also a big difference 
between loving someone and being in love 
with someone. For example, you could be in 
a relationship with someone for ten years and 
love them, but not be in love with them. So 
maybe, nowadays you can maybe fall in love 
with someone but not quite love them.

Love to me is an emotional minefield, where 
you take one wrong step and it’s game over. 
When you find true love, though, it’s magic. 
Nothing can compare to the happiness in 
finding that true love. The journey to find that 
true love is a hideous one. Hearts get broken, 
selves get lost, minds gone all because I 
thought I found true love. It will hurt along the 
way, oh it will, but when you do find true love, 
it will set you free. 

What’s your 
dream vacation?

My dream vacation would be choosing 
around twenty places I’d like to go to with 
my closest friends. We would stay at each 
location for around two weeks and then 
travel to the next place. While my friends 
and I are on this very long vacation, I want to 
have an unlimited amount of money to stay at 
the nicest resorts, eat the fanciest food, etc. 
While I’m away on this vacation, I will have a 
personal assistant doing whatever I should be 
doing while I’m gone. 

Was there ever a 
time when a parent 
or adult just didn’t 
understand you? 

Sometimes when I’m frustrated and 
kind of having a hard time with something, 
maybe school work or I’m in a fight with 
a friend, I try to talk to my mom about 
it. Before I’m even done explaining the 
problem she is already telling me stuff 
I already know. For example, my mom 
always tells me when it comes to school 
she wants me to work hard and try my best. 
And I do, but math’s a big problem area for 
me. I pay attention in class, I have a tutor 
twice a week, but it still doesn’t click in my 
mind. My mom automatically assumes I’m 
not applying myself, which isn’t true. It gets 
really frustrating because as soon as I say 
anything along the lines of “I’m not good 
at math” she gives me this whole lecture, 
saying I would be but I don’t apply myself 
since my marks in math aren’t the best.

Would you rather go 
back in time or 
predict the future?

If I were to choose between being able to 
go back in time or be able to predict the future, 
I would like to predict the future. I chose to be 
able to predict the future because if I were able 
to go back in time I would probably mess up 
all of humanity, and I would not be the person 
I am now and I wouldn’t have met the people I 
know now. If I were to predict the future, I would 
be able to tell how a person would die and see 
the next movement of the person that may be 
fighting you. Predicting the future would also 
help all of humanity by accurately predicting 
disasters, wars, and crimes. Also by predicting 
the future, it would help a lot with a lot of jobs. 
For example, if a soldier or a police officer 
were to have this power, they would be able to 
predict their target’s’ next move. 

GradeNine 
Impromptu Journal 

Writings 
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What do you think 
about organized 
religion?

It is a right to be able to express your 
spiritual beliefs and celebrate your religion. 
But over the many, many years, religion has 
taken a new path. People have used, and are 
still using, religion to cover up acts of racism, 
hatred, and genocide. An example of these 
acts is the residential schools in Canada. 
The government of Canada, with the help of 
the church, imprisoned innocent Indigenous 
children so they could eradicate their culture 
and “kill the Indian in the child.” But the church 
didn’t just imprison them: they starved them, 
wouldn’t let them speak their own languages, 
and forced them to become Christian. These 
children just wanted to go home, and many 
died trying to return to their families. The 
church took part in this all in the name of 
God (what a shame). Today, many countries 
face terrorism from ISIS. This group of people 
commit dangerous acts of genocide in order 
to inspire hatred and fear. But now in places 
like the US people who look like they are 
Muslim are disrespected because people 
are wrongfully assuming they are part of 
some terrorist group. An example of this is a 
father and son on a plane who were speaking 
Arabic and were forced to get off the flight. 
ISIS inspired fear, and fear is making people 
around the world think differently, and letting 
their racism show.

What is a course that 
should exist in 
high school?

A course that should exist in high school is 
how to pay bills and buy a house, and other 
important financial things you need to know 
when you’re an adult. It would be nice to learn 
these things when you’re younger so that 
when you’re older, you’re prepared and you 
know what to do. I thought of this because 
I see a lot of posts on Instagram and Twitter 
with people saying how learning bills and 
adult stuff would be more useful than most of 
the stuff we learn in high school. 

I think a new course should be ‘Finances 
and Home Maintenance’. Finances should be 
a real course because we need to educate 
our generation to make smart financial 
decisions so they can benefit their families. 
Canadians are in record levels of debt: for 
every dollar of disposable income, we owe 
$1.67. Another huge example would be the 
exploding housing market in Toronto. If we 
educate people about home buying, we 
could try to balance supply and demand 
levels. I think grade 12’s could have this as an 
option instead of spares. The next part of the 
course would be basic home maintenance 
so we can avoid calling paid professionals 
for some basic tasks. We could teach kids 
how to change a spare tire or deal with a 
clogged drain. Adding on things like knowing 
how to turn off the power or water supply 
can help prevent damage to property and 
could save lives. 

What would you do 
if you had 24 hours 
to live?

If I had 24 hours to live, I’d have fun with 
my friends. We would do everything from 
skydiving to playing video games to traveling 
to foreign countries to explore the land and 
culture. Then at the end, I would get on top 
of the highest mountain possible and sleep. 
Or instead of doing that, I would be tempted 
to kill myself. Or I’d pretend it was a normal 
day by forgetting about the 24 hours. I would 
rather death come as a surprise. If I were to 
die, I wouldn’t want to spend the day knowing 
it was my last. That would just be too scary… 
but then I would also consider wrestling a 
bear or a crocodile.

What do you know 
about homelessness?

Poverty and homelessness have been 
persisting issues in Canada for decades. 
We have people who are very, very wealthy; 
and if somebody’s on top there has to be 
somebody on the bottom. It’s like the 1% - 
how are we supposed to get rid of poverty 
if there are still people making that much 
money. In Canada, we have a minimum 
wage of about $11 and that’s good for high 
school students just wanting to make a bit 
of money; it’s not a livable wage for adults 
who are working three jobs, all at minimum 
wage, or for the high school students who 
are supporting themselves or their families. 
Our housing market, especially in Toronto, 
is ridiculous. Real estate is becoming more 
and more expensive, meaning more young 
people are leaving the city because they 
can’t afford a house or even an apartment. 
All these factors, along with drugs, abuse, 
and domestic violence, leave people stuck 
on the streets. Homelessness can come from 
financial issues or personal problems (or 
even a mix of both). It also can’t be ignored 
that race, ethnicity, cultural background, and 
sexual orientation can impact housing. 
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Grey Skies
By Jason   

Black is the colour of his soul. 
The sky is dark, and it’s below zero.  
The clouds are misty and cold breezes are blowing. 
His face is smiling upside down.

He’s an introvert with many problems  
He refuses to discuss. 
His tears are as salty as sardines;  
They pour down his face like a waterfall. 
His emotions are deep, like his thoughts. 
They are muddied by winds of negativity.

He is haunted by his past, chased by his steps. 
He tries not to be consumed, but today

The skies are grey, 
The skies are grey.

He’s an empty box, his heart is a hollow hole. 
He’s a turtle hiding in its shell. 
He’s afraid to approach others because he lacks boldness. 
He chases dreams that will never satisfy him.

He’s confused about his identity, but he's still searching;  
He knows there is treasure within him, 
And that skies are not always grey,  
But are often bright with the sun; 
That even when there are endless rains,  
There comes a rainbow afterwards, 
Spreading hope like the wings of a dove.

The Sleeper
By Beatrice Pertrusse

There is a sleeper in the valley 
he reaches through ocean and earth

he dreams eternally of forgotten violence, 
of tears in his flesh marking the earth 
in every road and fissure

of his loss marking every drop of clean rain 
falling from the heavens to meet him again 
in tiny globes of purity 
falling as empty stars

reminding him 
of home

A Queen of Her Own
By Sauda Keita

Her skin shines as bright  
As a black jewel;  
Her hijab flies generously through the wind.  
Whenever she takes a step, light emanates.  
Out of humility,  
She walks with her head down.  
Whenever she speaks,  
She does so with dignity.  
She is a queen - 
A queen of her own.  
She doesn’t need a guard  
Or fancy cars and castles,  
Nor a prince named Charles. 
Her guard is God, 
Shielding her wherever she goes. 
She stands among the weak and the poor.  
We, the vulnerable, look at her as a queen,  
Protecting and caring for our homes. 
The other queens all laugh at her,  
Trying to make her feel low:  
“What an odd queen  
Ministering to her people,  
Getting her hands dirty  
Wherever she goes. 
She is not a queen.”  
But she still serves and ignores their words.  
This life is not her royal home.  
She will be this way until she dies  
And goes to heaven, to meet her Lord.  
Her service will be her sweet reward.
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12:45 a.m., March 16th
by Beatrice Perusse

A drunken man sings hymns under an old clock tower 
That tells nothing of the absent light. 
Broken hands are overshadowed by stone gargoyles and angels. 
He shivers through a thin cotton shirt, ragged suit and tie.  
He is always shivering, it seems, a kind of sedentary freeze  
Reserved for harsh Canadian nights and the bones of sad men  
With booze on their breath.  
He smells like whiskey and a fractured city’s night,  
And the darkness around him seems to glow.  
Outside the funeral parlour there is a woman in 
Thick eyelashes and thin tights,  
Chain smoking from a pack with no brand. 
Maybe it’s the whiskey, or the memory of lovers he never knew, 
But the man calls out: 
“Hey sweetheart, what’s a guy got to do?” 
She waves lacquered fingers in greeting, 
And he thinks that’s just as well. 
He pours his last dollar down his throat, 
And he hopes that she finds someone better.

Step into My Shoes
By Lillia Shields

I am from crucifixes 
from the kitchen radio and band aids  
I’m from the stone fireplace 
the small house in a village of cherry trees 
I'm from my grandma’s front garden 

I am from Saturday lunches and Sunday masses 
From caldo verde, fado,  and 'respect for all'

I am from “You never know until you try” and “Bem feito” 
from O Lua and Serra Mannel  
from daily walks along lonely dirt paths  
from Toronto and Monteperobolso 
pork chops and chicken 
from the adventures to Canada 
and my uncle’s army stories

In the back of my mind  
I keep a chest full of memories 
and golden stories 
to remind me where I’m from

A Little House In Wintertime
by Annaliese Jewell

You’re the words caught in my mouth 
I want to throw up, but I can’t get enough. 
It’s been days, and all these sleepless hours 
Have left me with bags under my eyes. 
I can’t see any more. 
You left, and now I’m screaming. 
I never thought you would deceive me: 
You locked the door and broke the key. 
I don’t know how I’m supposed to be 
anyone anymore

Ivy grows across my tongue  
and down my throat. 
I stand and shake in the snow. 
I’ve got bricks for skin, and in my lungs there’s mould. 
I’m not quite abandoned, but I’m so alone.

Young love: it’s good, it’s pure, it’s gold -- 
the innocence of a hand to hold, 
till it wraps itself around your neck  
and squeezes till you cough out  
the words caught in your throat:  
“I loved you so much, once. ”
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I look in the mirror 
And wonder who I am. 
Westerners see me as “African”; 
Gambians back home don’t see me that way: 
You see, I am alienated from my own people 
Because I live in Canada. 
They look at me with a mixture of envy and desire   
Because I have the best of both worlds -  
A Gambian living in a white world.

Since I was born here, 
I know little about my background,  
Though I’ve heard many misconceptions  
About the land of my people: 
How there is only squalor and sickness,  
Where only black people live, 
Where there are no proper homes, 
And people live in huts and sleep in broken rooms 
Full of make-shift beds.

I went to Gambia recently: 
“The Smiling Coast of Africa.”  
When the plane landed in Banjul,  
My heart was racing. 
“Daddy, where are the wild animals?  
Doesn’t Gambia have wild animals everywhere?

The people there are respectful, caring, and kind. 
There are schools for boys and girls. 
There are real cookies, hot dogs,  
And birthday cakes, 
And the most beautiful homes to live in.

At home, I eat Gambian food,  
And sometimes I prefer my hands 
Instead of a spoon, like they do back home;  
I wear traditional clothing on special occasions,  
I wash my clothes by hand 
Instead of using the shaking machine.

I even speak a little bit of the language.

I don’t know where home really is;  
It is hard to fit in here, and just as hard to fit in there. 
Canadians see me as African because of my dark skin; 
And in Gambia, I am an outsider too.  
I want to feel accepted, to belong somewhere.  
Both cultures deny me; I don’t know where to go. 
I am at the borderline of two worlds.

I look at myself in the mirror and ask,  
Who am I? 
Where do I belong?

Who Am I? 
By Sauda Keita
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The sun rises 
At the sound of the rooster 
And the noise of walking feet. 
It’s morning here. 
“Good morning, Papa.  Good morning, Mama.” 
We sit around the kitchen table for breakfast,  
But time does not permit lolling, 
So I jump up and run from the house. 

The sound of her sweet voice is still in my ears. 
Ginga tenha um bom dia an escola. 
“Goodbye, Ginga.  Have a good day at school.”  
I go to school, not only to gather facts,  
But to learn and build capacity  
For a better future, a better Africa.

Africa! Africa! Africa! 
A continent, not a country: 
A continent of fifty-four countries  
With different languages, customs, tribes,  
And remarkable histories --   
Histories made by ancestors,  
When they fought the colonialists  
To gain freedom from oppression, 
Freedom for themselves and for the ones to come.

The sun shines bright in the middle of the sky. 
It warms the sand and melts the ice cream  
That drips like the sweat on hard working faces.   
It is noon here. 

We sit under a tree in a circle  
And sing the age-old songs 
And talk about our dreams 
And what we want to become in the future:

‘I want to be a pilot so I can touch the sky.’ 
‘I want to be a businessman so I can manage 
my family’s land.’ 
‘I want to be President, like 
Agostinho Neto and Nelson Mandela,  
So I can impact people’s lives,  

Open minds to a broader world, 
Where other races are seen without suspicion,  
As friends, brothers, sisters.  Not enemies.’

The school bell rings not too far from us, 
So we run to be on time for class. 

We stand in unison and greet our teacher,  
Standing to show respect. 

School is over when the bell chimes again. 

The sun is setting upon another day. 
When I return from school, there is a smile on my face.  
I’m anticipating Mama’s food. 
There’s nothing better than Mama’s food, 
Its aroma reaches me from miles away.

The sun disappears and the moon lightens the night. 
The stars shine brightly. 
As we sit around the table at dinner time, in candlelight,  
We talk about our day.  
Grandmother shares her folklore,  
Rich stories of the past. 

The candle light dims and fades,  
Its shadow disappears. 
It’s night time in Africa.

Africa! A continent full of hope, 
Renewed like the sun  
When it returns the next morning.

Africa 
Through 
My Eyes

by Francidade Cidade



POETRY THEFORGE 

53|

The Girl I Knew 
by Khalid

The girl I loved 
Had the same things in common. 
We were two doves in tall trees, 
Side by side, 
Always sticking together. 
Even in hard times, 
We managed to get away.

But things changed. 
She backstabbed me. 
The pain was unbearable. 
I felt the sword pierce my heart. 
My last words were 
Why, 
Why, 
Why? 
Before I fainted.

I woke up in the middle of a street, 
A pack of wolves chasing me. 
I couldn’t run away 
Because the sword in my heart 
Had drained my energy.

I was torn apart 
Like shredded paper.

I joined the wolves.  
Every day, every night, 
We would hunt for victims.

Then things changed, 
And the pack fell apart. 
But I survived. I put on a smile 
And moved on.

This will hurt you.

True North
by Beatrice Perusse

Spell my name with letters long dead, 
Use the runes of my people,  
Buried below the frozen earth.  
I have scratched my way to the surface; 
Like an autumn crop, I rise from the tundra 
When you least expect it. 
It is difficult to explain 
How the bitter winds 
So tenderly remind me of home.

Red
By Lillia Shields

This evening’s sunset 
Is the same red  
As on the Canadian and Portuguese flags.

My grandfather sits in front of the TV, 
The Benfica game blaring from the speakers, 
A glass of red wine in front of him. 
The drink stains his lips and cheeks.

My grandmother sits outside, 
Surrounded by flowers and birds.  
Her heart is calm.

I sit in front of the fire. 
The soothing smell and heat warm my blood. 
The flames dance amid the logs -   
Tamer than years ago, 
During the war,  
When fire spat and devoured, 
When blood spilt like fruit punch.

The skies are now the same red,  
But calm and beautiful.
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RED
A dark summer night loomed over my home. 
Tints of purple and pink lined the clouds. 
My mother, tip-toeing like a naive rabbit, leapt onto my bed. 
Bursts of laughter filled the small room like music. 
Her fingers tickled my skin like feathers. 
Her hands danced along my arms,  
Then rested on my cheeks,  
Cupping them gently. 
She kissed me tenderly on the forehead, as if planting a seed 
That would bring forth good dreams. 
She drifted away from my bed and wished me good night. 
The last thing I saw before surrendering to sleep 
Was her red hair against my face, 
Illuminated by the setting sun, 
A glowing image to lull me to sleep.

ORANGE
A furry flash of grey ran through my legs. 
A second flash chased the first, 
Tumbling like Jack and Jill through the halls -- 
Two race cars evenly matched. 
They bounced off the walls, hissing and growling. 
I yelled their names, and 
They froze and faced me, startled and still. 
Their orange eyes narrowed at my rude outburst 
Before my cats resumed their noisy play.

YELLOW
Tiny bumps and crevasses were stretched over its skin. 
The sour smell raised the hairs on my arms. 
My mouth was dry, like an Australian desert. 
I groped for a glass that was just out of reach, on the top shelf. 
I knew that what would come next  
Would be worth my effort. 
I cut into its tough skin as spurts of juice sprayed my hands. 
I squeezed its contents clumsily into my glass and 
Sheepishly took a sip. 
The bitterness lingered on my tongue. 
The lemon rind remained on the table 
Till my mother reminded me to clean it up.

GREEN
Leaves shifted softly in the breeze. 
My bare feet brushed against the grass 
I dreamt I was a bird,  
Running through the field. 
I dreamt I was a fox,  
Hiding in the bush. 
I dreamt I was on a cloud. 
Tired, I headed back home. 
My mother, smiling, greeted me  
With warm green eyes  
And woke me from my slumber. 

PURPLE
Small, slippery grapes rolled across the floor. 
My mother scorned my clumsiness. 
I was determined. 
I sought every one, on the hunt for justice. 
One under a chair. 
Two under the counter. 
Eight under the table. 
The rest appeared on the table,  
My mother smirking proudly at her finds. 
But there was one more, 
Under the fridge. 
My mother rolled her eyes.  
I grabbed a spatula and scooped up the small, 
Purple sphere from under the tight crevice. 
Victory was mine.

The Colours of My Life
By Margo Macfarlane
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Just Breathe
By DeAndra Edmanson

Life is filled with adventures. 
Hard trials will come along. 
Nevertheless, don’t give up. 
Always remember, just breathe.

When you feel you’re giving up, 
Hold on tighter. 
When you feel you’re slipping away, 
Grab hold of your strength.

Never lose faith in your dreams, 
For you are bound to be somebody great. 
Your path may get crossed, 
You may lose sight of the light, or  
Begin to suffocate on what you think is failure. 
Just breathe.

You have the choice to continue your journey. 
The road keeps going. 
Times will get rough, 
And a storm may brew over your head, 
Making you wish you were dead. 
Just breathe.

Take a deep breath. 
Know that your journey never ends. 
There will be plenty of laughs and tears, 
Plenty of scars and pain. 
When your dreams come to pass, 
You’ll see: all this adventure wasn’t in vain. 
Never give up when you feel you need to. 
Always remember…just…BREATHE.

Where I am From
by Orion Benoit 

I am from PlayStation, argan oil and ginger ale. 
I am from aloe and bright green grass.  
I am from Christmas dinner and loud relatives.  
I am from my attic, deep in dust and cobwebs.

I am from barbeques and watching movies, 
From the dog that sleeps in my backyard, 
From 'shh!' and 'sticks and stones' 
And the silver crucifix on a mantle 

I’m from Trinidad,  
Chicken wings and oxtail and rice. 
I’m from an older brother who studied in California  
And a dad that moved here at sixteen, alone. 

This is where I’m from.

Walking
by Beatrice Perusse

After piercing my ear, I walked 
Through fields of wild hipsters,  
Bearded and organic and so sure of the future. 
I danced on tip toes through markets in Chinatown,  
Weaving through shoppers from every part of the world, 
Haggling in broken English that said more than I could 
About the price of cabbage.

I walked cautiously past the building of students  
Trying to change the world with posters that say 
DECOLONIZE NOW! 
As though that is going to regrow the villages  
That burned to the ground.

I strolled through business districts 
Where men in three-piece suits  
Discussed just what it is the world is coming to. 
I wove through a maze of people on 
A crowded subway platform,  
All waiting for something that might arrive  
For some of them.

Someone fell in love today 
And someone died; 
And maybe they were the same person,  
Or just existed at the exact same time. 
Say what you want about the world,  
But that’s got to mean something, 
Doesn’t it?
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I have a confession to make:  
You, my melanin, were never my friend.   
I was never taught to love you,   
I was taught to hate you,  
I was taught to reject you.  
You, the black community, called me names.   
You always had something to say.  
I guess you thought I was too black.   
Your words affected me, 
Made me feel less of a person,  
Unwanted.  
You treated me differently  
Because my melanin didn’t fit your idea of beauty.   
I wonder if I would be wanted by all shades of men 
If I was on Team Light-Skinned.   
My skin would be so exotic   
Beautiful,  
Magnificent.  
I would receive special treatments by others.  
I would be described with the most beautiful of names:   
The lighter,  
The better. 
But sadly I am described as the dark one,   
Viewed as ugly, 
Monstrous , 
Disgusting.  
I am left carrying this shameful burden.   
Why can’t my dark complexion fade away?   
What good have you caused?   
You only left emotional scars,    
Slowly eating away at my being.   
Pain after pain, I think I am going insane.    
Get this melanin off my skin!   
Is it worth it, worth it to bleach it?    
I am sick and tired of proving you wrong.   
I am neither stupid,  
Nor ugly,   
Nor boring.  
Please stop labeling my melanin. 

This self-hate is my mass destruction,   
Causing me to have this psychological problem.   
I just don’t know what to do   
Since my own community rejects me.     
I am shattered by my own people;    
They’re my number one enemies.   
I have nowhere to go,  
No place to call home.    
I am broken by the walls   
My people have built  
To separate different shades.      
I am in a tunnel of despair,    
Struggling to escape    
The only way is dropping chemical substance  
Onto my dark chocolate face.  
My melanin screams painfully:   
Please accept me, 
Please love me, 
Please don’t neglect me.   
No!  
I will make you suffer.   
This is payback time.   
You left me with years of agony   
Was I born through the wrong door?  
Why is it that no matter how many times I try to blend in  
Life just throws me away?  
I did not choose the colour of my skin.   
It is not a fault or flaw.   
God created me this way, without mistakes,  
So why don’t you accept me for who I am?  
I breathe the same air as you do,   
I feel the same feelings of discrimination,   
Yet you don’t categorize me as the same.   
These walls of separation  
Will never cause any change.   
How can we unite when most are broken? 
How can we unite when most need healing? 
But again, what do I know? I am only a girl   
Who is too dark to be heard. 

My Darker Skin
by Sauda Keita
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Locker Room
By Annaliese Jewell

The chlorine curls my hair 
And my toes 
I can’t stand it anymore 
Lost and calling 
No one hears my screams 
When water is filling my lungs  
Stinging my eyes 
Burning my throat

The Minotaur
by Beatrice Perusse

We readied ourselves for the labyrinth 
In flashes of iron, power, and fight.  
We readied ourselves for the labyrinth, 
Unaware of what was to come.

They sent us along with the call of the trumpets - 
With singers, dancers, and doves. 
We readied ourselves for the labyrinth 
And told ourselves we were strong.

We fought our way through the stone columns, 
The dark maze and walls soaked in generations of silence 
That came with the dead.

Awaiting the beast of the labyrinth, 
We held each through the ghosts of night. 
We had readied ourselves for the labyrinth, 
But what we readied for was not what we found.

It was only after we had slain him 
That we realized the Minotaur 
Had only ever tried 
To lead us out.

Where I’m From
by Raisa Choudhury

I’m from chai mehndi and churis, 
biryani and falafel,  
spices and hummus  
and war-ridden soils.

I'm from lily pads  
blooming in rivers; 
from saris, rice ceremonies,  
and a festive gathering 
to mark a child’s first step. 

I'm from Yemeni and Indian, 
Umia and Samur, 
and from those happy songs,   
'Baba Fein' and 'Nari Nari.'

I'm from thundering laughter, 
and filling the bellies of guests  
with enough food for a week.

I’m from resilience,  
from helping others;  
from “don’t waste food” 
and from standing up 
for what you believe in. 

What I am From
by Jesse Alcaidinho

I am from the sign of the cross 
From white tablecloths and stacks of books to read 
I am from plastic-covered carpets in the entranceway 
And the smell of lemon lingering on clean floors

I am from campfires and presents on Christmas morning 
From parents, and a sister, and more cousins than I can count 
I am from putting others before myself 
From arguments and excessive noise  
From voices that are naturally loud

I am from old Portuguese sayings that are lost in translation 
From Portuguese songs I don’t fully understand  
But that move me nonetheless. 

I’m from family dinners most days of the week,  
From Toronto and Sao Miguel; 
From seafood and chicken, cooked in countless ways, 
And from "work for what you want."

I am from spontaneous dancing 
And the courage to start a new life.
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Unit 32
by Sheriah Drummond

I am from incense and air fresheners  
Bibles and hair gel, 
The vines outside my window,  
Feng Shui  and red roses. 

I am from family get-togethers,  
Summer trips to Niagara Falls,   
From my brothers, Samuel and Solomon,  
And a nail-biting aunt who chews on ice.

I’m from performers and athletes,   
From dancehall and reggae,  
From "Stop sucking your fingers!"  
and "Always tell the truth!"

I’m from rice, peas, and macaroni salad,  
From honey garlic wings and Shake ‘n’ Bake,  
From Scarborough and Jamaica  
And from stories of my mischievous uncle. 

In the living room cabinet,  
There are photos of my family,  
And friends that are family,  
To remind me where I’m from.

A Slutty Little Ballad
By Tess McKenzie

Growing up as a girl, 
I was sheltered from 
The dangers of the world 
And the dangers yet to come.

I was taught how to dress. 
I learned how to look, 
How to speak, how to act, 
And this is what took

Away my innocence. 
My body became a sin 
To be hidden and locked away, 
And never to let others in.

My creativity and expression suffered, 
The colours of my childhood bleached. 
My clothing became thicker, longer, 
As closer to adulthood my body reached.

School enforced rules on clothing, 
Telling me where I can show skin.

We are “distracting” to men. 
Now I let that sink in.

Why do we teach girls not to tempt? 
We should teach boys to resist, 
Because 'no' always means 'no' 
And no one should persist.

So we are at fault, 
For men who can’t control. 
We “tempted” them with bodies, 
So blame us as a whole.

Oppression from people who love us? 
Shamed and labeled ‘slut’ to protect us? 
Those people don’t even know us. 
These are our bodies; they can’t control us.

Hooker, harlot, hussy, whore, 
Skank, slut, bitch, tramp - 
These are names I do not deserve. 
Don’t judge me, I won’t wear that stamp.
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Smile
A man approached me today 
said I was beautiful

if only, he said,  
I would smile

he asked me to 
he told him to

why did I  
smile?

teeth are aggression 
hunger 
pain

my teeth are not pearly 
they don’t shine

a mouth is always 
eating 
swallowing 
spitting

my mouth is not small  
or quiet 
or pleasant

so why a smile?  
I hate that word 
I hate my smile-

that one bottom left tooth 
my snaggle tooth 
it’s mine and I’ll share it  
with those who  
deserve 
to see it

not those who tell me  
I’m beautiful 
if only I would smile

I am not a statistic  
you can’t classify me  
so you can feel better 
like everything you do 
everyone you broke  
was predicted by numbers

my skin doesn’t say  
anything  
about my brain

my hair doesn’t tell you 
what I’m thinking

my age doesn’t describe 
exactly who I am  
or how I’ll be

I am not a trend 
a fashion statement 
beautiful, but only for  
a season.

my body  
is not  
your  
accessory

my breasts don’t dance 
and neither  
does my ass

my curves aren’t  
attractive 
just because  
they’re in style

I am sexual, but not 
an object 
that can be used to  
please 

the culture 
the fashion 
the masses

I’m thinking, not always, 
but mostly 
allow me to be stupid 
to like stupid things 
but don’t remind me of it 
trust me 
I know 
I’m shattered

and pieces of me  
the ones you broke 
cut at my feet 
but at least  
I bleed

I am human 
broken 
poorly designed 
like you 
like her 
him 
them  
 us 
you

"%" PERCENTAGE

Poems by Tess McKenzie
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Lemonade
Women 
are like  
lemons;

we add sugar 
to our liking

While men 
are like peaches;

we eat them  
hair 
and all. 

Basement 
Bathroom Stalls
They painted the bathroom stalls 
yesterday, 
covering all the insults, 
phone numbers, 
doodles, 
cries for help.

But this paint is cheap;  
you can still see where it all was - 
still is - 
underneath.

It wasn’t erased, 
or removed, 
just covered in green white-out.

Nobody takes the bathroom stalls 
seriously; 
that “good time” number - 
a silly prank;  
that written slander - 
a jealous friend; 
that suicidal note - 
a sick joke

or

Maybe somebody is being harassed; 
someone else is out of options, 
and another needs help.

And all you did – all we did -- 

was paint over it.

Scar
There’s a little scar on my chin, 
Just to the right, 
But I have no idea where it came from.

Reason tells me it bled, 
Experience tells me it hurt, 
But it was the girl in front of me  
Who told me it was there.

Am I Pretty Yet?
5:30am 
Staring in the mirror 
Painting my face 
Until I’m not there.

Am I pretty yet?

Begging for clothes 
That don’t fit 
Pinching at fat 
That’s not there

Am I pretty yet?

I don’t see me 
In magazines 
In photos 
In mirrors

Their bodies 
Their hair 
Their skin 
Not mine

Why not mine?

Racing to follow trends 
Grasping 
But its just 
Out of my reach

Losing sleep 
Starving 
Not just for food 
But approval

Waking up 5:30am 
In the mirror 
Hollow eyes, cheeks, stomach, 
Heart

Am I pretty yet?

Armed
There are fields of hairs on my arms, 
Crops of black 
In weaving rows.

The strands grow in all directions 
So full, so strong.

Sometimes I’ll smooth them out,  
And they’ll trail towards my fingers; 
And other times  
I leave them be.
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Do you want to be good? 
Do you love God? 
Do you want to go to heaven?  
Do you know how you could? 
Wear the hijab and cover up. 
Do you want to be like mommy, your aunts, and sister, 
To grow up and have kids and a mister?

But if not, you’re hell-bound: 
We all pay for our sins once we are in the ground.

So, if I wear it, am I off from prayers? 
Do I just brush them off 
Because this cloth  
Protects my sin? 
And like mommy, I just let them go to the wind? 
And like daddy, I don’t care about them at all -  
Just pray during Ramadan and Eid in the fall.

Cover yourself so boys don’t see. 
You hair’s only to be seen by you and me. 
You’re to be modest and quiet - 
Don’t let them tell you different; don’t buy it.  

But for mom, she can wear it when she wants 
And at weddings and parties, her hair she flaunts.  
If it’s a choice for her, then why can’t I?  
I want to choose for myself. 
I don’t want to be like you or your wife,  
Like a superhero living a double life. 

Hijab by day, hair by night 
I want to carve my own path. 

Modesty is to be determined by me, not you. 
I am perfectly capable to make the decision without you.  
You’re just scared I might grow up too fast. 
This is your way to keep me here. 
So fixed on being a good Muslim when you don’t even fast. 
So fast to assume I’m disobeying, 
So quick to assume that my morals are fading. 
You’re crazy, how could you not trust?

You lie and say it’s for God. 
You lie and say you’re a good Muslim. 
You lie while you fight wars abroad.

It’s your image you care about, right? 
So men and women don’t judge you, right? 
Because you see only flaws and not beauty, right? 
So you force it on me, right? 
Like your parents forced it on you, 
With all that ignorant knowledge to kawal you. 
You were tricked and now you trick.

I stand here as modest as could be, 
I stand here as faithful as I could be, 
But you stand there and judge me 
Because of this cloth, this cloth 
Made from child labour and sweatshops, 
Is so holy we look past all that, and wrap it on our headtops.

Interesting
by Sherin Abdelkadir
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Strangers Again 
by Jacky Giang 

Doesn’t matter where it goes 
Or how it all ends, 
Being a stranger is where it begins. 
After the first step of meeting, 
You soon become friends, 
And that’s when the fun really begins. 
You gradually get closer 
Until one of you tries to begin    
The next step in the relationship: 
Becoming boyfriend or girlfriend.

From that day on, another step begins, 
Where you both enjoy the honeymoon,  
Until that phase ends.      
The step after is comfortable 
And the fire still remains-         
Just not as vibrant to others, 
As it was in the early days.  

From here it can go two ways: 
One, where the fire is stoked; 
The other where it starts to fade. 
Those moments of joy are then replaced 
By moments of anger in arguments and dismay.

You might try to rekindle the fire 
With whatever hope remains, 
But it might seem pointless,  
When the love starts to fade.

At some point or another,  
One of you makes the move     
To end it, and start afresh with someone new. 

From that point on, you go back to where it began - 
To simply being strangers again.

Insecure
by Jacky Giang

She sits in the cold behind the walls she’s made 
Out of all her insecurities, fears, and pains.  
With her heart made of glass, she sits alone,  
Frozen under layers of snow.  
Her walls are too high to climb,  
And growing thicker from the pain inside.  
All she needs and all she wants can be found outside,   
But she fears to let her walls down to let someone inside,   
So all she does is sit and wait  
For the pain to end and the suffering to dissipate. 
And with one warm touch she feels the change.  
Her walls begin to crumble, and her sadness begins to fade 
With the hope that this feeling won’t be a temporary change 
Because all of her previous scars are unchanged and remain.
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Longing
by Holly Definney

I stare blankly at the nun at the chalkboard 
I listen to the slap of the ruler on my desk 
I am pulled out of my seat and made to stand  
To be punished 
But I’m not there  
I’m back with my parents  
I listen to the wind whistle through thick canvas 
I hear the splashing of salmon swimming up river to spawn 
The scent of sage and sweet grass fills my nose 
The aroma of roasted rabbit and sweet berries lingers in the air 
I see endless trees cocooning me in their beauty 
I feel the moist wind ruffle my long dark hair

The school snaps back into place  
I’m told to read a section of the Holy Bible  
In a language not my own 
I remotely speak the sharp words  
While my heart sings the songs on Mother Earth 
The songs of my father and his father before him   
And so many more I can’t even count

I long to be rid of this place 
The reason I was brought here I do not know 
Why I am forced to speak the Zhaunagush language  
And pray to their god I do not know

I want to return to the boundless blue sky of my home

A Night or Two Ago
by Tess McKenzie 

Mother said it’s time 
Time to drift away 
To dream till the next day

But mother – that’s what i said – this is the best time 
The eyes in the sky are winking 
And the winks are billions of years old

The solemn cars sigh slowly as they approach 
And groan deep as they leave 
They remind me of broken life

Enough child – mother again – the sun is gone 
This cool air means sleep 
It is our signal to rest

But the quiet inspires me – this time me, to myself – 
The inside of my head 
It screams in the soundlessness 
The strings in my fingers 
They pull in the silence

I can’t sleep until the inside me does

Words Aren’t Equivalent
by Tess McKenzie

Mother likes numbers 
The predictability gives her comfort 
There can only be one outcome 
One interpretation 
One answer

The consistency is easy 
Follow the rules 
And the result will be the same 
Numbers are organized and orderly

But people aren’t

I like words 
Whether in this language or the next 
A response can’t be predicted 
And there are infinite interpretations 
Sometimes no answer

The lack of consistency is inspiring 
The breaking of rules 
Results always vary 
They aren’t prearranged

Just like people
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SPOKEN WORD is poetry intended for onstage performance, rather than exclusively designed 
for the page.  While often associated with hip-hop culture, it also has strong ties to storytelling, modern 
poetry, post-modern performance, and monologue theatre, as well as jazz, blues, and folk music.  Due to 
its immediacy and direct rapport with its audience, this type of poetry often contains references to current 
events and issues relevant to a contemporary audience. At its best, spoken word is a powerful, high-ener-
gy form of expression that attracts artists and audiences of all ages from a wide range of disciplines and 
socio-cultural backgrounds. — Urban Dictionary

Trisha Yadu
Trisha Yadu was born in India.  In her spoken word, she speaks from multiple perspectives, ranging from a child’s 
view to a young woman’s, about sexual abuse in a culture where misogynic attitudes and behaviours are normalized.  
She is speaking on behalf of Indian women. 

In the far away land where I come from 
‘Tradition’ is the word we use to describe 
Heated up weather and even hotter minds 
Famous for spices is this land with spicy tongues  
Laxmi is the idol, but not woman

The bigger the idol, the smaller their minds  
India is the country I am talking about  
It is the place where I belong  
Standing here, the tales I convey  
Are motivated by sisterhood, I say

A little kid I was when he took me to the bed  
Did things I never had felt before 
Confused I was, as I was five 
Molestation is a word now I realize 
I was never to speak of him 
Yet he stays in my roots  
My cousin he is; it’s all that I knew 

Never talk about it, I decided  
Unspoken words left buried inside it

Seven I was, in a train 
Feigning sleep, in vein  
He pulled me towards him as if I was his own 
He leaned in and I couldn’t move  
He touched me 
His lips on mine, so horrible they felt  
And then he left, fastening his belt 
During that long night 
I couldn’t put up a fight  
I rubbed my lips so I could forget the sight 
Of the thing that gave him such delight

Eleven I was when it happened  
His hands stroking my thighs, my body trembling  
I decided it was enough 
It would not happen again  
My body is my canvas 
Not to be drawn on by another’s pen 
I told my dad, a nd he beat him up  
A warmth of happiness that I had felt that much

Twenty I am now, with tattoos that hide my sin  
A sin that I never did commit 
Two strokes on a canvas and you call it modern art  
But with my tattooed body, you think I’m being over-smart 
The only tattoo I’m allowed is one of similarity 
Follow tradition and you’ll get to heaven is the strategy 

And once again I’m not free in a free world 
To speak against your will

But isn’t it the same story in every place 
Where women are treated with such disgrace?

Commodity is the label I am stamped with 

My skin colour defines who I am 
My length defines the character I have? 
We talk a lot but nothing happens 
As I cannot see any actions because  
Robots we are with no hearts inside 
Darkness we are with no light coming by
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Don’t tell me who I am and where I belong 
Cause I’m not like an exam; 
I’m not a piece of paper or a simple diagram. 
I’m a person, and this is my story of how it’s all a scam.

People are wrong  
When they tell me where I belong  
And expect me to go along. 
They don’t care what I’ve done to fit in  
And I’m sure that at this, 
I will never win; 
Because all that seems to matter  
Is my birthplace  
Which feels more like a sin.

What they don’t understand is that  
All of that has left me nervous, 
But they don’t even notice 
They probably think it was some kind of social service

But the truth is 
That when I look in the mirror 
What I want to see  
Is the girl I pretend to be –  
The girl who has both. 
Instead, what I see is a girl under oath.

A girl who has to imitate a stereotype  
Because nowadays, you don’t have the right  
To be your own prototype. 
I guess it’s like a sale  
Where they sell you bullshit,  
Like one size fits all,  
When that’s not the truth at all. 
I am someone who is torn apart  
And hoping for a fresh start; 
Someone who is done fixing the cracks  
Left behind by another’s acts. 

Katerina Triantafyllou is Greek.  She was born and raised in Germany and is now living temporarily in Toronto.  In 
Katerina’s spoken word, she uses her own experience to challenge the notions of identity and belonging, particularly 
as they relate to the being a part of a minority group. 

Katerina Triantafyllou
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Now don’t get me wrong; 
Believe me when I say I’m strong. 
But in the end I just can’t play along 
Because they make me feel stupid or naive 
Like a child, 
And they disbelieve  
In what I want to achieve.

They try to label people like they label ricotta cheese. 
I suppose it helps, like it helps with buying groceries -  
You know, to find the best price or deal because, 
God forbid, they’re too good to steal. 
That is unreal, at least it is after you peel 
the skin that seals off what seems to be  
Someone made out of steel.

At least now I know how they feel  
When Joanna and Walter reveal  
What the women of Stanford were trying to conceal  
In order to pretend to be some kind of ideal  
When they can’t even digest oatmeal.

Sadly, these people hold us back from our dream, 
One of them being to redeem our self esteem, 
But they don’t care because they say there’s no “I” in team. 
I guess we’ve come to the extreme,  
Where the bad guys rule supreme.

And what bothers me the most  
Is that when I say I’m Greek, they’re in disbelief;  
Because they think I’m too quiet or because I don’t like feta cheese, 
But that’s not a good reason to become a thief

And rip away my nationality, like a piece of paper from a wall. 
And when they realize they can’t just cover me up with paint 
And make me forget about the pain. 
It’s already too late to get me back to the ideal; 
After all, there’s no cream that will make the wounds heal - 
The wounds that I have because I’m real  
And not made out of steel.

Even though that makes me weak,  
I am proud of being unique. 
I am proud of all the scars that make me look like a freak 
Because it means that I can take your critique  
And prove to you what it means to be Greek.

In the end, however, this is not something everyone will understand 
Because it’s not like they know how it feels firsthand; 
And maybe they’re right after all, 
But that still doesn’t give them the right to tell me  
Who I am and where I belong. 
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The Spring
by Farzam Firoozeh

Spring is when the trees are reborn  
with more beautiful blooms than before.

Spring is when scented flowers 
cover the ground like a beautiful carpet.

Spring is the season for roses, 
eglantine, and yellow primrose.

Spring is when the snow melts 
and the world turns verdure. 
Spring is the most beautiful season.

Guess Who I am
by Shrivatsa Gautam

I am a tree 
Taller than a mountain  
I spread waters like a fountain 
I look like a rook 
But I don’t make noise when I talk

I look forward; I don’t look back 
When I get angry I make walls crack 
My path never betrays me  
I’m hard-working like a honey bee.

Everyone says I am fast 
But actually I am very vast 
Can you guess who I am?

My Wonderful Mother
by Fadila Darewish

I am thankful   
I am a lucky one   
I have a wonderful mother   
Her smile is like sunshine  
Her eyes are shining stars   
Her heart is made of pure gold   
Her hair moves like waves

She is like fresh water 
She is the best book I ever read  
She lights up my darkness 
She  brightens my future 
I am thankful 
I am a lucky one 
I have a wonderful mother

What I Believe
by Mehregan Saffari

I believe in the peacefulness of writing by candlelight, 
in the power of laughing with friends, 
in flying to another world through music, 
and releasing my emotions with dancing.

I believe in the strength of hope, 
in following my dreams,  
and in the power of hate  
when I’m doing  my homework.

I believe in the magic of apple cinnamon tea, double-double,  
in not judging people for their personal choices,  
in doing what makes me happy, 
even if it breaks gender rules.

I believe in not stopping myself because of what people say, 
and in relaxing with music and movies.

I believe my mother is my biggest hero, 
Though I would never leave my diary at home.

True Love
by H. de O.

I’m just a Joe Joe in love with Mary Jane. 
I wonder why people don’t want to see us together. 
I hear her voice calling my name. 
I see her everywhere I go. 
I am in love with Mary Jane but I’m just a Joe Joe.

I pretend I don’t know her in front of others. 
I feel better when I am with her. 
I worry that someone will see us.  
I cry when I want to meet but there’s nowhere to go. 
I am in love with Mary Jane, but I am just a Joe Joe. 

I know that she won’t bring me problems. 
I dream way more when she is on mind. 
I try to live without her but can’t.  
I hope that someday we can be apart – 
That I won’t need her all my life.

I love Mary Jane, but I am just a Joe Joe.
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I Believe
By Billy Zhang

I believe everyone is equal. 
We all need water, food, shelter, and love.

I believe an animal’s eyes can talk. 
We can read their feelings;  
we can read what they are saying.

I believe the earth is round.  
We can go everywhere,  
but we return to the starting point.

I believe tomorrow will be better. 
I will see more beautiful scenery,  
meet more kind people,  
learn more useful knowledge.

I believe that childhood must be happy. 
Children should have friends, toys and memories.

I believe that as long as there is a dream,  
it will be achieved. 
If you work hard and never give up,  
you will be like a flower turned towards the sun.

I believe that the mind can be wider than the sky; 
that a mother’s love is as big as an ocean; 
that a father’s love is as high as a mountain.

The world will be better. 
If we BELIEVE!

This is Who I am
By Nagib Mauad

I am as special as Niagara Falls  
As ambitious as a president 
As loyal as a dog to its owner 
More important than homework

I am as awesome as Kobe 
Amazing like fiction 
As hard to believe as Superman 
I am the light in the dark

I believe I have faith 
That I am stronger than a bear  
Wiser than an owl 
A better leader than a lion

I am a hero who fights for people’s rights 
My soul is bigger than the sun

This is who I am

I am
by Beatrice Medeiros 

I am Beautiful like a rose 
I am Energetic like a battery 
I am Ambitious like my father 
I am Talented like an artist 
I am Radiant like a diamond 
I am Intelligent like a scientist 
I am Creative like a painter 
I am Elegant like a model

I am Magical like Christmas 
I am Extraordinary like the sun 
I am Dangerous like an ocean 
I am Earnest like a teacher 
I am Imaginative like a child. 
I am Realistic like life 
I am Optimistic like doctors 
I am Sarcastic like a satirist

What I Am
by Emily Zhang

I am a bird 
That can fly as high as a mountain. 
I want to swim in the sea 
To see how big the world is. 
I wonder if fish can cry, 
If the moon is alone, 
If the dead are alive in another world, 
If the stars are missing someone.

I am a river 
That can roar as loudly as a storm. 
I want to sing with children, 
To hear their sweet laughter. 
I hope that every prince finds his princess, 
That I will write the most attractive stories, 
That all people and animals have rights,  
That sheep and wolves become good friends,  
And that love will dwell in the hearts of all.
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