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KIM THÚY WAS 10 YEARS OLD when she fled postwar Vietnam with 
her family. They settled in the Montreal area, where she eventually 
studied linguistics and law, worked as a translator and a lawyer, 

opened a restaurant and, finally, started writing. Her 2009 debut novel, Ru, 
went on to win a Governor General’s Award for French-language fiction.

Not all newcomers are awarded prestigious prizes—nor do they need to 
be—but Thúy is proof that refugee programs can benefit us all. Between 1979 
and ’81, more than 50,000 Vietnamese were welcomed to our country. I recall 
the sense of pride Canadians felt at the time, rushing to 
sponsor families because it was the humane thing to do. 

Fast-forward 35 years: more than 4.5 million Syrians have 
been forced from their home country by war. Why was 
there such uproar when Prime Minister Justin Trudeau 
announced Canada would accept 25,000 refugees? 
Have we forgotten how to feel compassion? 

In our cover story this month, Toronto philan-
thropist Leen Al Zaibak discusses her work  
supporting Syrians (“Books Not Bombs,” page 34). 
In addition to her role with Lifeline Syria, a group 
that matches refugees with Ontario sponsors,  
Al Zaibak co-founded Jusoor, a not-for-profit 
dedicated to helping Syrian youth overcome 
the disruptions of war to further their educa-
tion and advance their careers. The idea is as 
simple as it is crucial: these young people are 
the leaders their country will need when the 
guns are silenced and the rebuilding begins. 

Supporting Syria
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Send an email to  
robert@rd.ca
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KATRINA ONSTAD 

(Writer, “Books Not 
Bombs,” page 34) 

Home base:  
Toronto. Previously 

published in The Globe and Mail 
and The New York Times Magazine. 
Like many Canadians, I’ve been  
investing time into welcoming Syrian 
newcomers to Canada. But prior to 
writing this piece, it hadn’t hit me 
that food and shelter are just the be-
ginning. Educating Syrian refu-
gees cannot be deferred, which is 
why the work of Jusoor is so urgent.

CORNELIA LI  

(Illustrator, “Foreign
Exchanges,” page 86) 

Home base:  
Toronto. Previously
published in The New York Times 
and Financial Post Magazine. I 
speak English and Mandarin  
fluently. I plan to travel in the fu-
ture, so perhaps I’ll fall in love with 
yet another language while I’m 
abroad. Storytelling is an import-
ant aspect of my work. For me, the 
goal of illustration is to evoke a 
complete narrative with one image. 

GEOFF HOWE 

(Photographer, “Youth 
on the Rise,” page 12) 

Home base:  
Vancouver. Previ-
ously published in Western Living 
Magazine and Chatelaine. My fa-
vourite people to photograph 
are those who are quietly focused 
on working to make the world a bet-
ter place. They inspire me to do the 
same. This story showed me the 
positive effect that parents, institu-
tions and communities can have  
on at-risk children and youth.

LINE ABRAHAMIAN  

(Writer, “Funny Lady,”
page 16) 

Home base:  
Montreal. Previ-

ously published in ELLE Canada 
and enRoute. I expected Nia Var-
dalos to be like her character in  
My Big Fat Greek Wedding, and she 
was—funny, friendly and unapolo-
getically herself. Going into the  
interview, I was nervous! But as 
Vardalos mentioned during our talk, 
“There’s no funny in cool.” That 
made me feel better. 
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IN THE KNOW
I recently read “Case History” 
(January 2016) while waiting for  
a medical appointment. I was 
amazed at how Dr. Brian Goldman 
correctly and cleverly diagnosed  
a patient with meningitis and  
shingles. The practitioner took  
the time and made the effort to 
arrive at a proper conclusion and, 
in doing so, restored my faith in 
his profession. Thanks, Reader’s 
Digest, for keeping us informed 
about pertinent issues. 
 HELENA HALL SHEWCHUK, Su dbur y,  O nt.
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THOROUGHLY  
MODERN MAILING
I was so happy to read your story 
“How to Keep Connected” (Febru-
ary 2016). The writer’s suggestion 
to send handwritten notes and 
cards to people we want to contact 
was lovely. However, I was disap-
pointed when I read the phrase, 
“Taking a page from the past.”  

Since when is writing letters a thing 
of “the past”?

I have been sending notes to  
pen pals, relatives and friends since 
I was in elementary school. Sure, 
many people have stopped writing, 
but we should be encouraging the 
practice rather than relegating it to 
vintage status. It’s a wonderful way 
to connect. JANET WEES, C a l g a r y

8 | 04 • 2016 | rd.ca
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GETTING RESULTS
In his January 2016 Editor’s Letter, 
Robert Goyette wrote, “Readers are 
overwhelmingly satisfied with the 
stories we provide, especially our 
Drama in Real Life and health fea-
tures.” I have no doubt that this is 
true! Please keep up the good work. 

SAMI TAHIR, C a l g a r y

AN EXERCISE IN CAUTION
I just read “Deep Impact” in your 
February 2016 issue. I’m pleased the 
writer emphasized an important les-
son: don’t text and walk at the same 
time, especially when crossing the 
road. She was lucky—a vehicle 
could have struck her due to her 
failure to look both ways. 
 MARC PROULX, Ne p e a n ,  O n t .

ONE STEP FURTHER
Your recent article “Leaders in 
Learning” (December 2015), about 
educators who approach their time 
in the classroom in creative ways, 
caught my eye. I am a retired teacher, 
and I still miss working with my six-
year-old pupils. These days, my 
grandchildren attend public school. 

The majority of the teachers I hear 
about from them don’t seem to show 
much interest in going the extra mile 
to brighten their students’ days. That 
saddens me, but I know there are 
many, many educators, like the ones 
in your feature, who have made a  
difference, and I applaud them. 

CHANDRA SOYSA, B ra m p t o n ,  O n t .

WILD THING
When I was a child, I never had to 
ask an adult if I could go outside.  
I didn’t need to specify how long I 
would be gone, where I was going  
or why. I had 40 hectares of land on 
which to play—there was a creek for 
wading, trees for climbing, a barn 
with straw to jump in. Those days 
spent playing were some of the best 
times of my life. 

I was reminded of my childhood 
when I read the story advocating 
free play for kids, “Fun in Games” 
(December 2015). I feel sorry for  
today’s children. They are stifled. 

DIANA BUCK, To r o n t o  

Published letters are edited for length 
and clarity.

We want to hear from you! Have something to say about an article you read in Reader’s Digest? Send your 
letters to letters@rd.ca. Please include your full name and address. 

Contribute Send us your funny jokes and anecdotes, and if we publish one in a print edition of Reader’s 
Digest, we’ll send you $50. To submit, visit rd.ca/joke.

Original contributions (text and photos) become the property of The Reader’s Digest Magazines Canada 
Limited, and its affiliates, upon publication. Submissions may be edited for length and clarity, and may be 
reproduced in all print and electronic media. Receipt of your submission cannot be acknowledged.
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If I had a million 
dollars, I would…

�Visit the Reader’s Digest Canada Facebook page for your chance to finish the next sentence.

…buy an acreage and build a 

pet rescue!
BRENDA HUBBARD, ROBLIN, MAN.

…make my family and friends feel 

like they’d won the lottery, too! 
RANA FAZAL KHAN, TORONTO

…buy a small condo and use the rest to—wait… nope, 

there goes all of it.  ERRIN BLIGH, VANCOUVER 

…advocate for better treatment for 

veterans, 
as they deserve our utmost respect.

BLAIR MEADOWS, PARKSVILLE, B.C. 

…build  
a cabin 

in the woods and write 
the great Canadian novel.

SHELDON HOFFMAN,  

YORKTON, SASK. 

…hire quality  
caregivers 

to look after my mother, 
who has Alzheimer’s.

ANNETTE BARSNESS, 

BONNYVILLE, ALTA. 
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�

! AMONG THE PHOTOS dotting
the walls of Rob Rai’s office in Sur-
rey, B.C., is one of a beaming, burly 
young man in a cap and gown. The 
new grad towers over Rai, who is 
flashing his own grin. A decade ear-
lier, in 2005, this vignette was a dis-
tant hope: the young man was on 
the brink of wasting his potential—
and possibly his life. 

Rai, who at 42 has spent over 10 
years working with Surrey’s youth, 
knows better than most that at-risk 
teens are frequently drawn to the 
flashy lifestyle associated with the 
city’s gangs. Kids barely out of grade 
school can deliver drugs and pocket 

more than $200 a day. But that fast 
cash sucks them into a turf war  
that has turned Surrey—which has 
the highest rate of youth poverty in 
Metro Vancouver—into a grim back-
drop for drive-by shootings. 

After earning a diploma in invest-
ment management at the University 
of British Columbia in 1996, Rai 
landed a desk job with a not-for-
profit that educated children on  
environmental issues. It wasn’t the 
right fit. “I would be doing boring 
paperwork and see my co-workers 
hanging out with the kids,” says Rai. 
He successfully lobbied his director 
for a hands-on role and later 

Youth on the Rise
BY KEVIN CHONG

Rob Rai works to keep kids in the  
classroom and out of gangs

PHOTOGRAPHY BY GEOFF HOWE
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Wrap founder Rob Rai 
estimates the program 
saves the City of Surrey 
$1 million a year in 
police and probation-
system staff hours.  



worked with homeless teenagers  
in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside. 
In 2005, newly hired by the Surrey 
School District’s Safe Schools De-
partment, Rai was assigned his first 
case file: it belonged to a Grade 7 
student who had been expelled for 
bullying and theft of school prop-
erty. The young man in the picture. 

Rai made a home visit and chat-
ted with the boy’s mother in Pun-
jabi, disarming the family with his 
calm manner. For a year, the out-
reach officer and his charge met 
twice a week. Rai, who believes “you 
are what you put your time into,” 
took the boy to drop-in basketball 
and floor hockey sessions, nurturing 
a passion for athletics that would 
lead to amateur wrestling titles and, 
eventually, university. 

Within four years of that first case, 
Rai launched the Surrey Wraparound 
Program, funded by Public Safety 
Canada and drawing 17 staff mem-
bers from the Surrey School District, 
the City of Surrey and the RCMP. At 
any one time, Wrap provides individ-
ual support to nearly 100 youth, ages 
11 to 17. “You end up wanting to take 
them home,” says Rai. “And the kids 
don’t want to let the adults down.”

Much of Wrap’s success hinges on 
addressing issues simultaneously. 
Staffers might take kids to counsel-
ling appointments, but they’ll also 
help participants’ parents secure 
employment—like the time Rai 

raised money so one mother could 
become a Zumba instructor.

Family participation is a key  
factor in discouraging—or encour-
aging—gang involvement. (Rai esti-
mates that of the 400 Wrap kids past 
and present, at least 50 have fathers 
or siblings who were shot in gang-
related confrontations.) Raised by a 
single mom, Tuan revered his gang-
member brother and was dealing 
drugs by Grade 7. But then Wrap 
member and RCMP constable John 
Wilson entered his life, driving him 
to classes and finding him a tutor. 
Seven years on, Tuan has finished 
high school and dreams of starting  
a plumbing business. 

Tuan is just one of Wrap’s tri-
umphs. After graduating from the 
program, participants are 67 per 
cent less likely to have a run-in with 
police. Wrap has been used as a 
model for school systems in Nova 
Scotia, the Prairies and cities such 
as Chicago and Los Angeles.

And the bonds formed last long 
after the files are closed. Take, for 
instance, the young man in the 
photo. Now 23, Jessy Sahota emu-
lated his mentor after completing  
a degree in criminology. “This is 
grassroots prevention,” says Sahota, 
who keeps tabs on a dozen youth 
every day as a Wrap school liaison.

For Rai, the next best thing to 
taking a kid home is bringing him 
to work. 

R E A D E R ’ S  D I G E S T   
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Your latest film is a sequel to My 
Big Fat Greek Wedding, which 
came out in 2002. What inspired 
you to make a follow-up more 
than a decade later?
At the end of that film, my char-
acter, Toula, became a mom. In 
reality, becoming a mother was 
an extremely difficult process 
for me. I can only write from 
emotions I know, so I couldn’t 
write what came next. Then I 
discovered adoption. Our 
daughter was almost three 
when she came to us. On 
her first day of kinder-
garten, another mom 
said, “Just think: in 
13 years they’ll be 
going off to college.” 
I was overwhelmed 
by panic because it 
had taken me so long 

Actress Nia Vardalos on her Greek heritage, her geeky 
roots and her new movie, My Big Fat Greek Wedding 2

Funny Lady
BY LINE ABRAHAMIAN 

ILLUSTRATION BY AIMÉE VAN DRIMMELEN
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to become a mom. I also saw myself 
in my generation, with an aging par-
ent on one side and a child on the 
other. I realized that I am Toula and 
that I had to write her next chapter. 

In the movie, your teen daughter reb-
els against her Greek heritage. Is that 
an autobiographical detail?
Yes. When I was younger, a male 
guest would come for dinner, and 
an aunt would always lean in, say-
ing, “You’d make good babies with 
this boy.” I’d be like, “Okay, I’m 12!” 

Your real-life daughter is now 10. 
Have your parents started talking 
up nice Greek boys?
Not in front of me. Who knows what 
goes on when they put her to bed.

Awkward baby-making comments 
aside, what is the best parenting 
advice offered up by your family?
The wisest is, “Conduct your life as if 
a video camera is on you at all times.” 
The quirkiest: we were at a family 
gathering, and my daughter brought 
me her plate and said, “I’m finished.” 
I said, “Did you eat until your body 

was full?” She said yes. And my 
family was like, “What? No, you 
push past the point of full!”

Your parents live in Winnipeg, 
where you were raised. How do 
they fare when they visit you at 
your home in Los Angeles?

They don’t miss a beat. I’ve taken 
them to many Hollywood events,  
including something I hosted for 
John Travolta. Afterwards, my mom 
walked up to him and said, “John, 
you did a very good job!” And he just 
looked at her and was like, “Well, 
thank you very much, Mrs. Vardalos.” 

Everyone in Hollywood has a squad 
these days. Who would be in yours?
Amy Poehler, Melissa McCarthy, 
Tina Fey, Amy Schumer, Rachel 
Dratch. We’d be the geek squad.

Being Greek is a major part of 
your heritage. Is being geeky 
equally important?
Absolutely! I was the nerd everyone 
let hang around because I was 
funny. Those oversized glasses I 
wear in My Big Fat Greek Wedding,  
I sketched them and asked the 
props department to find a pair like 
them. And when we screened the 
movie in Winnipeg, all the friends 
I’d grown up with screamed with 
laughter, “She’s back!” I’m still a 
nerd, walking into every party con-
vinced I’m not on the guest list. 
Talking to Barbra Streisand and 
spilling a canapé down my chest. 
Tripping on the red carpet. I hope  
I never stop being a nerd. There’s  
no funny in cool. 

My Big Fat Greek Wedding 2 hits theatres 

on March 25.
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! PARTIES, WEDDINGS, BARS,
offices, public transportation—small 
talk is all around us. As a lifelong 
neurotic, I struggle daily to conquer 
human-to-human interactions.  
Let this serve as a helpful guide on 
how to respond to simple questions 
from strangers and vague acquaint-
ances alike.

“Hey, how’s it going?”
In this instance, the speaker is some-
what interested in knowing how you 
are, but only the smallest details. 
Don’t over-share, but don’t under-
share either. Keep your answer suc-
cinct and stop doing that thing with 
your hands. Everyone is watching you 
do that thing with your hands, and 
the longer you stand there, the more 
prominent the hand thing becomes.

“Where are you from?”
Everyone is looking at you now, so 
you better not screw this one up. 

Consider where you were born  
and then disregard that fact just  
as quickly. Your small-talk partner 
does not want to know where you 
were born; they want to know 
where you were raised. Unless—
hold on now—were you raised in 
multiple locations? Oh, God. Or are 
they really asking for your ethno- 
specific place of origin? Oh, God, 
oh, God. You better tell them where 
you were born and be hospital- 
specific, even doctor-specific. Who 
birthed you? Why did they birth 
you, etc.

“Where do you work?”
Go to the bathroom. Now, now, 
now. This conversation has shifted 
dramatically, and you need to get 
out of there. Say something like,  
“Be right back” or “Gotta go pee,” 
but don’t say it too loud, or too 
weird. Say it normal, for crying  
out loud. BE NORMAL.

The anxious person’s guide to small talk

Speech Therapy
BY LUCAS KAVNER FROM THE NEW YORK TIMES

ILLUSTRATION BY AGATHE BRAY-BOURRET
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“Excuse me.”
You are in the bathroom and taking 
up way too much space, and this 
person passing by you on the way 
to the stall definitely saw you mess 
up that “Where do you work?” bit 
and knows you’re hiding there for 
the wrong reasons. In my experi-
ence, “Excuse me” is always code 
for “I can sense your fear.” Just  
explain to the stranger that you’re 
in the bathroom only to wash your 
hands and for absolutely no other 
reason. Then mention a popular 
TV show like Game of Thrones or 
maybe Empire and your favourite 
character on said show. Wash your 
hands for approximately two and  
a quarter minutes. Now quietly  
return to the outside world with  
a smile on your face.

“Want a refill of that drink?”
Here, your bartender is clearly refer-
encing that time you spilled a glass 
of wine on yourself at Brian’s house-
warming and couldn’t find any selt-
zer water and you went into Brian’s 
room and threw your wine-stained 
shirt in his trash and then stole an 
old button-down shirt of Brian’s  
that sort of resembled your shirt  
and tried to make it seem like you’d 
been wearing it the whole time.  
Ha ha. Nice try, bartender. Quickly 
laugh so the bartender knows you’re 

cool and fun, then slowly walk to the 
other side of the bar, far away from 
this demon person.

“How’s your family?”
Wait. Didn’t you see on Facebook 
that this guy’s parents recently split 
up? If you say your family’s “good,” 
it’s almost like rubbing it in his 
face, like: “Look at my good family. 
I’m so lucky. No divorce for this 
guy.” Say your family is “fine,” but 
don’t smile while you say it—that 
way he knows that you sympathize, 
but you’re not trying to steal his 
sadness thunder. Also, stop doing 
that thing with your hands, you  
literal monster.

“What time is it?”
Look at your watch. It’s 6:47. Do you 
say, “Quarter to seven”? Maybe. 
That’s probably safe. But then what 
if this person has somewhere to be 
at seven? Now your whole “quarter 
to seven” statement makes her 
think she has an extra two minutes 
to get there. Cut to 13 minutes from 
now and that person is late for her 
extremely important obligation. Say 
“6:48.” Yes. That’s good. Breathe.

“Are you still living  
in Brooklyn?”
Leave this place. They know  
too much. 

THE NEW YORK TIMES (DECEMBER 6, 2015), COPYRIGHT ©  2015 BY THE NEW YORK TIMES CO., NEWYORKTIMES.COM
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I never had a fashion background. I 
never went to university. I’m dyslexic. 
I never went to art school. So you can 
almost say that the business, for me, 
has been an exercise in me finding 
out about myself, finding out that I 
can do things. And I hope that en-
courages people to go and do things.

  JOHN FLUEVOG, t h e  m a n  b e h i n d 
t h e  i c o n i c  e p o ny m o u s  s h o e  b ra n d ,  on the 

occasion of its 45th anniversary 

It’s strange that there’s a tradition of 
high seriousness in cooking. There 
is laughter in cooking, especially in 
your mistakes. In fact, I have a line: 
your mistakes are where the good 
stories are.

  P o e t  a n d  c o o kb o o k  au t h o r
SUSAN MUSGRAVE, in Quill and Quire

When I was just a new writer, there 
was no money to do tours and stuff. 
I ended up staying on sofas in peo-
ple’s basements, and there I got  
stories. I continued that when I was 
no longer forced to do it and conse-
quently have stayed with all kinds of 
families all over Canada, and most 
of the kids in my books  
are children I met in  
those families. 

  C h i l d r e n’s  au t h o r
ROBERT MUNSCH, to The Canadian Press

I don’t think people expect the place 
to be a sewing club, you know? But 
I’d like to see an improvement in the 
tone and a decrease in negativity.

  GEOFF REGAN, S p e a k e r  o f  
t h e  Ho u s e  o f  C o m m o n s ,  in Maclean’s

BY CHRISTINA PALASSIO

Everyone seems to 
think I need to eat, 
for some reason.
L o n g - d i s t a n c e  r o w e r  JOHN BEEDEN,  

to The Globe and Mail, after docking in Cairns, Australia, 

following his 209-day solo Pacific Ocean crossing

Points to Ponder



That’s when I feel I’m doing my best 
work, when I take people to a place 
where they laugh and they cry and 
their feelings are confused. 

  B r o a d c a s t e r  STUART McLEAN,  

in The Globe and Mail

If I had stayed in Boston or here in 
New York, I could never have done 
what I did in Canada in the ’50s. The 
freedom to create, the freedom to 
think differently, was unlimited.

  L a n d s c a p e  a r c h i t e c t  CORNELIA 

HAHN OBERLANDER, in The Globe and Mail

I used to bomb all the time. Once 
you’re famous, you never bomb. 
They just forget you’ve been sucking 
for 20 minutes. They just accept it. 

  C o m e d i a n  NORM MACDONALD,  

in the Hollywood Reporter 

Before my flight, I was reading so 
many books and articles. I even  
observed the elections here. I read 
about the NDP and Mulcair and 
Trudeau and Stephen Harper. The 
MPs—how many they have in Que-
bec and British Columbia. I want to 
be here, like a Canadian.

  VANIG GARABEDIAN, w h o  a r r i v e d  
i n  C a n a d a  w i t h  h i s  f a m i l y  o n  

t h e  f i r s t  g o v e r n m e n t- o r g a n i z e d  
p l a n e  o f  Sy r i a n  r e f u g e e s

More of us, men and women, 
should proudly call ourselves  
feminists. We should be proud  
of the movement—past and  
present—and ambitious  
about its future.

  KATIE TELFORD, c h i e f  o f  s t a f f  

t o  P r i m e  Mi n i s t e r  Ju s t i n  Tr u d e au ,  

in Chatelaine

I always appreciated  
the idea that when you’re

a certain age, someone 
turns you on to some-

thing that could actually 
have an effect on your

life…. And so, that  
circle—the great circle—

goes round and round.
Mu s i c i a n  a n d  au t h o r  ROBBIE ROBERTSON,  

on the power of books and stories, to CBC News
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Excessive feelings of guilt can eat away at emotional 
stability and undermine health. Here, some tips to 
help free your mind—and boost your well-being.

Crisis of Conscience
BY STACEY STEIN  
FROM BEST HEALTH

IS
T

O
C

K
P

H
O

T
O

ART of LIVING



 ! FROM SKIPPING THE GYM to 
not doing more for aging parents to 
missing a deadline at work, the av-
erage person may feel bad for a 
host of reasons on any given day—
and that’s just scratching the surface. 
According to Dr. Guy Winch, a New 
York-based psychologist and the  
author of Emotional First Aid: Heal-
ing Rejection, Guilt, Failure and Other 
Everyday Hurts, studies from the past 
few decades suggest we experience 
guilt in many small moments in our 
regular lives. He says those moments 
can add up to hours a week.

In large doses, he explains, consist-
ent guilt is like an “alarm that doesn’t 
shut off” and can be distracting and 
demoralizing, and even affect our 
health, due to the stress it generates. 
“Unresolved guilt or excessive guilt 
interferes with cognitive functioning, 
concentration and daily tasks,” Winch 
adds. “It keeps us from enjoying 
life.” According to the Mood Disor-
ders Society of Canada, guilt can 
also be a symptom of depression.

If any of this sounds familiar, it 
may be time to take proactive meas-
ures. Here are some of the most 
common sources of guilt, and ways 
to overcome them.

The scenario
Your mother phones, and when 
you answer, you’re greeted with the 
words, “An entire week goes by and 
I haven’t heard from you!”

THE EFFECT Social guilt plagues 
most of us at one time or another, 
whether we’re dismayed over hav-
ing let down family members or 
feeling bad about a fraught inter-
personal interaction.

THE FIX Research shows that peo-
ple who guilt-trip others often 
aren’t aware of the harm they’re 
causing. So if your mom happens to 
make you feel bad about not calling 
her enough, bring this to her atten-
tion, then ask what she’s hoping for 
and negotiate accordingly. Winch 
also recommends assessing the 
scale of your social remorse. “Ask 
yourself if the amount of guilt you 
feel is reasonable or not,” he says. 
Self-awareness can help keep these 
feelings in check. 

The scenario
You wake up ready to tackle the day. 
Suddenly it’s 10 p.m., and you real-
ize you haven’t accomplished half 
the things on your to-do list.

THE EFFECT Individual guilt dif-
fers from its social counterpart in 
that it’s triggered when we don’t 
meet our own expectations. Heidi 
Wiedemann, a Montreal-based 
psychologist, describes this feeling 
as an internal struggle between 
what we presume our values to be 
and how we fail to live up to them. 
For many of us, she says, especially 
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women, the impulse can be trig-
gered by unrealistic social norms, 
whether those involve balancing 
family life and professional goals 
or maintaining personal fitness. 
According to a 2006 Statistics Can-
ada survey, more than 40 per cent 
of female respondents in a caregiv-
ing role experienced “substantial” 
feelings of guilt.

THE FIX To overcome individual 
guilt, Wiedemann says we should 
try to be cognizant of any internal-
ized unattainable expectations, 
then work on self-acceptance and 
letting go of judgment. We also 
need to remind ourselves of per-
sonal successes. “People don’t 
think anything of speaking to 
themselves negatively,” she says, 
“but when you tell them to start 
speaking to themselves with com-
passion, they look at you as though 
you’re from another planet.” 

She also recommends this writ-
ing exercise: grab a piece of paper 
and jot down self-defeating inner 
dialogue in one column, and then 
write out any “rational retorts” in 
another. This will help put your 
thoughts in perspective and let you 
practise being kinder to yourself. 

The scenario
It’s 5 p.m. and you’re eager to leave 
the office. You head for the elevator 
but notice your colleagues are still 

at their computers, then contem-
plate heading back to your desk.

THE EFFECT The workplace is fertile 
ground for the guilt-prone. Jennifer 
Newman, a Vancouver-based work-
place psychologist, says employees 
can be plagued by worries over 
making mistakes at work. “When you 
have perfectionist tendencies, the 
guilt can be quite paralyzing,” says 
Newman. If you’re double-checking 
your work or second-guessing deci-
sions at the office, productivity and 
creativity suffer. 

THE FIX Unexamined guilt can lead 
us to make bad decisions, but reflect-
ing on why we’re struggling with 
these feelings can help solve prob-
lems, says Newman. Instead of fret-
ting about going home at 5 p.m., 
she advises being upfront and ask-
ing your supervisor if there’s any 
obligation to stay late, even if you’ve 
completed your work for the day. If 
that isn’t required, any guilty feel-
ings should be alleviated; and if the 
expectation is to use that time to 
tackle new projects, you can adjust 
your behaviour accordingly. 

“When you have the feeling that 
you’re disappointing people or let-
ting them down, you have to find 
out whether it’s true,” says New-
man. “Guilt is a flag that leads you 
to the question, ‘What’s really going 
on here?’” 
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1 BORN TO BE BLUE 
Unfolding with the unpredict-

able cadence of a piece of jazz, this 
drama plunges you into the tragic story 
of legendary trumpeter Chet Baker— 

or at least a creative interpretation of it. If you’re 
anticipating a paint-by-number biopic, think again. Rather than sticking to 
facts, director Robert Budreau has opted for a semi-fictional framework: at one 
point, a battered Baker (Ethan Hawke) stars in a film based on his own life. A 
fascinating take on the connection between creativity and addiction. March 25.

2 IN-BETWEEN DAYS

Teva Harrison
It’s a sad truth that cancer touches nearly all of us. And 
while the disease has been documented in various art 
forms, a new memoir by Torontonian Teva Harrison 
explores the day-to-day reality with uncommon poign-
ancy. Diagnosed with metastatic breast cancer in 2013, 
at age 37, the author uses comic-book vignettes and 
essay-type reflections to discuss her terminal illness. 
While the written sections are moving, the drawings 
captivate with their childlike frankness. April 23.

Our top picks in books, music and movies

RD Recommends
BY SARAH LISS

(B
O

R
N

 T
O

 B
E

 B
L

U
E

) 
©

 I
F

C
 F

IL
M

S
; 

(W
O

O
D

S
) 

©
 M

E
A

N
T

 W
E

L
L

 R
E

C
O

R
D

S
; 

(D
E

M
O

L
IT

IO
N

) 
©

 F
O

X
 S

E
A

R
C

H
L

IG
H

T
 P

IC
T

U
R

E
S

DID YOU KNOW?  Flicks about jazz trumpeters are all the rage. Miles Ahead, 
in theatres April 15, features Don Cheadle as horn player Miles Davis.
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3 HARD SETTLE,  

AIN’T TROUBLED

Donovan Woods
Though he was raised in Sarnia, Ont., 
and is based in Toronto, Donovan 
Woods makes rustic roots music  

that shares its DNA with 
Nashville’s finest. 

There’s a current of 
melancholy that 

runs through  
this album, his 
fourth, but the 
songs on it—
beautifully 
understated 

gems—are 
anything but 

depressing.  
Available now.

4 I HAD TO SURVIVE

Dr. Roberto Canessa
In 1972, 19-year-old medical  
student and rugby player Roberto  
Canessa was one of 16 survivors  
of a plane crash in the frigid, deso-
late Andes. Here, four decades 
later, he recounts how he and his 
teammates survived the deadly 
conditions. As a reader, it’s hard  
to absorb, for instance, detailed 
anecdotes about the debilitating 
starvation and ensuing cannibal-
ism. Yet one is inspired by Canes-
sa’s determination and his ability 
to transform his harrowing plight 
into a commitment to protecting 
lives—his own and the ones he 
saves as a pediatric cardiologist.  
Available now. 

5 DEMOLITION

People deal with grief in  
different ways. Some of us retreat into 
ourselves; others stay distracted with 
work. And then there’s Davis, the char-
acter at the centre of Quebec director 
Jean-Marc Vallée’s new film, who, in  
the wake of his wife’s death, becomes 
obsessed with writing complaint letters. 
Though his unusual pastime is rooted 
in a vending machine’s failure to cough 
up a treat, Davis, as played by Jake Gyl-
lenhaal, is an emotionally unavailable 
man desperate for human connection—
a desire that makes an off-putting char-
acter deeply relatable. April 8.



How to manage everyday stiffness and discomfort 

Pain in the Neck
BY SAMANTHA RIDEOUT
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 ! NECK PAIN IS A widespread 
complaint in the information age, 
with many of us spending a great 
deal of time hunkered over a com-
puter, tablet or phone, or slouching 
in front of the TV. It’s also a preva-
lent ailment of aging, due to cumu-
lative wear and tear on the spine’s 
joints and tissues. Assuming an  
injury or underlying disease isn’t 
causing the condition, here are 
some tips for dealing with your 
sti�, sore neck.

Sleep—which represents 
roughly a third of your day—is a 
good place to start. Choose a rel-
atively firm mattress and use only 
enough pillows to keep your head 
level with the rest of your body— 
one is usually sufficient. For slumber 
that is even more neck-friendly, try 
lying on your back with pillow sup-
port under your knees. This will flat-
ten and relax your spinal muscles.

When it comes to computer use, 
make sure the monitor is at arm’s 
length and eye level. Laptops have 

poor posture built into their 
designs: if the keyboard is 
near enough to be comfort-
able, then the screen is  
too close, and if  
the screen is 
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positioned correctly, the keyboard is 
too far away, forcing you to hunch. 
You can solve this problem by plac-
ing the device on a 
stack of large books 
or a laptop stand and 
using a separate key-
board and mouse.

There is evidence 
to suggest home  
exercises may be  
effective against 
short-term neck  
discomfort (lasting 
for 12 weeks or less). 
A physiotherapist, 
whom you can con-
sult without a doctor’s referral, can 
tell you which types of manoeuvres 
would be most appropriate for your 
specific situation. 

“There are many possible reasons 
for neck pain, including stress, poor 
posture and vertebral degeneration,” 

explains Dr. Michael 
Westaway, a muscu-
loskeletal clinical 
specialist in Calgary. 
“A physical therapist 
will determine the 
problem. Treatment 
is often multimodal 
and may include an 
exercise program.”

For chronic and 
severe cases, there 
are painkillers, ster-
oid injections and 

surgery. However, resist the urge to 
immediately take aggressive meas-
ures, since simpler steps will often 
ease this everyday affliction. 

At any given time,  
an estimated

39%
of people worldwide 

over 65 have stiffness, 
soreness or swelling  

in their necks.

Food Labels Influence 
Perceived Tastiness
In an experiment out of Ghent  
University in Belgium, 129 people 
sampled four Gouda cheeses. On 
average, they ascribed a less salty 
flavour to the cheese with the “re-
duced salt” tag and didn’t like the 

cheese marked “light” as much as 
the “regular” one. Unbeknownst to 
the tasters, they were actually eating 
the same product every time. The 
take-away: health labels influence 
flavour perception, and some foods 
that sport them may be yummier 
than we suspect.

News From the 
World of Medicine
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Shoe Inserts a Good Choice 
for Toe Arthritis
It’s estimated that 44 per cent of sen-
iors over 80 have osteoarthritis in 
their big toes. Some patients use foot 
orthoses (shoe inserts) or rocker-sole 
footwear (shoes with curved soles)  
to reduce pressure on the toe joint. 
An investigation sponsored by the 
National Health and Medical Re-
search Council of Australia found 
that both interventions relieved pain. 
However, foot orthoses might be the 
better bet—they were less likely to 
cause backaches and impair balance.

Testosterone Replacement 
Not a First-Line Therapy
The European Menopause and An-
dropause Society (EMAS) has pub-
lished its position on testosterone 
replacement therapy (TRT): while 
worthwhile in some cases, it isn’t  
recommended for all older men with 
declining testosterone. TRT is contro-
versial because of its possible effects 
on the risks for heart disease and 
prostate cancer, and until more is 
known, the EMAS urges patients to 
first try exercising more, quitting 
smoking and cutting down on alcohol.

Cataract Surgery Doesn’t 
Reduce Falls
Dizziness often diminishes after rou-
tine cataract surgery, according to the 
results of a recent English study pub-
lished in Ophthalmic & Physiological 

Optics. However, the proportion of 
subjects who took a tumble over the 
next six months held steady (when 
compared to the six months prior to 
the operation) at around 20 per cent. 
One reason may have been the num-
ber of patients who switched to mul-
tifocal glasses following the surgery. 
These have been associated with an 
increased risk of falling: the ground, 
and obstacles on it, can appear blurry 
when viewed through the wrong  
segment of the lenses. 

TEST YOUR MEDICAL IQ

Idiopathies are…

A.  A family of mental disorders 
marked by an unremitting  
obsession with privacy

B.  Conditions that eventually 
lead to cognitive decline

C.  Diseases of unknown origins

D. A series of opportunistic  
bacterial infections

Answer: C. Idiopathies are dis-
eases of unknown origins. For ex-
ample, you might be diagnosed 
with idiopathic hypersomnia if 
the causes for your excessive 
daytime sleepiness are unclear, or 
with chronic idiopathic urticaria  
if you have recurring hives for no 
apparent reason. 
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THE PATIENT: Daniel, a 38-year-old 

firefighter

THE SYMPTOMS: Abdominal pain,  

diarrhea and fever

THE DOCTOR: Dr. Emily McDonald,  

a general internal medicine specialist 

at McGill University Health Centre  

in Montreal

! WHILE WORKING AS AN in-
ternist at a community hospital just 
outside Montreal last June, Dr. Emily 
McDonald was asked to check on a 
patient in the ER. Daniel had arrived 
the night before, complaining of a 
bad stomach ache and diarrhea. 
“He was a big, strong guy, but he 
was pale and sweating and holding 
his abdomen,” McDonald says. “He 
looked very sick.”

Daniel’s girlfriend was worried it 
might be food poisoning: they’d had 

dinner at an oyster bar two nights 
earlier, and the symptoms had started 
shortly after that. The patient had a 
fever of 40 C, and lab work revealed 
he had reduced kidney function 
and his platelet level was low. “The 
results were abnormal for someone 
with simple gastroenteritis,” McDon-
ald says. “Low platelets can be a sign 
of a more serious infection.”

McDonald went to find a bed with 
a heart monitor in an area for more 
acute cases. She was working with a 
nurse when Daniel’s girlfriend sud-
denly appeared. “She told me, ‘I 
think you need to come right now,’” 
McDonald says. “We ran back to the 
ER.” Daniel was struggling to breathe, 
and his lips had turned blue.

“His oxygen levels had dropped 
dramatically,” McDonald says. The 
doctor put him on a ventilator, but 

Case History
BY SYDNEY LONEY

ILLUSTRATION BY TRACY WALKER
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that didn’t help. As a chest X-ray 
revealed, his lungs were full of 
fluid. “I called the main academic 
hospital in Montreal and said, ‘I’m 
bringing someone in—and there  
better be a bed when we get there  
because he’s dying.’” McDonald 
joined the patient in the ambulance 
for the 20-minute ride. “By then his 
oxygen level was life-threateningly 
low, putting huge stress on his heart.”

For the next three hours, the inten-
sive care team at the hospital worked 
to stabilize Daniel and figure out 
what was wrong. The patient was 
given extracorporeal membrane oxy-
genation (ECMO), which involved 
pumping his blood through a bypass 
machine to remove carbon dioxide 
and add oxygen. Meanwhile, an  
infectious disease specialist tried 
to determine what Daniel might 
have been exposed to. His girlfriend 
mentioned that four weeks earlier, 
the couple had gone on a camping 
trip and rented a cabin near Calgary. 
The specialist asked if they’d seen 
any signs of mice. They had. She 
immediately sent Daniel’s blood  
to a lab to test for hantavirus.

Hantavirus is an infection that can 
spread to humans if they breathe air 
infected with the virus, which is  
shed in rodent urine and droppings. 
Mice in Quebec don’t carry the virus, 
but mice in Alberta do. “Some infec-
tions are geographically restricted, 
like malaria in African mosquitoes,” 

McDonald says. The incubation 
period is one to four weeks, which 
coincided with Daniel’s camping 
trip, and his flu-like symptoms and 
breathing problems were endemic to 
the disease. When hantaviruses are 
inhaled, they invade the tiny capillar-
ies in the lungs, causing them to leak. 
Eventually the lungs fill with fluid 
and make it impossible to breathe. 

“There’s no treatment for hantavi-
rus except to attempt to support the 
body,” McDonald says. The virus kills 
at least 30 per cent of the people it 
infects. Fortunately, Daniel was put 
on the bypass machine in enough 
time to help see him through. After 
four days, his heart and lungs were 
able to work on their own. Three 
weeks later, he was discharged—
and his positive results for hantavirus 
arrived the following day. “It’s not a 
common test, and it takes a while to 
run it, so we didn’t know he had the 
disease until after he went home,” 
McDonald says. Though his heart 
had been at a standstill for five days, 
Daniel emerged from his ordeal with 
no neurological damage. Today, he’s 
back fighting fires. 

The virus kills 30 per cent 
of the people it infects. 
Daniel was fortunate. 
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More than 9,000 kilometres away from the 
Middle East, Toronto philanthropist Leen Al 
Zaibak is helping Syrian youth stay in school

BY KATRINA ONSTAD

PHOTOGRAPHY BY BROOKE WEDLOCK

BOOKS
NOT

 BOMBS
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I
t was the first day of exams when 
the bombs dropped.  

In January 2013, Enana Alassaf sat 
in a classroom below ground level, 

where daylight filtered in through 
small windows at the top of the walls. 
The 22-year-old, who was studying at 
Aleppo University to become a phar-
macist, had been working on the paper 
in front of her for five minutes when 
she heard an engine roar above, 
extremely close by. She recognized 
the sound: an MiG government mili-
tary plane. Identifying bombers was 
an unwanted skill she’d acquired liv-
ing in Syria during a civil war, a place 
where a shell might fall from the sky on 
the walk to school and dogs could be 
seen rooting in a pile of burned bodies 
near her parents’ apartment. 

The noise was deafening as the 
bomb exploded on the street outside. 
The building shook and glass rained 
down. Screams erupted. The invigi-
lator told the students to keep calm 
and focus on their exams, as if play-
ing normal would make it so.

Then the second bomb dropped.
In Canada, the following week, 

Leen Al Zaibak received a message 
from Alassaf, describing that morn-
ing’s terror. For about a year, Toronto-
raised Al Zaibak had been mentoring 
Alassaf over Skype and email. They 
had met through an NGO made up of 
Syrian expatriates facilitating schol-
arships for their former compatriots 
around the world. 

The organization, which Al Zaibak 
co-founded with five friends in 2011, 
is called Jusoor, the Arabic word for 
“bridges,” and aims to match Syrian 
youth seeking to study abroad with 
the 20 million expats already living 
elsewhere. Now that the conflict is in 
its fifth year, Jusoor’s goal is to ensure 
that young people whose lives have 
been upended by war don’t devolve 
into an uneducated “lost generation.” 
Since the uprising, at least 7.6 million 
Syrians have been displaced inter-
nally and close to 4.6 million have 
become refugees. Of the latter, more 
than half are children. 

Al Zaibak had already been guid-
ing Alassaf through the application 
process for master’s programs in the 
United Kingdom and Canada, dis-
cussing visas and scholarship options. 
But now the plan had a new urgency. 
More than 80 civilians died during the 
attacks on Aleppo University; an esti-
mated 250,000 people have been killed 
in the region since 2011. Alassaf had 
survived the bombs, but the question 
had become, as it had for so many 
young Syrians: What next? 

THREE YEARS LATER, on a Janu-
ary night in 2016, Al Zaibak shares  
Alassaf’s story over tea in a downtown 
Toronto hotel. Stylish in red lipstick 
and leather pants, the 32-year-old 
radiates warmth with an eye-locking, 
double-grasp handshake. Certain 
sentences come up again and again: 
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“I’m so lucky” and “I’m so grateful,” 
she says—for this interview, for her 
Canadian education, for tea on a 
cold night. 

When she talks about Syria, her 
perpetual smile dims and she grows 
sombre, slipping into a practised  
debate-club mode; she has a message 
and you will hear it. (When she was a 
kid, her parents’ friends would greet 
her with: “Hello, Prime Minister!”) This 
combination of self-effacement and 
keener determination is appealing, 

and it works. But when Al Zaibak 
expels a full-throttle giggle—which 
happens frequently—you’re reminded 
that she has just exited her 20s and is 
brimming with the hopefulness that 
marks the millennial generation, in 
spite of the strife that has consumed 
the country she loves.

Al Zaibak was born in Riyadh, 
Saudi Arabia, a middle child between 
an older brother and younger sister. 
Her parents had left Syria amid the 
instability of the Iran-Iraq War, but 
they were drawn to news reports of 
Pierre Trudeau’s multicultural prom-
ise. “Having your identity respected, 

living in dignity—that was Canada to 
us,” says Al Zaibak’s mother, Najla. 
Their application was accepted, and 
Al Zaibak’s family headed to Toronto 
when she was four years old. 

The family was always financially 
comfortable—Al Zaibak’s father, 
Mohammad, has had a successful 
career in telecommunications. But 
like most newcomers, the Al Zaibaks 
landed in a city where they knew few 
people. Najla improved her English by 
reading the newspaper: first, just the 

headlines, and then the subheads, 
until she could finally understand 
whole articles.

Education was of prime import-
ance in the family (studying: yes; TV: 
not so much), and Al Zaibak gradu-
ated from Havergal College, a pres-
tigious private girls’ school. When 
asked if she ever felt caught between 
worlds as a hyphenate Syrian-
Canad ian, she looks flummoxed. 
“I never thought I had to choose  
between either identity. Growing up, 
I felt very uncomfortable entering a 
room that didn’t have a handful of 
nationalities, right? It’s so Toronto. 

        “HAVING YOUR IDENTITY RESPECTED, 
    LIVING IN DIGNITY—THAT WAS CANADA   
                TO US,” SAYS AL ZAIBAK’S MOTHER.
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It’s the Canadian mosaic that makes 
us unique in the world.” 

She drops this kind of “Go, Canada!” 
statement easily and often. Detract-
ors might be tempted to point out 
the cracks in this romantic version of 
our country: First Nations inequity, 
the child poverty rate—the list goes 
on. But it’s hard not to buy into Al 
Zaibak’s anything-is-possible ethos 
because she’s actively engaged in 
the labour required to improve lives. 
Most mornings, she’s up at 6:30 for 

her day job at Free the Children, the 
global youth charity where she is the 
senior manager of donor engagement. 
After work, she works again (but with-
out pay), perhaps video conferenc-
ing with other members of Jusoor  
or attending board meetings for 
Lifeline Syria, the Toronto organiza-
tion founded last year through Ryer-
son University that is matching 1,000 
Syrian refugees with private sponsors 
in the GTA. She’s also hooked into 
the political scene, attending parties  
with heavyweights such as Prime 
Minister Justin Trudeau (she cam-
paigned for him, too).

Al Zaibak is in constant contact 
with student mentees around the 
world—she works with two or three 
at any given time. Her social media 
presence is relentless: she’ll post a 
plea for an easy chair for a family of 
newcomers one moment and organ-
ize a skating party for refugees the 
next. A friend, seeing her at a fund-
raiser for the Royal Ontario Museum 
(where she’s a member of the Young 
Patrons Circle), once asked what she 
does for fun. “This is it,” she replied. 

Her parents always tell her to take 
a break, turn off her phone. But, she 
says, “It’s hard to turn off in a crisis.”

FOR MANY CANADIANS, the real-
ity of the Syrian conflict didn’t come 
into full relief until late last summer, 
when the body of three-year-old Alan 
Kurdi washed up on a Turkish beach. 

The ensuing groundswell of com-
passion has created a mostly wel-
coming climate for the 25,000 Syrian 
refugees scheduled to arrive in Canada 
by the end of this year. Al Zaibak is the 
youngest board member of Lifeline 
Syria, and she has seen the kind of 

       REFUGEES HAVE NEEDS, AND WE 
 MEET THEM WITH FOOD AND SHELTER.  
                BUT EDUCATION IS A HARDER SELL.
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tangible altruism that greets new-
comers: refugees have needs, and we 
meet them with food and shelter. But 
education is a harder sell and less 
immediately rewarding than donat-
ing a down jacket or cutting a cheque. 

“The youth will  be the post- 
conflict builders and leaders of 
Syria. The future is significantly less 
bright if they don’t have education,” 
says Al Zaibak. 

Today, Jusoor’s bridges have mul-
tiplied. Partnering with institutions 
around the world, including a con-
sortium of 60 global universities, the 
group has provided Syrian students 
with 391 post-secondary academic 
scholarships so far. It also operates 
three schools for refugees in Leba-
non, educating 1,700 school-aged 
children and employing adult refu-
gees as teachers. In January, Jusoor 
announced a project that Al Zaibak 
is passionate about, a new initiative 
called 100 Syrian Women, 10,000 Syr-
ian Lives, which will focus on female 
immigrants to Canada—who, along 
with children, represent the majority 
of newcomers—providing them with 
scholarships to post-secondary in-
stitutions. Jusoor’s membership now 
stands at approximately 80,000 people 
in 40 countries. Al Zaibak’s job is to 
connect as many of them as she can. 

It helps that she exudes an inborn 
optimism that animates those around 
her. “Is she ever not smiling?” asks 
Ratna Omidvar, the Indian-born 

chair of Lifeline Syria, who appreci-
ates Al Zaibak’s involvement because 
her fellow board member is deeply 
connected to young, contemporary 
Syria as a real place, not an idea. 
Omidvar says she takes her cultural 
cues about Syria from Al Zaibak, who 
not long ago walked alongside the 
river in Damascus. “She does exist 
emotionally in different parts of the 
world. But she is uniquely Canadian 
in that she understands this country, 
too, and knows how to leverage its 
many benefits to be a global citizen.” 

PHILANTHROPY IS A family affair. 
On a weekend in early 2016, Al Zaibak 
and her mother pay a visit to a hotel 
near Toronto’s Pearson Airport where 
government-sponsored newcomers 
are waiting for housing. They bring 
donated toys; Al Zaibak pays for 
a prescription to help a man who 
needs medicine but has yet to obtain 
health-care coverage. 

Mohammad Al Zaibak supports 
Doctors Without Borders and, like his 
daughter, sits on the board of direc-
tors of Lifeline Syria. It’s tempting to 
project a spiritual impetus for this 
selflessness, but Al Zaibak says that, 
while her family is Muslim, she’s not 
religious. “We were never raised to do 
good because religion says so. It was: 
‘Do good because we’re all humans 
and we should help each other.’” 

The real site of devotion is Syria, 
where the family would travel on 
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holidays. On her Facebook page, Al 
Zaibak quotes a line by the Syrian 
poet Nizar Qabbani: “I can’t write 
about Damascus without feeling jas-
mine climbing upon my fingers.…” 
She still remembers the entryway 
to her grandmother’s apartment 
building—it was wrapped in jas-
mine, the smell fading once a flower 
was picked. She fell in love with the 
vibrant, ancient city where different 
religions and cultures were seam-
lessly integrated with one another.

After completing a master’s degree 
in international relations at the Uni-
versity of Manchester in England, Al 
Zaibak moved to Damascus in 2009, 
where she worked for an NGO help-
ing youth. But by mid-2011, tensions 
were escalating. As confrontations 
unfolded 20 minutes from her apart-
ment outside the city’s core, she won-
dered when the violence would reach 
her doorstep. In May, her father flew 
to Syria to bring her home.

Upon returning to Toronto, Al 
Zaibak struggled with nightmares. 
For once, Canada let her down. “I 
was discouraged and really disgusted 

by the lack of action. For four years, 
we saw videos of torture and killing. 
It was well-documented by multiple 
human rights organizations. Syrians 
inside Syria were asking: Why has the 
world forsaken us? Why have these 
people forgotten us?” 

By 2012, Al Zaibak was working as 
a policy adviser to the Ontario minis-
ter of children and youth services, but 
she spent her free time on Skype, talk-
ing with Jusoor board members. In 
2013, the organization helped a teen 

named Abdullah Abudan, who was 
studying engineering at the University 
of Alberta. When the Syrian currency 
collapsed in 2013, the money his par-
ents had put aside didn’t cover his 
costs. Al Zaibak put him in touch with 
an expat engineer in Amsterdam. “She 
paid half my tuition fees for a semes-
ter. Without her, I don’t know what I 
would have done,” says Abudan, who’s 
now at McGill University in Montreal. 

This is what Jusoor does: it forges, 
person by person, the wraparound 
support that becomes the difference 
between a student earning a degree 
and a student being forced to give up. 

         IF AL ZAIBAK HAS HER WAY, THE NEXT 
    GENERATION OF SYRIANS WILL ARM  
                ITSELF WITH KNOWLEDGE.
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Recent alumni have been recruited 
by Google and Goldman Sachs. 

 “In almost every field imaginable, 
they’ve excelled,” Al Zaibak says. 
“Without them, Syria doesn’t have a 
future.” ISIS has claimed the eastern 
part of the country and is attempting 
to move west. As Al Zaibak implies, 
Syria’s future is everyone’s future.  

IN EARLY 2016, Enana Alassaf is 
in her apartment in Norwich, Eng-
land, just northeast of London. After 
the bombing in Aleppo, she stayed  
another year and got married. By 2014, 
she says, almost all of her friends had 
left or been killed. Water and electric-
ity had become scarce. Her parents, 
who were in Saudi Arabia, begged 
her to leave, but she was determined 
to get her degree. She hopes to pur-
sue molecular medicine, researching 
drugs to treat cancer. 

With Al  Z aibak walking her 
through the process, Alassaf applied 
to programs in the U.K. and Canada, 
and was eventually offered a full 
scholarship to the University of East 
Anglia, by the Asfari Foundation—a 
London-based Jusoor partner.

But it hasn’t been easy. Flashbacks 
impeded her studies. Aided by coun-
selling and a tutor, Alassaf graduated 
last spring and has been accepted 
into a PhD program; now she waits 
for funding. Last year, she and her 
husband, a former teacher, sought 
asylum in the U.K. But Alassaf hopes 
to return home. It’s not just that she 
misses pre-war Aleppo; it’s that she 
wants to rebuild. “Why am I getting 
all this education?” she says. “Because 
I want to benefit my country.”

Al Zaibak sometimes imagines her 
own return to Damascus; she left 
only because the war erupted. With 
typical enthusiasm, she describes 
Jusoor’s aims once the conflict ends: 
improve the education system inside 
Syria. If Al Zaibak has her way, the 
post-Assad generation will arm itself 
with knowledge. “If the international 
community was collectively able to 
put a stop to the crisis, put our egos 
and politics and agendas aside, Syria 
could be turned from a situation of 
hopelessness and darkness to one of 
life,” she says. “I don’t think it’s ide-
alistic or naive to believe that can  
be achieved.”

JEALOUS GRIN

My extra-sensitive toothpaste doesn’t like it

when I use other toothpastes.

SENDERBLOCK23
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              For the 
  Love 

  of a Little 
Red-Haired 
       Girl

The real-life romance that inspired 
Peanuts creator Charles M. Schulz

BY DARRYN KING   
FROM VANITY FAIR 

DONNA JOHNSON WOLD’S HAIR, which was once, in 

her own words, “violently red,” has long since faded to 

the white you’d expect on an 87-year-old grandmother.
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Charles Schulz and 
Donna Johnson 
Wold in April 1950.
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The octogenarian resides in a nurs-
ing home in Minneapolis, the city 
she’s lived in her entire life. Every day, 
her husband, Al Wold, drives eight 
kilometres to visit her so the two of 
them can sit together and reminisce.

Some of Johnson Wold’s fondest 
memories involve a relationship she 
had with another man more than 
half a century ago. She still has a few 
souvenirs of him and that time: a 
scrawled-upon 1950 desk diary, a mu-
sic box and decades’ worth of Peanuts 
comics, clipped from the pages of Min-
neapolis’s Star Tribune, many of which 
revolve around a pretty redhead.

The strips have a special signifi-
cance for Johnson Wold. At the peak of 
its popularity, Peanuts was published 
in 2,600 newspapers in 21 languages 
in 75 countries, and had a readership 
of 355 million. And yet, every now and 
then, the comic continued a secret  
romantic correspondence.

“It was the story of his life and 
mine,” Johnson Wold says.

In the Peanuts Sunday strip that ran 
on November 19, 1961, Charlie Brown 
sits down to lunch, accompanied only 

by his abundant anxieties. He watches 
longingly as the other children enjoy 
themselves, laments his loneliness 
and unpopularity, and despairs over 
his lunch: a peanut-butter sandwich 
and a banana.

Then he glimpses someone. “I’d 
give anything in the world if that lit-
tle girl with the red hair would come 
over and sit with me,” he says, to no-
body in particular.

For the remainder of the 17,897 
Peanuts strips that Charles M. Schulz 
drew between 1950 and 1999, Char-
lie Brown pines for that girl. Like the 
yanked-away football and the kite-
eating tree, the unattainable Little 
Red-Haired Girl, who shows almost 
no sign of knowing Charlie Brown  
exists, became a recurring motif of 
the character’s misery. 

Even more profoundly, the girl is 
never seen. Like Godot, she is perma-
nently offstage in the absurd drama 
of Peanuts, forever lingering on the 
sidelines of Charlie Brown’s long, 
dark lunchtime of the soul. We don’t 
lay our eyes on her, even as he can’t 
take his off her.
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There was, sort of, one exception. 
On May 25, 1998, the Little Red-
Haired Girl appears, in silhouette, 
dancing with Snoopy, the beagle 
imagining himself in the role of Jay 
Gatsby dancing with his Daisy. Char-
lie Brown looks on, having missed his 
chance yet again.

IN NOVEMBER 2015, THE Little
Red-Haired Girl was coaxed out of 
the shadows. Along with the more 
familiar faces from Schulz’s strip, 
she was brought to CGI life for The 
Peanuts Movie.

The character plays a crucial and 
catalyzing role in the plot. As the 
new kid in the neighbourhood, she 
becomes the gestalt of all the hopes 
and dreams of Schulz’s immortal, 
blockheaded hero.

Putting the Little Red-Haired Girl 
onscreen in The Peanuts Movie was 
not a move taken lightly. “There were 
many, many days of conversation 
about this,” says director Steve Mar-
tino. “It’s not lost on us that Charles 
Schulz left her to our imagination.”

With the same painstaking care 
they lavished on the other aesthetic 
considerations of the project, The 
Peanuts Movie animators looked to 
the character’s single silhouetted  
appearance in Schulz’s 1998 strip. 
They reproduced the profile and pro-
portions precisely, put her in a strik-
ing electric-cyan dress and conjured 
up what Martino deems a “special” 

hue of red hair : a supermarket- 
tomato red that’s distinct from that 
of the other Peanuts carrot tops, Pep-
permint Patty and Frieda.

Martino is curious about Schulz’s 
creative decision to realize her on 
the page, just the once. “It would be 
fascinating to know the internal dia-
logue that he had,” he says. “That was 
probably a big day for him and an  
important one in the life of the strip.”

Without a doubt, Schulz’s thoughts 
while creating that strip would have 
lingered a while on a real little red-
haired girl from his past.

IN 1950, CHARLES SCHULZ— 
or “Sparky,” as friends knew him—
worked as a teacher at Art Instruc-
tion, Inc. in Minneapolis, a school 
that offered young people classes  
in cartooning and illustration by 
correspondence.

It was a happy time for the 27-year-
old. As well as earning a generous $32 
a week reviewing students’ drawings, 
he was close to realizing his dream 
of having a daily comic strip; he’d 

 EVERY DAY AT WORK, 
          SCHULZ PASSED  
   BY THE DESK OF A 
 POPULAR 21-YEAR-OLD  
IN THE ACCOUNTING 
              DEPARTMENT.
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already found some success with a 
weekly one-panel cartoon called Li’l 
Folks in his hometown paper.

Every day, Schulz passed by the 
desk of Johnson Wold, then a popular 
21-year-old in the accounting depart-
ment. She had bright-red hair. When 
Johnson Wold arrived at work some 
mornings, she’d find that Schulz had 
doodled greetings or cartoons on her 
desk calendar.

Schulz coached the women on 
the work softball team, the Bureau-
cats. By her own admission, Johnson 
Wold signed up just to see more of 
him. Schulz drove some of the team 
members home after practice. He al-
ways dropped Johnson Wold off last.

He asked her out in February. 
For their first date, he took her to 
an ice-skating show—the rink was a 
passion of his. Later, he gifted her a 
piano-shaped music box that played 
Émile Waldteufel’s “Les Patineurs” 
(“The Ice-Skaters”). Johnson Wold, 
a fastidious diary keeper, wrote on  
the page for Thursday, March 2, using 
his initials: 

“CS. Ice Capades. NICE!!”
Every Monday night, Johnson Wold 

and Schulz left their colleagues at Art 
Instruction—Charlie Brown, Linus 
Maurer and Frieda Rich, to name a 
few— and went out on dates. One reg-
ular dinner destination was the Oak 
Grille, on the 12th floor of Dayton’s 
department store (which has since 
become a Macy’s). The restaurant’s 

still there, in downtown Minneapolis, 
apparently as romantic as it had been 
in 1950: dim lighting, dark panelling, 
a large and luxuriant fireplace.

On June 24, 1950, the pair enjoyed 
an especially memorable rendez-
vous. In an interview many years 
later, Schulz described it as “just one 
of those rare days that happens in life 
now and then.” The couple drove to 
picturesque Taylors Falls and made 
pancakes in a skillet over an open 
fire with batter Johnson Wold had 
brought along in a jar. 

Back in St. Paul that evening, they 
saw My Foolish Heart at the High-
land Theatre. As Johnson Wold  
recalled in the 2007 American Mas-
ters episode about Schulz, it was 
freezing in the theatre, so Schulz put 
his arm around her.

“We sat in the back row and… I 
suppose in those days we called it, 
‘necked,’” she said.

By the time Johnson Wold returned 
home that evening, her mother 
thought they had eloped. Actually, 

     JOHNSON WOLD 
            SAYS SHE ASKED  
SCHULZ TO ELOPE  
        ONCE: “HE SAID HE  
   COULDN’T DO THAT  
                 TO MY MOTHER.”
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the notion had crossed Johnson 
Wold’s mind. “I asked him to elope 
with me once,” she says. “He said he 
couldn’t do that to my mother.” 

Years later, Schulz said he came to 
regret that gentlemanliness and that 
hearing the title tune from My Fool-
ish Heart—which contains the lyric, 
“For this time it isn’t fascination, or a 
dream that will fade and fall apart”—
would break his own.

JOHNSON WOLD HAD  another 
suitor. For a couple of years, she’d 
been casually seeing Al Wold, who’d 
attended junior high with her and 
shared many of the same friends. 
Even their hair colour was the same. 
But the relationship wasn’t serious 
until Schulz’s intense interest forced 
Al to evaluate his own intentions.

For his part, Schulz had expressed 
his wish to marry Johnson Wold as 
early as their third date. “I wish I had 
a diamond ring in my pocket. I’d give 
it to you,” she remembers him saying. 

For Johnson Wold, the obvious 
amorous attentions of Schulz and Al 
presented a genuine dilemma. She 
loved them both. In May, she wrote in 
her diary, “How will you ever decide?”

In June, Schulz travelled to New 
York City with some sample cartoons 
to meet with the United Feature Syn-
dicate. He wrote to Johnson Wold, “If 
the test of absence is the best test, I 
am more sure than ever. Last night I 
kept thinking of you.”

Schulz returned to Minneapolis 
in high spirits, having signed a five-
year contract for the strip that would 
become Peanuts. At around half past 
10 that evening, he went to Johnson 
Wold’s to share the news and pro-
pose one last time. He didn’t require 
an answer straight away. Instead, 
he presented her with a statue of a 
curled-up white cat. He told her to 
keep it in her drawer at work until 
she had finally made up her mind to 
marry him, at which point she should 
place it on his desk.

Al himself popped the question a 
couple of weeks later. Another cou-
ple of weeks after that, Johnson Wold 
told Schulz she’d chosen Al.

Over the years, several explanations 
have been offered for Johnson Wold’s 
choice. Schulz would insist that John-
son Wold’s mother had it in for him, 
but today, both Johnson Wold and Al 
conclude that, while her courtship 
with Schulz was romantic, Al was the 
natural fit. “It just seemed like we were 
more compatible,” Johnson Wold says.

Still, Johnson Wold has never for-
gotten the night she broke the news 
to Schulz, giving her clearest recount 
of events back in Good Grief, the 
1989 biography: “I was home sew-
ing.... We sat outside on the back 
steps for a long time. He drove away. 
I went inside and cried. He came 
back about 30 minutes later and 
said, ‘I thought maybe you changed 
your mind.’ It was close!”
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Donna Mae Johnson quit her job 
and—19 days after the first Peanuts 
strip ran in seven daily newspapers, 
setting Schulz on a new trajectory of 
his own—married Al Wold at Holy 
Trinity Lutheran Church on October 
21, 1950.

“I can think of no more emotion-
ally damaging loss than to be turned 
down by someone whom you love 
very much,” Schulz would say years 
later. “It is a blow to everything that 
you are.”

It’s easy to suspect a connection 
between Schulz’s devastation and a 
series of Peanuts strips in 1969, when 
Charlie Brown realizes that the Little 
Red-Haired Girl is moving away.

“Why is my whole life suddenly 
passing in front of my eyes?!” he 
agonizes. “I thought I had plenty of 
time…. I thought I could wait until 
the sixth-grade swim party or the 
seventh-grade class party…. Or I 
thought I could ask her to the senior 
prom or lots of other things when we 

got older, but now she’s moving away 
and it’s too late! It’s too late!”

JOHNSON WOLD READ Peanuts 
ever y day—she sti l l  does—and 
guessed “right off the bat” that the 
unnamed redhead was inspired 
by her. She also started noticing 
what appeared to be meaningful 
references and inside jokes. Once, 
back in 1950, Schulz picked John-
son Wold up in his father’s car. She 
climbed in and locked the driver’s-
seat door, playfully shutting Schulz 
out ; in the strip of Sunday, June 
13, 1971, Charlie Brown describes 
exactly that scenario as his idea of 
what love must be.

“It was like reading an old love let-
ter,” Johnson Wold has said. “It was so 
very nice to be remembered.”

Schulz had doted on others, too. 
David Michaelis’s 2007 biography 
of the cartoonist mentions several 
women that the young Schulz, for 
example, had only been able to  
admire intensely from afar. Clearly, 
though, there was nothing else in 
Schulz’s strip quite like the cher-
ished handling of the Little Red-
Haired Girl. 

The real-life inspiration for the 
Little Red-Haired Girl was publicly 
discussed in 1989’s Good Grief, 
where Schulz also explained his  
intention, at the time, to preserve the  
preciousness of the character by 
never depicting her in the strip.

     JOHNSON WOLD 
READS PEANUTS EVERY   
         DAY. SHE GUESSED 
    “RIGHT OFF THE BAT” 
       THAT THE UNNAMED 
       REDHEAD WAS  
           INSPIRED BY HER.
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A GAME OF GIVE-AND-TAKE

Activism is the rent I pay for living on the planet. 

ALICE WALKER, author and activist

“He said it was so every man could 
consider the little red-haired girl in his 
life,” Johnson Wold says. “Someone he 
knew and loved and didn’t have.”

BEYOND THE GENTLE significances 
embedded in Peanuts, Schulz and 
Johnson Wold also stayed in touch in 
more conventional ways. There were 
friendly phone calls, letters and visits. 
During their reunions, Schulz said, 
it felt like no time had passed and 
nothing had changed. “I was happy 
to see him, and he was happy to see 
me, too,” Johnson Wold says.

Johnson Wold and Schulz’s friend-
ship never interfered with her mar-
riage to Al—which, along with 
Peanuts, recently saw its 65th anniver-
sary—or either of Schulz’s marriages.

A tremor crept into Schulz’s ele-
gant pen line during the strip’s final 
years, but he only retired Peanuts in 
late 1999 after being diagnosed with 
cancer. He died in his sleep on Feb-
ruary 12, 2000, less than a week af-
ter his last phone conversation with 
Johnson Wold. The final original 
Peanuts strip ran the following day.

Over the years, Johnson Wold has 
turned down many offers from Pea-
nuts collectors, preferring to hold 
on to her mementoes of Schulz. 
The cartoon about those long-ago 
car-locking shenanigans is one of  
a number of strips still on promin-
ent display in the Wolds’ two-bed- 
room apartment.

She kept the cat statue, too. 

More than six decades later, Johnson 
Wold still cherishes memories of Schulz.
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Gripping the wheel with bloodied fingers, the 
tugboat captain hunched over, squinting 

through the icy glass for signs of the yacht being 
battered by two-storey waves

BY MARGO PFEIFF FROM READER’S DIGEST ,  2000

ILLUSTRATIONS BY DOMINIC BUGATTO

VESSEL IN 
DISTRESS!



The two men were halfway to the 
yacht when the Zodiac’s outboard 
motor began to sputter. It died just as 
Sivill, 34, leaped onto the scuba-diving 
platform protruding from the Woo’s 
stern. He pulled the Zodiac alongside, 
and Kollars let out the yacht’s second 
anchor, hoping the two tonnes of pig 
iron would hold the Woo in place.

Earlier that week, Kollars had  
removed the 34-metre yacht’s three 
old propellers to put on new ones in 
preparation for winter charter trips to 
the Gulf of Mexico. The new props, 
though, had not yet arrived. If the 
Woo lost its mooring in the storm, the 
captain would have no control over 
the boat.

Twenty minutes after the second  
anchor was let out, a wall of water 
struck the Woo with a force that sent 
the men sprawling. Then Kollars felt 
the yacht drifting. It’s off its mooring 

again! he thought as he called a towing 
company. He was told no vessels were 
available to respond. On the morning 
of October 30, 1996, the Grampa Woo 
was at the mercy of a gale, drifting into 
the shipping lanes of the world’s larg-
est freshwater lake. 

FROM THE DECK OF the Grampa 
Woo, Sivill spotted a 300-metre 
freighter looming on the grey horizon. 
Laden with 68,000 tonnes of coal, the 
Walter J. McCarthy Jr. was heading for 
shelter, but after receiving Kollars’s 
distress call, it agreed to tow the Woo 
to Thunder Bay, the nearest safe har-
bour, 67 kilometres away. 

For over an hour, the McCarthy 
manoeuvred its massive bulk into 
the path of the disabled boat. When 
the rough waters smashed the Woo 
against the freighter’s hull, crew-
men tossed down a thick line, which 

“CHIEF! THE BOAT’S MOVING!” Robin Sivill shouted as he ran 

toward the marina. Nearby, Capt. Dana Kollars, 38, peered through 

binoculars at the charter yacht anchored out on Lake Superior, 75 

metres from the shore of Grand Portage, Minn. Buffeted by howling 

winds, the Grampa Woo was indeed drifting away. Quickly, Kollars 

raced for the inflatable Zodiac his first mate was readying. 
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Sivill attached to a towing bridle at 
the yacht’s bow. As the McCarthy 
steamed toward Thunder Bay, the 
tethered yacht followed, pitching in 
the great ship’s wake.

Kollars breathed a sigh of relief to 
be finally heading for shelter. The 
150-passenger Grampa Woo had 
been a dream come true for him 
and his wife, ChunAe. A Great Lakes  
captain of  eight  years and an  
ordained minister from Nebraska, 
Kollars had met his wife in her native 
Korea, where he had been posted at 
the start of his 20-year career in the 
U.S. army. 

When he had retired as a major, 
Kollars and his wife had spent their 
life savings on the elegant white 
cruise boat, naming it after Chun-
Ae’s beloved father, who had died of 
cancer. Now the couple made their 
home in Beaver Bay, Minn., on the 
north shore of Lake Superior, from 
where, during the summer months, 
they took sightseers and divers  
on cruises.

Today, however, the Woo wouldn’t 
be getting anywhere under its own 
steam. The McCarthy could take the 
yacht into the shelter of Pie Island, 
at the entrance to Thunder Bay, but 
it was up to Kollars to arrange for 
a tow into the harbour. He called 
Thunder Bay Marine Ser vices. 
“We’ve run into trouble,” he told 
dispatcher Sharon Dawson. “I need 
to hire one of your tugboats.” 

After contacting her husband, 
Capt. Gerry Dawson, she called back: 
“The Glenada will be standing by at  
6 p.m., when you arrive at Pie Island.” 
Kollars then contacted the Canadian 
Coast Guard at Thunder Bay. “We’ll 
be there,” he was told. 

Meanwhile, Sivill checked the Woo 
for damage. The bowsprit—the spar at 
the front of the yacht—had crumpled 
when it had hit the McCarthy, and in 
the galley, the refrigerator had been 
ripped off its mount and sent smash-
ing into everything in sight. He headed 
back to the wheelhouse to brief Kollars.

ABOARD HIS 24-METRE tugboat, 
the Glenada, 39-year-old Capt. Gerry 
Dawson had spent the morning 
helping lakers safely stow their boats 
alongside the harbour elevators of 
the Kaministiquia River. Dawson 
had been sailing Lake Superior since 
the age of five, and by age 15, he was  
piloting tugs alongside his father. 
Over the course of his 24-year career, 
the tug captain with tousled auburn 
hair and wry sense of humour had 

    “HANG ON, JIM,” 
 CAPT. GERRY DAWSON 
        TOLD HIS FIRST  
MATE, JAMES HARDING. 
     “IT’S GOING TO BE 
     A WILD RIDE.”
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established himself as one of the 
lake’s best.

With the last ship safely at its berth, 
Dawson checked his fuel and set off 
for the Woo. “Hang on, Jim,” he told 
first mate James Harding. “It’s going 
to be a wild ride.”

As the McCarthy turned north 
around Pie Island, Kollars became 
uneasy. The change in wind direction 
would stress the tow line, which had 
been rubbing against the rough edge 
of the damaged bowsprit.

Sure enough, the line suddenly 
snapped, unfurling like a whip. The 
yacht, still three kilometres from the 
entrance to Thunder Bay, was once 
again at the mercy of the storm.

“The tow line’s parted,” Kollars  
radioed the Glenada .  “Can you 
come get us?” Dawson could hear 
the tension in the other man’s voice.  

Without hesitation, he 
said, “We’re on our way.” 
It was 6:30 p.m.

As the Glenada and the 
13-metre Coast Guard 
cutter Westfort reached 
open waters, Dawson 
braced himself against 
the towering waves ham-
mering his boat.

On nearby Trowbridge 
Island, 30 kilometres 
away, the weather station 
was recording winds of 
117 kilometres an hour—
hurricane strength.

With the falling darkness came a 
piercing cold that turned the boats’ 
wet surfaces into icy sheets. Dawson 
propped a small heater on the wheel-
house windowsill, melting a tiny 
patch on the glass to look through. 
But the boat’s relentless pitching 
sent charts and navigational instru-
ments flying, and the heater fell from 
the sill, badly cutting Dawson’s left 
hand as he tried to catch it. Gripping 
the wheel with bloodied fingers, the 
captain hunched over, squinting 
through the icy window for signs of 
the Grampa Woo.

After a half-hour of blackness and 
driving snow, Dawson finally saw a 
halo of lights ahead. Dead in the water, 
the Woo was being battered broadside 
by two-storey-high waves. He nodded 
to Harding, who pulled on his orange 
survival suit and headed out on deck. 

Rescue of Sivill 
and Kollars

Tow cable snaps

THUNDER 
BAY

SHIP TRAJECTORIES
■ Grampa Woo
■ Walter J. McCarthy Jr.
■ Glenada and Westfort kilometres
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The lanky, six-foot-five 
34-year-old geologist from 
Windsor, Ont., had walked 
into the Dawsons’ lives 
one day in 1989, looking 
for a job that would keep 
him in town, close to his 
soon-to-be wife, Meghan. 
“Hire him,” Sharon had 
urged her husband and 
business partner. “There’s 
something special about 
Jim, and we need the help.” 
Harding and Dawson 
worked so well together 
that people said they could 
read each other’s minds.

ONE STEP OUTSIDE and 
Harding slid to the stern 
on the grey steel deck, 
now as slick as a curling 
rink. Dawson manoeuvred 
as close to the Woo as he 
dared, and Harding got 
ready to throw a heaving 
line to Sivill, who was 
clinging to the yacht’s 
deck rails. Suddenly, see-
ing a tower of black water 
looming, Harding raced 
across the stern deck to hug the tow 
bitts—a pair of steel pillars to which 
tow lines are fastened. The giant wave 
crashed over him, leaving him gasp-
ing for air. 

The Glenada was now off Thunder 
Cape, notorious for winds that blow 

from three directions at 
once, creating colliding 
waves. On deck, Harding 
held fast as the Glenada 
bucked and pitched. At 
last, just for an instant, the 
lunging vessel was within 
striking distance of the 
Woo. Harding cocked his 
arm and threw—only to 
find the rope frozen to his 
work glove. Cursing, he 
tried again, but the entire 
coil was iced solid in his 
left hand. Another wave 
swept his legs from under 
him as he clung to the tow 
bitts. A vision of his wife 
and three-year-old son 
flashed through his mind. 

He tried repeatedly to 
get a tow line across to 
the Woo. “This isn’t work-
ing!” he shouted above 
the screaming wind into 
the intercom at the stern.

Switching on the tug’s 
s e a r c h l i g h t ,  D a w s o n 
scanned the dark water 
for the piece of tow line 
he knew still  dangled 

from the Woo’s bow. “Pick it up!” he 
shouted out the window to Harding 
when he spotted the cable. 

With a hooked pike pole, Harding 
grabbed the line and quickly fastened 
it to the Glenada. Then, as Harding 
readied a heavier rope to send back to 

DANA KOLLARS,  
Grampa Woo 

captain 

GERRY DAWSON,  
Glenada captain 

JAMES HARDING,  
Glenada first mate
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the Grampa Woo, a wave lifted the tug 
and pushed it backwards. The rope 
snapped as if it were a kite string. 

Holding position behind the 
Glenada, the Westfort was also in 
trouble. It was taking on water and 
was so top-heavy with ice that it 
rolled 80 degrees, laying its mast 
into the waves. Suddenly a shout 
came over the Glenada’s radio from 
the Westfort’s chief coxswain, Bob 
King: “We’re going over!” The West-
fort vanished from the Glenada’s  
radar screen.

“The Westfort’s gone!” Dawson 
shouted over the intercom to Harding. 
“Can you see it off the stern?” 

There was no reply. If his friend 
had been washed overboard, the 
freezing water would kill him within 
minutes. He turned the Glenada 
around and scoured the surface with 
his searchlight.

IN THE GRAMPA WOO’S  wheel-
house, Kollars heard King’s frantic 
message and watched the Glenada 

turn back toward shore. With his own 
disabled boat heading for the craggy 
rocks of Isle Royale, Kollars radioed 
a mayday: “Vessel in distress! We’re 
planning to abandon ship!”

Aboard the Glenada, Dawson now 
heard a tapping. Harding! Struggling 
to climb the icy deck to the wheel-
house, his first mate had repeatedly 
slid back to the stern. Exhausted, he 
had paused to rest on the side deck, 
out of reach of the intercoms, cling-
ing with both arms to a vent pipe. 
When he’d tried to move, he’d found 
his survival suit covered in ice. With 
the pike he still held, he’d reached  
up to the wheelhouse and tapped  
the metal hook on the window. As 
Harding scrambled inside, Dawson 
was filled with relief. Together they 
set to locating the Coast Guard vessel.

“This is the Westfort,” came King’s 
voice over the radio, just as a green 
dot popped back onto the radar 
screen. The ice-laden craft had not 
capsized after all but was riding so 
low in the water that it had disap-
peared into the waves’ cavernous 
troughs, out of sight and radar range. 

Dawson called the smaller, more 
manoeuvrable Westfort. “There’s no 
way we can get a tow line over to the 
Grampa Woo. Can you get in close 
and pluck the two guys off?” 

“No,” replied King. “We’re barely 
holding our own.” Dawson decided 
he would have to try to edge his own 
vessel as close to the disabled yacht as  

    IF HARDING HAD 
BEEN WASHED   
        OVERBOARD, THE 
FREEZING WATER 
      WOULD KILL HIM  
                IN MINUTES.
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possible. “Okay,” he said to Harding, 
“let’s get them the hell off of there.” 

Tossed like rag dolls as they clung 
to the Woo’s icy railing, Kollars and 
Sivill watched as the Glenada inched 
closer. One moment it was five  
metres below the Woo’s deck, the 
next they were looking at the tug’s 
bottom, over five metres above them. 

Dawson struggled to nudge the 
Glenada’s starboard bow against 
the Woo’s blunt stern so the men 
could leap across. In an instant, the 
Glenada was alongside, so close it 
caved in a stretch of the Woo’s rail-
ing. But before the men could leap, it 
surged backwards on a wave. 

Barely able to see through his iced-
up window, Dawson again nosed the 
Glenada’s tire-covered bow into the 
yacht’s stern. And then a miracle 
happened. In a Lake Superior phe-
nomenon in which towering waves 
smashing from different directions 
cancel one another out, the water 
calmed for an instant. 

“Go!” Harding screamed above 
the wind. Sivill and Kollars leaped at 
the Glenada, clinging to the tires as 
the tug lurched high on a wave. With 

a strength he didn’t know he had, 
Harding grasped Kollars by the seat 
of his pants and lifted him onto the 
deck, then reached down for Sivill. 
“Don’t try to stand up!” he shouted 
as the two men slid toward the stern 
and crawled through the galley door. 
It was 8 p.m. They had been trapped 
on the Grampa Woo for 10 hours.

As Dawson turned the Glenada  
toward shore, he took one last look 
at the yacht, tossing and pitching as 
it drifted to its doom.

Unable to reach Thunder Bay, the 
two rescue vessels headed for shelter 
in Tee Harbour, 10 kilometres away. 
The following morning, the U.S. 
Coast Guard spotted the Grampa 
Woo, its cracked hull impaled on the 
rocks north of Isle Royale. 

In 1999, Gerry Dawson and the three 
Coast Guard crew members from the 
Westfort, including Bob King, were 
awarded the Governor General’s 
Medal of Bravery, the third-highest 
Canadian decoration for acts of cour-
age. For his part in the rescue, Jim 
Harding received the Star of Courage, 
the second-highest honour. 

METHOD MAN

Discipline is doing the same thing the right way 

whether anyone’s watching or not.

MICHAEL J. FOX
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Send us your original jokes! You could
earn $50 and be featured in the magazine. 
See page 9 or rd.ca/joke for details.

THWARTED CAREERS  

“Son, you’re just not cut out to be  
a mime.”

“Is it something I said?”
“Yes.”   @TOMMYTOUGHSTUFF

WHAT’S IN A NAME?

Bill Nye’s full name is Bill New 
Year’s Eve.   @FRED_DELICIOUS

ON TREND

Did you hear about the new cordu-
roy pillows? 

They are making headlines  
everywhere.  reddit.com

THE MOST IMPORTANT MEAL 

I had some mushrooms this  
morning. 

Breakfast of champignons. 
reddit.com

GETTING BETTER ALL THE TIME

Q: Why did Humpty Dumpty have  
a great fall? 
A: To make up for a lousy summer. 

reddit.com

THE BEST JOKE  
I EVER TOLD  

BY STEPHANIE TOLEV

People always try to reassure me, 
“You will find the man of your 
dreams.” But the men in my 
dreams are terrifying and are  
usually carrying a chainsaw.

Tolev is one-half of the sketch 
group Ladystache. She’ll be releas-
ing a solo stand-up album in 2016. 
Follow her on  @StephTolev.
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At 83 years old, he was making his debut on social 
media—and telling me stories I’d never heard

SOFIA SOTER HENRIQUES 
FROM MIDNIGHTBREAKFAST.COM

ILLUSTRATION BY SANDI FALCONER

Getting to
   Know Grandpa
MY GRANDFATHER CAME to Brazil 
on a mission from God.

In 1966, at 35, he had a vision in his 
sleep. The next morning, he told his 
wife and son that nothing remained 
for them in Portugal, that new oppor-
tunities lay ahead in Brazil. He quit 

his office job. His boss thought he was 
mad and said he could come back 
within a year if things didn’t work out. 
He told his family he was leaving. They 
said they wouldn’t hold it against him 
if he gave up and came back in a few 
months. He never returned.
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My grandfather settled in a poor 
immigrant neighbourhood in Rio. 
He found a job with a rice company 
in the suburbs, liaising with super-
markets, and still drives there every 
morning (at 85, he refuses to retire). 
My grandmother was a housewife,  
as all nice Christian Portuguese 
women of her generation were taught 
to be, and she used her sewing ma-
chine to make wedding dresses, 
which she sold to richer, non-immi-
grant housewives. 

My father got a good education. 
He majored in economics at a top 
university, earned a master’s de-
gree soon after and went to France 
for a doctorate. He had long hair 
and wore earrings, drove a motor-
cycle and campaigned in favour of 
the Communist Party, so once in a 
while my grandfather threw him out 
of the house and threatened to dis-
own him, as all nice Christian Por-
tuguese men of his generation were 
taught to do.

At least that’s what I think hap-
pened. It’s what I’ve managed to 
stitch together from pieces of stories 
my parents told, from the occasional 
picture found deep in a box, from the 
lack of photos of my father before the 
age of 20. Maybe I’m wrong about the 
story; maybe I’m missing the most 
important pieces. Maybe I have 
them and don’t know where they 
fit in the puzzle: my grandmother 
admitting she didn’t have the same 

blind faith in God as my grandfather 
but that she loved him too much for it 
to matter; my grandfather forbidding 
my father to learn the guitar; my father 
becoming a jazz fan who played the 
saxophone; my grandfather’s friends, 
now in a nicer immigrant neighbour-
hood, with their heavy accents and 
heavier moustaches, watching soc-
cer matches together at the corner 
grocery store.

I don’t really know what sort of 
contact my grandparents maintained 
with their—our—family back in Eur-
ope. I know my father’s godmother 
called him every birthday until her 
death. I know there were letters I found 
when I helped my father move out of 
our house. I know there were emails, 
back when emails were a novelty, 
and I remember sitting by my grand-
father’s computer as we waited for a 
picture to download, bit by bit, so 
he could see his grandnephew’s face 
for the first time. I know my grand-
father saw his family again twice, 
both trips made at the urging of my 

           THE MESSAGE CAME 
FROM A PICTURELESS 
       PROFILE WITH MY  
GRANDFATHER’S NAME. 
       HE WAS REALLY  
                 ON FACEBOOK.

R E A D E R ’ S  D I G E S T   

60 | 04 • 2016 | rd.ca



father, after I was born. My grand-
father cried both times, yet I never 
heard him mention them again.  
I wonder if he saw them other times, 
before I was born, and just didn’t 
talk about it then, either.

IN DECEMBER OF 2014, I woke up to 
a message on Facebook:

SOFIA I FOUND YOU, HOW ARE 
YOU?

KISSES
(All the Facebook posts/messages 

I reference were originally written in 
Portuguese. These are translations, 
keeping the original unorthodox 
punctuation and grammar.)

It was sent from a pictureless pro-
file with my grandfather’s name—last 
name first, first name last. Shortly af-
ter, he added me. I texted my mother 
and sister to ask if he’d added them, 
too. He had. I called my father, who 
had also been added. My grandfather 
was really on Facebook.

My sister and I looked at his profile. 
He had added not only us but also a 
ton of other family members who 
were still in Portugal, who were near 
his age, who were also unclear on the 
limits of private and public on the In-
ternet. As a result, we started to see 
my grandfather’s interactions with 
relatives unfold in front of our eyes. 

The first person to post on his wall 
was his brother. He posted an all-
caps message that was a very accur-
ate reflection of what I felt:

WELL … I DON’T EVEN WANT 
TO BELIEVE IT … IS IT REALLY 
YOU…????

My incredulity came from the fact 
that my grandfather was 83 at the time 
and doesn’t understand technology 
all that well. As he later explained, 
a friend from work had set up his 
profile for him, insisting it would be 
fun. “It’ll help you distract yourself at  
work when you’re bored,” he had said. 
“You might even catch up with some 
old friends.”

My great-uncle’s disbelief probably 
had additional layers: the surprise of 
seeing my grandfather’s name pop up 
when he didn’t expect to hear from 
him; the fact that his brother, a dec-
ade older, less tech-savvy and well 
into what we might call old age, was 
making his social-media debut.

And then the interactions started 
to multiply.

My sister posted a sweet yet gently 
mocking message in all caps on my 
grandfather’s wall. Shortly after, dis-
tant cousins and relatives I couldn’t 
even try to place on a family tree 
started commenting on it: “I can’t be-
lieve my cousin is that big already!”; 
“HAHA OLD MAN YOU’RE SUCH A 
SOFTIE”; “Your granddaughters are 
sweet, I hope we can meet them soon.”

MY GRANDFATHER POSTS strange 
things, clickbait, links with URLs 
that trick you into autosharing. One 
of these items is called “How to Tell if 
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He’s Still Obsessed With His Ex” and 
features a woman in a bikini hugging 
a man’s bare legs. One of his friends 
joked in the comments, “Is he? haha-
hahahahahahahahahaha,” then fol-
lowed up with New Year’s wishes.

From time to time, when we meet 
or talk on the phone, my grandfather 
tries to mention something he saw 
me post on Facebook. I never know 
what he’s talking about, whether he 
misinterpreted it or whether it wasn’t 
really me who posted it in the first 
place. He talks about reading a funny 
joke one of his co-workers shared. He 
talks about seeing a picture of a great-
nephew who’s a grown man now.

Revelations about my grandfath-
er’s past reached new heights on his 
birthday. I had dinner with him and 
my father, just the three of us, at a 
Portuguese restaurant to celebrate 
his roots. He told us about his job and 
a convoluted story about his last doc-
tor’s appointment. My father talked 
about his wife—my stepmother—and 
her kids. I told my grandfather about 

the work I’ve been doing with my 
magazine, about an upcoming con-
ference I was really proud of. 

He’d had two glasses of white wine, 
at my father’s insistence (“It’s your 
birthday, Pa. You’re not going to drink 
cheap beer on your birthday”), and 
started talking: about my grandmother, 
about the family they’d left behind in 
Portugal, about how proud he was of 
my father, of me, of my sister.

He started, for once, telling stories.
“My aunt, she told me I was crazy. 

She told me I didn’t know what I was 
doing, that I was leaving something 
good behind for something uncer-
tain, that I was doomed to fail. Years 
later, she called me. She wanted to 
apologize. She had heard that your 
father was in the newspaper because 
he was doing something important. 
She understood it now: I didn’t come 
here for me or for your grandmother. 
God’s plans weren’t for us. They were 
for your father. They were for you, for 
your sister.”

I stayed quiet, put my hand on his 
arm, urging him to keep talking, to 
tell me more. He couldn’t go on. We 
asked for more wine. We changed 
the subject.

When I came home, I posted a 
picture of the two of us on Facebook, 
tagging him because I felt he’d appre-
ciate it. Soon, the comments started 
to come, all from his friends, his fam-
ily. Jokes about his still-full mous-
tache, remarks about how he didn’t 

           I ASK THE SAME 
QUESTIONS ABOUT MY 
           85-YEAR-OLD  
     GRANDFATHER THAT 
            FATHERS ASK ABOUT  
   TEENAGE DAUGHTERS.

R E A D E R ’ S  D I G E S T   

62 | 04 • 2016 | rd.ca



look a day over 70 and, finally, his 
brother: “Post more pictures, Sofia…” 

THAT PICTURE IS STILL the last post 
on his wall, even though it’s been 
more than a month since I added 
it. He’s probably grown bored, over-
whelmed or doesn’t know what to 
share anymore. Just below it, there 
are birthday wishes: from co-work-
ers, an ex-girlfriend, a godson I didn’t 
know he had. He only responded to 
one, from his brother, who wrote:

HAPPY BIRTHDAY BIG BROTHER 
… ALL THE BEST … A BIG HUG … 
What else can I say??? That I have 
tears in my eyes? You probably do 
too … How s****y were our lives in 
the aspect of separation … you were 
my reference … you still are.

But there’s the good part … like 
that, my reference only has the quali-
ties I choose … LOLOLOL … and you 
are perfect!!!

And my grandpa’s response:
DEAR BROTHER LIFE IS FULL 

OF GOOD AND NOT SO GOOD 
THINGS. GOD DIDN’T WANT US 
TO BE TOGETHER BUT OUR FAM-
ILY SINCE THE TIME OF THE KINGS 
WAS ALWAYS LIKE THAT. KISSES TO 
ALL YOUR FAMILY AND TO YOU A 
BIG KISS MIXED WITH THE TEARS 
OF MISSING YOU.

The messages are hard to decipher, 
no easier to read in their original  

Portuguese than in their English 
translation. My grandfather writes 
acrostics with my name every year for 
my birthday, every word looking like 
it was picked from a thesaurus, yet on 
Facebook he can’t write full sentences 
or use punctuation. I can’t tell if who 
he is online is his real self and who he 
is with me is a persona, or the other 
way around. I find myself asking the 
same questions about my 85-year-old 
grandfather that middle-aged men 
ask about their teenage daughters.

We recently had a big family Sun-
day lunch at my father’s house, and 
my grandfather spent most of the af-
ternoon watching a Portuguese soc-
cer match on TV with my boyfriend. 
They talked about sports, and the talk 
turned to more personal subjects. My 
grandfather started sharing things 
about his childhood, about his family 
back in Europe. He told my boyfriend 
about learning to hunt, about choos-
ing his Brazilian soccer team because 
it was the one someone had told him 
he was supposed to root for. I sat at 
the dinner table, not daring to join 
the conversation in case the spell was 
broken. Later, at home, I told my boy-
friend how surprised I was that my 
grandfather had confided in him, how 
I didn’t know any of the things he’d 
said before that very day. My boy-
friend told me I should probably learn 
to ask better questions. 

© 2015 BY SOFIA SOTER HENRIQUES. FROM MIDNIGHTBREAKFAST.COM
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The wait for an organ donation 
can be excruciating—and fatal. 
Does that make it okay to take 
matters into your own hands?

CUTTING 
THE LINE

BY NICHOLAS HUNE-BROWN
FROM TORONTO LIFE
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When Ottawa Senators owner
Eugene Melnyk needed a new
liver, he made a public plea.



Melnyk is the 71st-wealthiest Can-
adian, with a reported net worth 
of more than a billion dollars. He 
earned his fortune in pharmaceuti-
cals and spends it on hockey players 
and thoroughbred racehorses, skates 
for underprivileged Ottawa kids and 
medical supplies for orphanages in 
Ukraine. When he got sick, he called 
his doctor in Canada, who urged him 
to fly back to wintry Toronto for a 
proper examination. 

Over the next few days, Melnyk 
shuttled around the city, undergoing 
tests. One morning, his bodyguard 
knocked on his door at 5 a.m. to 
tell him he needed to be at Toronto 
General Hospital in half an hour. 
The results had come back. Melnyk’s 
liver was failing. 

LIVER FAILURE CAN LEAD to death 
in a matter of weeks. Melnyk’s doc-
tors couldn’t pinpoint the cause of 
his illness, but the complications 
of failure are always the same:  
toxins build up, blood stops clotting,  
muscles deteriorate. 

Melnyk’s physicians addressed one 
symptom after another, but following 
months of treatment it became clear 
that he would need a new liver, and 
soon. Doctors placed Melnyk on the 
deceased donor list, which prioritizes 
transplant recipients by severity of 
illness. He was at the top of the list 
for the AB blood type, but his best 
chance was through a living donor 
transplant. He just needed to find a 
compatible volunteer. 

Ken Vil lazor,  Melnyk’s  long-
time confidant and the Senators’ 
alternate governor, began quietly  
contacting family and fr iends,  
hoping one of them might be able to 
donate. Melnyk is a well-connected 
man and, facing death, he used  
every contact he had. 

The volunteers who came for-
ward went through extensive tests at  
Toronto General to see if they were 
compatible. One by one, they were 
rejected. Villazor suggested a final 
option: solicit a new liver from the 
public. Melnyk had been reluctant 
to tell the press about his illness—he 

O NE JANUARY DAY LAST YEAR, Eugene Melnyk 
summoned his private pilot to his home in 
Barbados. The 56-year-old owner of the Ottawa 
Senators had been feeling listless—he was 
fighting the urge to drift off whenever he sat 
down, and he found himself shivering even as 

a warm Caribbean breeze drifted through the house. 
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hadn’t even wanted his two young 
daughters to know he was sick. At that 
point, however, he was desperate. “If I 
didn’t go public, I’d die,” he says. 

On May 14, three and a half 
months after Melnyk first checked 
into the hospital, the Senators held 
a press conference to announce that 
their owner needed a life-saving or-
gan donor. Within days, 2,000 people 
called in to inquire about the possi-
bility of donating, and 560 filled out 
the application. The hospital was 
overwhelmed, bringing in extra staff 
to process the paperwork. 

Within a week, they had found a 
match—an anonymous individual 
whose only desire, according to  
doctors, was “to help Mr. Melnyk  
return to good health, to enjoy his 
family and friends, and most import-
antly to bring the Stanley Cup home 
to the Ottawa Senators.” On May 19, 
Melnyk and his donor both went into 
surgery in Toronto. Two days later, 
doctors announced that the opera-
tion had been a success. From press 

conference to recovery room, Melnyk 
had a new liver in just five days. 

The Melnyk story was unpreced-
ented in Canada, and it made people 
angry. There are hundreds of people 
waiting for liver transplants, and Mel-
nyk got his because he was able to ex-
ploit his fame. His critics accused him 
of gaming the system. And he isn’t the 
only one. 

The University Health Network 
(UHN) in Toronto handles more live 
liver transplants than any other in-
stitution in North America. Most of 
these are between family members or 
friends, but in recent years, doctors 
have witnessed several individuals 
launching public campaigns, forc-
ing doctors to grapple with the eth-
ics of organ donation in the social 
media age. Patients find themselves 
in a precarious situation—one where 
their ability to create a splash on 
Facebook could determine whether 
they live or die. 

W H E N  K E V I N  G O S L I N G  f i r s t  
decided he wanted to give his liver 
to a stranger in 2004, doctors turned 
him away. “The transplant program 
in our hospital does not use donors 
who have no relationship with the  
intended recipient,” they wrote to 
him. Or, as Gosling puts it : “They 
thought I was nuts.” 

Gosling, now 56, is a retired father 
of three from Cornwall, Ont. He has 
12 siblings and many nieces and 

   THERE ARE HUNDREDS 
OF PEOPLE WAITING FOR 
    LIVER TRANSPLANTS,  
        AND MELNYK GOT HIS  
  BECAUSE HE WAS ABLE 
        TO EXPLOIT HIS FAME.
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nephews (one of whom is the actor 
Ryan Gosling). He spent decades 
working at Kraft Foods as a produc-
tivity-improvement specialist. One 
day, he read an article about living 
donors in a magazine. The thought 
occurred to him: Why not me? 

He wasn’t discouraged by his first 
rejection. Gosling began speaking 
with doctors at Toronto General 
about anonymous liver donation. At 
the time, it had never been done in 
Canada. Doctors were wary. “They 
asked if I had religious reasons, like 
I’d done something bad and I wanted 
to atone for my sins, or if I had a book 
deal,” he says. Gosling kept telling 
them the truth was simpler: he just 
wanted to help. 

In 2005, doctors removed the left 
lobe of Gosling’s liver and put it into a 
child who had been born with a defi-
ciency called urea cycle enzyme disor-
der. He kept the note he’d gotten from 
the recipient’s family—it thanked the 
“angel donor named Kevin who was 
willing to risk an operation he did not 
need so our child could begin to live 
a carefree and normal life.” 

In the time since Gosling’s trans-
plant, UHN has become a leader in 
anonymous donations. Potential 
donors go through a careful screen-
ing process, designed to make sure 
they’re in the appropriate psycho-
logical and financial state—that 
they’re able to miss work while 
they convalesce. In the year after  

Gosling’s operation, UHN performed 
two anonymous liver transplants. 
Last year, they performed 15. 

Recently, however, there’s been 
a wrinkle in the anonymous donor 
system: the rise of public campaigns. 
“In the last year or two, we’ve seen an  
increase in people using social  
media, regular media, any type of 
outlet to try to get living donors,” says 
Dr. Atul Humar, the director of UHN’s 
transplant program. 

ON APRIL 26, 2015, the day of their 
daughter’s baptism, Peter Budziak 
and his wife, Betsy Amores, woke 

Gosling was the first person in Canada 
to give an organ to a stranger.
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up to find seven-month-old Delfina  
lying in her crib with a raging fever. 

The family lives in Vaughan, Ont., 
where Amores works for a cosmetics 
company. Budziak works at Sportsnet 
in Toronto, where he does graphics. At 
two months old, Delfina had been di-
agnosed with a liver disease called bil-
iary atresia. The condition closed her 
bile ducts, which left her jaundiced 
and weak. That morning, the family 
squeezed in Delfina’s baptism, then 
Amores rushed her to SickKids, where  
it was confirmed that she needed a 
new liver. 

Budziak, Amores and their families 
all volunteered to be tested as living 
donors, and they were all ruled out. 
Amores was the final hope, but there 
were nodules on her liver that had 
the potential to become cancerous 
later in life. It was too risky. 

A few weeks later, Budziak sat in 
the waiting room of SickKids, rack-
ing his brain for some way to help his 
daughter. “That was the lowest point 
in my life,” he says. Then he thought 
of Melnyk. Budziak hadn’t paid close 
attention to Melnyk’s story when it 
had been in the press a couple weeks 
earlier, but he suddenly remembered 
the billionaire’s plea and the atten-
tion it had received. He opened his 
laptop and logged on to Facebook. 

“Okay, so it’s come to this,” Budziak 
wrote on his timeline. He explained 
Delfina’s need for a transplant. 
“There’s bound to be someone out 

there,” he wrote. “If 55-year-old  
Eugene Melnyk was able to get over 
500 willing donors, how many can 
eight-month-old Delfina Budziak get?”

When Budziak woke up the next 
morning, his post had gone viral. One 
of the people who’d read it was Laryssa  
Hetmanczuk, a 33-year-old policy  
adviser and former political press  
secretary. She had been thinking about 
organ donation ever since she’d heard 
Melnyk’s story. “I can’t give you my 
liver, but I can help spread your mes-
sage,” she told Budziak and Amores. 

Hetmanczuk knew how to get a 
story in a newspaper, who to call at 
TV stations and how to run a social 
media campaign. She set up a Gmail 
address that automatically responded 
to messages with a note explain-
ing how people could sign up to be 
tested. Within days, Delfina was fea-
tured on City, Global and CTV. The 
Delfina Needs a Liver Facebook page 
got almost 2,000 likes and 1,500 mes-
sages from people asking what they 
could do. 

     THE SUPPORT FROM 
  STRANGERS ACROSS 
            THE COUNTRY HAD 
    BEEN A SIGN THAT 
        ORDINARY PEOPLE  
    CAN INSPIRE ALTRUISM.
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In the end, the media attention was 
unnecessary. Within a week, Delfina’s 
parents began their campaign, doc-
tors re-examined Amores and told 
her the nodules on her liver could be 
removed. On June 18, surgeons per-
formed the procedure, and Amores 
and Delfina were both fine. But for 
Hetmanczuk, the Delfina episode was 
evidence that anyone running a com-
petent social media campaign could 
replicate the success of a billionaire 
celebrity like Melnyk. The support 
from strangers across the country had 
been a sign that ordinary people can 
inspire extraordinary altruism. 

While working with the family, 
Hetmanczuk learned that Jacob 

Craig-Gregory, an infant in a nearby 
hospital room, had the same illness 
as Delfina. Jacob’s mother, Kaitlin, 
is a 20-year-old single parent. She 
had created her own Facebook page 
with a family member’s help but was 
soon overwhelmed by the process. 
Hetmanczuk offered her services. 
Jacob’s stor y gathered support  
online, but the media didn’t pay as 
much attention. News broadcasts 
had already run one “parent seeks 
donor” tear-jerker. A second one was 
a harder sell. 

Like Budziak and Amores, Kaitlin 
was eventually able to find a living 
donor through her own network. In 
August, Jacob was released from the 
hospital, and he’s now healthy. But 
a system that depends on generous 
people with PR skills or a fickle press 
or a social media audience makes 
some people in the medical commun-
ity uncomfortable. “It’s like a beauty 
contest,” says Udo Schüklenk, a bio-
ethicist at Queen’s University in Kings-
ton, Ont. “It’s really macabre. If people 
are sufficiently devastated by what 
might happen to you and your family, 
you’re more likely to get a donor.” 

WHEN THE PATIENT ISN’T rich or  
famous or adorable, it can be harder 
to drum up sympathy. In January 
2015, 69-year-old Usman Qureshi 
found out his liver was failing. He had 
come to Canada from Pakistan as a 
young man and worked for decades 

Amores and her daughter, Delfina, who 
desperately needed a new liver. 
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in construction. He’d been diagnosed 
with non-alcoholic steatohepatitis, 
which caused his muscle mass to 
disappear and his stomach to bloat. 

Qureshi’s son, Andy, is a 38-year-
old IT and business consultant. 
When he first heard Melnyk’s story, 
it made him optimistic about his  
father’s chances. Andy began his own 
social media campaign for his father, 
creating a website and tweeting  
constant ly  under  the  hashtag 
#SaveUsman. He studied Delfina’s 
Facebook page, trying to understand 
how he could duplicate its virality. 

Andy wanted to make the public see 
his father the way he did. How could 
he use 140 characters to represent a 
man who had come to Canada from 
Pakistan and had done everything he 
could to help his family? How could 
he communicate his father’s innate 
generosity? He had the queasy feel-
ing that his father’s life could depend 
on his ability to make a 70-year-old 
Pakistani immigrant as relatable as a 
hockey owner or a baby girl. 

WHEN YOU ASK PHYSICIANS whether 
the current living donor system is fair, 
a look of discomfort crosses their 
faces. They pause. They speak with 
care. “Well... I don’t know if it’s fair or 
not,” says UHN’s Humar. But abstract 
ideas about fairness are secondary to 
the obvious, concrete good these do-
nations do. “Clearly there are more 
benefits than downsides.” 

Last spring, when Melnyk’s story 
went public, critics said he “jumped 
the queue,” but there is no queue of 
living donors. Instead, by removing 
himself from the deceased donor list, 
Melnyk bumped everyone below him 
up a spot. And by rallying a group of 
people who were willing to donate  
to another individual, he increased 
the supply. 

Even though Melnyk did nothing 
wrong, his story left a lingering sense 
of unease. Many countries have near-
universal health care, but few explicitly 
outlaw private care—Canada’s system 
tries to prevent the wealthy from ac-
cessing better care than anyone else. 
In October 2015, the Canadian Soci-
ety of Transplantation used its annual 
meeting to discuss the public solicita-
tion of organs. The Melnyk case had 
created a sense of urgency. Doctors 
wanted to establish guidelines that 
would set a precedent for future re-
quests. “We’d like to have something 
in place before an incident like this 
happens again,” says Steven Paraske-
vas, the outgoing head of the society. 

        EVEN THOUGH  
                     MELNYK DID 
            NOTHING WRONG,  
      HIS STORY LEFT 
                   A LINGERING  
        FEELING OF UNEASE.
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More crucial than the bureaucratic 
nightmare is the moral murk. The 
society hopes to have new policies 
drafted for April 2016 that offer doc-
tors guidance through the uncharted 
difficulties. But the simple fact is the 
living donor system, by necessity, will 
always throw the ordered objectivity 
of our donor program into tumult. An 
organ is a gift, and gifts have nothing 
to do with equity. 

Since Melnyk’s public solicitation, 
the Senators have used their social 
media reach to help push other pub-
lic campaigns. They retweeted Del-
fina’s liver plea. In mid-October, the 
team tweeted: “Please take a moment 
to watch and learn about Usman’s 
story—he’s looking for a liver donor. 
@SaveUsman #BeADonor.” 

By that point, Usman Qureshi was 
alarmingly thin. His face was yellow, 
his stomach distended. Andy had spent 
the week frantically tweeting at 
whomever he could. “Hey @BlueJays 
RT? Help this Jays fan find a liver donor 
and save his life!” he’d written, attaching 
a picture of his smiling father in a Jays 
cap next to his granddaughter. He’d 

tweeted at Justin Trudeau and John 
Tory, at Roberto Alomar and José 
Bautista. He’d reached out to Het-
manczuk, who was quickly becoming 
an unofficial organ crowdsourcer. 

At 2:45 a.m. on October 19, the 
hospital called. They had a liver.  
After that, everything happened fast.  
Qureshi went into surgery at eight 
that morning, and by midnight Andy 
was holding his hand. Within days, 
his dad was talkative and in high 
spirits, his vigour returning at a speed 
that felt surreal. 

Andy doesn’t know where the new 
liver came from—whether his father’s 
donor was living or deceased, male or 
female, someone who read his impas-
sioned pleas or someone who had 
decided to help long before. “Whoever 
that donor is, and that donor’s family, 
they’re our angels,” Andy says. All he 
knows is what transplant doctors told 
him: that all organ donations, whether 
they come from someone living or 
dead, are acts of altruism. That the 
system only works, imperfectly but 
miraculously, because someone 
chooses to make a gift.  

SHAKE IT OFF

I don’t care what anybody says about me, as long as it isn’t true.

TRUMAN CAPOTE

© 2015 BY NICHOLAS HUNE-BROWN. FROM TORONTO LIFE (DECEMBER 2015). TORONTOLIFE.COM
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AND YOU!

WANT MORE ANSWERS?
Visit us and get all the facts fast at  
readersdigest.ca/sweepstakes

Marisa Orsini,  
Administrator,  
Sweepstakes and Contests

ANNOUNCEMENT

Let’s clear the air. As the spokesperson for Reader’s Digest Sweepstakes,  
I’m asked repeatedly if our Sweepstakes is real. That’s understandable, 
given the problems some people have had with fly-by-night operators.  
We’re different from the other guys. We’ve been in the business of making  
dreams happen since 1962. Here’s why:

• We NEVER ask you for money to enter or to receive your prize

• We NEVER require you to buy anything to enter

• We DON’T have prizes drawn on a U.S. bank

• We NEVER contact prize winners by phone

• We ALWAYS give away every penny, guaranteed

SWEEPSTAKESSWEEPSTAKES



Rob, Eben, 
Raquel and Eden 

Godin pose for 
their Christmas 

card photos.



Parents with disabilities on the 
challenges and rewards of raising children 
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“I was worried about 
the way my hands and 
legs looked—would that 
scare them?”
In 2001, Raquel Godin was 26 years 
old, happily married and excited to 
start a family with her husband, Rob. 
Then, one day, she got sick. Thinking 
it was the flu, she finished her shift 
at the Winnipeg daycare where she 
worked, cancelled an evening out 
with friends and went to bed. 

Godin woke up the next morning 
so sore she couldn’t move. “Either 
you get yourself up out of bed or I’m 

calling an ambulance,” Rob told her. 
A few minutes later, he put in the call. 
The paramedics had to carry her out 
of the house. 

Using a spinal tap, doctors diag-
nosed a potentially deadly infection 
of bacterial meningitis. As Godin got 
sicker, her kidneys started shutting 
down and she was moved into isola-
tion. Doctors put her odds of survival 
at less than 10 per cent. 

Godin made it through the infec-
tion, but drastic measures had been 
taken to prevent it from spreading 
further. Her legs were amputated 
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below the knee, and all fingers and 
thumbs on both hands were either 
partially or fully amputated. She lost 
kidney function for six weeks. 

Her recovery and rehabilitation 
took two years. “The biggest goal for 
me was to walk again,” says Godin. 
But first she had to endure numerous 
skin grafts over her knees. The grafts 
on the left side failed to take, so a 
section of skin, arteries and veins 
from her back was transplanted to 
the joint. Finally, Godin could take 
her first steps on prosthetic legs. As 
for the prosthetic fingers she’d been 
given, they turned out to be more 
cosmetic than functional, so she 
stopped using them after a couple 
of years. 

Following her recovery, Godin 
returned to work, and she and Rob 
focused on starting a family. But 
pregnancy weight could cause prob-
lems for the fragile skin on Godin’s 
knees, and her history of kidney fail-
ure was an issue, too. Meanwhile, 
the young woman had become cap-
tivated by a child at her daycare who 
had been adopted from Ethiopia. She 
and Rob decided that was the route 
for them. 

Approximately a year after start-
ing the adoption process, the couple  
became the parents of a 16-month-
old Ethiopian boy named Eben. 
When, two years later, the couple 
adopted a two-and-a-half-year-old 
daughter, Eden, also from Ethiopia, 

Godin faced a challenge while in 
Addis Ababa: Eden could run faster 
than her mother could follow on her 
prosthetic legs. Since they didn’t 
share a language yet, it was a struggle 
for Godin to keep her daughter from 
flying headfirst down the steep mar-
ble stairs of their guest house. 

Back in Canada, things became 
easier. Because of her daycare job, 
Godin had a handle on the practi-
cal tasks of child care, even if they 
took her a little extra time. But she 
wondered how her amputations 
would affect her kids. “I was worried 
about the way my hands and legs 
looked—would that scare them?” 
The children were curious, “but it 
didn’t really seem to faze them that 
much,” she says. They’ve grown to 
be accepting of other people with 
disabilities, too. When Eden sees 
someone else with a missing limb, 
she asks her mother lots of ques-
tions, like whether that person will 
get his or her own prosthetic. The 
outgoing 11-year-old is also happy 
to talk to total strangers about her 
mom’s amputations. “If people say 
something, she steps right over and 
fills them in,” Godin says. 

Godin sometimes gets frustrated 
with her disability but doesn’t dwell 
on it. “You have to move on,” she 
says. She looks at her two thriving 
kids and is filled with gratitude. “I 
wouldn’t have them in my life if I 
hadn’t become sick. I’m thankful.”
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“Will I be able to 
understand what’s 
going on with their lives,   
 friends, school?”
When Tammy Gray was growing up 
in small-town Alberta in the 1970s, 
medical and education experts  
believed deaf kids should be taught 
to speak and read lips. So Gray and 
her parents didn’t learn American 
Sign Language (ASL) when she was 
a child, and conversations between 
them were difficult. To set the stage 
for effortless communication with her 
own two hearing sons, now 11 and 
13, Gray—who eventually did learn 
ASL, in her late teens—started sign-
ing to them the day they were born. 
“They were able to sign their 
first words at an early age,” 
Gray says. Kenan’s first word 
was “milk,” at six months, 
and his younger brother J.C.’s 
was “mom,” at nine months. 
Gray’s husband at the time 
was not deaf, but he also 
learned ASL so they could all 
communicate that way. 

Caring for a newborn baby 
when you can’t hear them 
cry requires some ingenuity.  
Instead of a traditional baby 
monitor, Gray used a lamp 
designed for deaf parents that 
flashes in response to sound. 
As her babies got older, 
though, they figured out they 
could use different sounds 

to make the light flash, so Gray had 
to refine her method: “If they were  
really crying, the light would be flash-
ing fully, and I’d come running. If it 
was flickering, it meant they were 
talking or tossing in their beds.”

As the boys grew older, they 
learned to find their mom and tap 
her shoulder when they needed her. 
“If they were hurt, they came to me. 
My hearing friends’ children would 
cry, ‘Mommy, Mommy,’ and wait 
for their mothers to come to them.”  
Because most of the other parents 
and teachers Gray interacts with in 
their town of Tsawwassen, B.C., don’t 
know sign language, she relies on 
texts or lip-reading to communicate 
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Eleven-year-old J.C., Tammy Gray and Kenan, 
13, at home in Tsawwassen, B.C.
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with them, or she types 
on her iPhone or iPad’s 
notes app. Gray uses the 
services of ASL interpret-
ers for teacher meetings 
and when serving on par-
ent advisory committees. 

Gray is anxious about 
what lies ahead as her 
sons grow older. “Will I 
be able to understand 
what’s going on with their 
lives, friends, school? 
Information moves at a 
very quick pace now. I 
worry I won’t catch some 
things in time to ward  
off problems.” 

She is glad, however, 
that her sons are fluent in 
ASL. “Now my boys and 
I can have debates and 
in-depth conversations. I 
have insight into who they are as in-
dividuals.” Since Gray missed out, to 
a certain degree, on this connection 
with her own parents, having it with 
her children is especially precious. 
She also believes her deafness is a 
strength in their relationship because 
of the focus required when they’re 
communicating—neither participant 
in the conversation can get away with 
half-listening. “Because signing is a 
visual language, there’s a lot of eye 
contact. I can read various emotions 
in my children’s facial expressions 
and body language.”

“I looked up at the lights 
and thought, I can’t even 
do a simple thing like 
change a bulb.”
It was an ordinary ski trip gone horri-
bly wrong. Six years ago, Ed McQuil-
lan was chaperoning his daughter 
Andrea’s ski team down a gentle hill 
north of Truro, N.S., when he fell 
awkwardly. He wasn’t going fast, and 
the terrain wasn’t difficult. Yet the  
accident was enough to break his 
back and permanently damage his 
spinal cord, paralyzing him from the 
belly button down. 

Ed McQuillan and family at Life Rolls On, a surfing 
event held in Martinique Beach, N.S., in 2014.
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Weeks later, in physical rehabilita-
tion, he began to truly contemplate 
what had happened. “It was like I 
was grieving for someone who had 
died.” McQuillan thought about 
the things he would miss now that 
he couldn’t walk: he’d always been 
a sporty guy, and he got immense 
pleasure from spending time out-
side with his girls, who were eight 
and 14 at the time of the accident. 
Would they share any of those mo-
ments again? 

McQuillan spent two months in 
rehab with his wife, Sandra, by his 
side every day, encouraging him to 
look forward. He was motivated by 
reading about the accomplishments 
of other people with spinal cord 
injuries, such as activist Rick Han-
sen. And he was cheered on in his 
recovery by extended family, friends  
and neighbours. 

On one of the weekends during 
that period, McQuillan was able to 
visit his home. “I looked up at the 
lights and thought, I can’t even do 
a simple thing like change a bulb. 
That was pretty deflating. Then I 
was reminded of all the other things 
I couldn’t do. That wasn’t the last 
time I would think that way dur-
ing my recovery, but with Sandra’s 
help, we concentrated on the things 
I could do,” says McQuillan. 

These days, when he wants to go 
swimming with his kids in the fam-
ily pool, McQuillan wheels onto the 

deck and drops into the water from 
his wheelchair. He climbs back into 
his chair using the pool steps and 
then a stool he built. Now retired, he 
also enjoys watching his 14-year-old 
daughter Marlee’s volleyball games 
and swim team events. (Andrea, 21, 
is away at university.) 

To McQuillan’s joy, other outdoor 
sports are also within reach. He rows 
regularly at Lake Banook in Dart-
mouth, N.S., and has tried adapted 
surfing and fly-fishing. He even re-
learned how to ski—this time with a 
mono-sit-ski—and once again joins 
his family on the slopes. 

McQuillan can still drive, but 
with hand controls. He uses special 
leg braces for standing, to improve 
circulation and protect bone mass. 
One thing he hasn’t yet found a hack 
for: in a wheelchair, he can’t get as 
close to his loved ones when he hugs 
them as he’d like to. “That’s what I 
miss most of all,” he says. 

To his amazement, his daugh-
ters took his new reality in stride. 
“I’m just so proud of how they’ve 
embraced it, as if I’ve always used 
a wheelchair,” McQuillan says. 
He has advice for other parents 
who find themselves with an un-
expected disability: “Don’t think 
twice about how it will affect your 
role as a parent.  I’m the same 
dad, just with a spinal cord injury. 
We still have all the same trials  
and triumphs.”
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“Even to this day I 
still worry, because 
it takes just one 
thing and he could 
be taken away.”
Blind mom of three Melanie 
Moore has learned many 
tricks for parenting without 
eyesight. To keep her kids 
safe when they were tod-
dlers, she would use furni-
ture or gates to barricade a 
play area, or put them in a 
playpen while she made din-
ner. She always made sure a 
yard was fenced before per-
mitting her children to ven-
ture into it. For outings to the 
park, she would sometimes 
arrange play dates, so other 
adults could help monitor 
her sons. Or she would keep 
in verbal contact with them and ask 
other parents at the park to help 
spot them if needed. “Blind people 
don’t qualify for attendant care  
in Ontario, so we have to make  
sure we have friends, relatives or 
neighbours who can support us,”  
she says. 

Moore is raising nine-year-old 
Jeff* as a single parent—she and his 
dad are divorced—and also has two 
grown sons from an earlier marriage. 
Today, as part of her outreach work 
for a not-for-profit organization, she 
provides peer support to other par-
ents with disabilities. 

Getting around Toronto requires 
the company of her guide dog or the 
use of a white cane. She memorizes 
her bus, streetcar and subway routes 
and listens for traffic noises to know 
when it’s safe to cross a busy street. 
When her youngest son was small, 
she travelled with him in a baby car-
rier on her back. As he got older, she 
kept him by her side with a harness 
or simply by holding his hand. 

Moore also employs technology 
to get through the day: computer 
software can read emails and docu-
ments out loud; a hand-held colour 
detector speaks the colour of an 

Melanie Moore lives in Toronto with her nine-
year-old son and her guide dog, Kalani.
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item when pressed against it (which 
is useful for clothes shopping). 

She counts on family and friends 
to pitch in for the tasks that require 
vision, like driving to hockey prac-
tice (when she and her two older 
boys lived in a smaller city where the 
arenas were further out). And she  
always makes sure she does some-
thing in return. “I’ll bake stuff or give 
money for gas,” Moore says. Some-
times she has to work to convince 
people to accept her contributions. 
“They’ll say, ‘You don’t have to do 
that.’ But it matters to me. It’s about 
equality and dignity.” 

Despite how in control she feels 
of her own day-to-day challenges, 
Moore worries that, as a mother 
with a disability, she is scrutinized 
more closely than other parents. She  
recalls an incident in which Jeff, then 

four, burned his hand on the kitchen 
stove (she knew exactly where he was, 
waiting obediently, when he accident-
ally touched the burner). As Moore 
rushed him to the hospital by cab, she 
found herself rehearsing answers to 
questions she might be asked about 
supervision and safety in the home. 
“I knew I needed to be articulate,” she 
says. “Even to this day I still worry,  
because it takes just one thing and he 
could be taken away.”

Jeff also worries about his mom.
This concerns Moore, who doesn’t 
want her disability to be an undue 
burden on her child. “If I could see, 
he wouldn’t have to worry about 
me,” she says. “If there’s a big snow-
storm and it’s blowing everywhere, 
he says, ‘You might get lost!’ And I’ll 
say, ‘No, it’ll be okay. I’ll take my 
time,’ or ‘We don’t have to go far.’” 

BOOK SMARTS

Always read something that will make you look good 

if you die in the middle of it. 

P.J. O’ROURKE

The book you don’t read won’t help. 

JIM ROHN, entrepreneur

Beware of the person of one book.  

THOMAS AQUINAS

© 2015 BY LISA BENDALL. TODAY’S PARENT (JANUARY 2016). TODAYSPARENT.COM
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REELED

IN
BY NICOLA TEMPLE FROM THE WALRUS

The dangerous consequences of mislabelled seafood

ENVIRONMENT



IN 2007, A CHICAGO woman bought 
some monkfish from a local market, 
cooked it up in a soup and ate it. 
Shortly thereafter, she began vom-
iting. The hospital where she was 
treated reported the case, and dif-
ferent public health agencies were  
notified before the file finally reached 
the United States Food and Drug  
Administration. When they investi-
gated the incident, they found that 
it wasn’t a case of bad monkfish. In 
fact, it wasn’t monkfish at all.

The FDA figured this out thanks to 
Bob Hanner, an associate professor 
at the University of Guelph’s Biodi-
versity Institute of Ontario. Using 
DNA extracted from the victim’s soup, 
Hanner identified the mystery crea-
ture as a pufferfish—a species highly 
regulated by American and Canadian 
governments due to its neurotoxic 
properties. While some restaurants 
in Canada and the U.S. are licensed 
to serve it, the fish contains a neuro-
toxin called tetrodotoxin and can be 
fatal when not properly prepared. The 
Chicago woman suffered pins and 
needles for a day, as well as weak-
ness in her legs that required weeks 
of rehabilitative care. But given the 
amount of toxin she had consumed, 
she was lucky not to have died.

Her case was important because it 
represented one of the first prominent 
applications of a Canadian-pioneered 
technique called DNA bar-coding. 
The genetic equivalent of the black-

and-white UPCs printed on retail 
products, DNA bar codes allow scien-
tists to identify species by comparing 
the sequence of a specific gene to a 
reference database. And the Chicago 
faux monkfish was no exception:  
according to Hanner’s studies,  
between 25 and 40 per cent of North 
American fish are mislabelled,  
depending on the supply chain.

WHILE MOST MISLABELLING inci-
dents won’t land people in hospi-
tal, Hanner’s data is nonetheless  
unsettling. Labelling laws are in 
place to ensure consumers know 
exactly what they’re buying at the 
supermarket, yet we’re often duped 
when it comes to our fish—which 
is ironic, given that seafood is  
frequently treated as the health- 
conscious lean protein of choice.

Take escolar, a deep-sea species 
commonly known as oilfish. Al-
though no one asks for this low-value 
species by name at the supermar-
ket, it sometimes gets sold as white 
tuna or Atlantic cod—intentionally  

 WE’RE OFTEN DUPED 
          WHEN IT COMES TO 
    FISH—IRONIC, GIVEN 
      THAT IT’S SUPPOSED 
 TO BE A HEALTH- 
  CONSCIOUS CHOICE.
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mislabelled for economic gain. For 
escolar itself, the wax ester that per-
vades its skin and muscles provides a 
source of buoyancy and energy. How-
ever, for some buyers unfortunate  
enough to consume the fish in signifi-
cant quantities, those indigestible 
lipids can lead to days of discomfort. 
“It’s probably not going to kill you, but  
nobody wants to pay for the experi-
ence,” Hanner says. (In 2007, the same 
year Hanner was analyzing soup rem-
nants, 600 people in Hong Kong ended 
up in hospital after eating escolar 
passed off as Atlantic cod. The fish 
is banned in a number of countries, 
though Canada is not one of them.)

The issue of mislabelling originates, 
in part, with the global nature of the 
fish supply chain: a species caught in 
one corner of the planet will often be 
shipped to another region where la-
bour costs are lower. In the process, all 
outwardly recognizable features of the 
fish are removed—because consumers 
want no-fuss meals free of heads and 
tails. The products are then relabelled 

and exported. As the seafood crosses 
borders, original names can be lost in 
translation. But while we might like 
to believe this is simply a matter of  
human error, the mislabelling almost 
invariably results in a cheaper fish  
being sold as a more expensive variety.

THE NUMBER OF SPECIES that regu-
lators must contend with is immense: 
the FDA and Canadian Food Inspec-
tion Agency lists that provide legally 
acceptable market names for fish 
and seafood each contain more than 
1,800 entries. Even between the two 
countries, there are discrepancies in 
naming conventions. In Canada, for 
example, “kingfish” is the mackerel 
species Scomberomorus cavalla. In the 
U.S., “kingfish” is an acceptable market 
name for four species, none of which 
is S. cavalla. (Europe recently resolved 
this by requiring species names to be 
included on all fish labels.)

Despite its prevalence, combatting 
mislabelling has not been a priority 
among Canadian regulators. Hanner 
believes this must change. “One of 
the more insidious cases of misla-
belling is farmed fish being sold as 
wild-caught,” he says. Aquaculture 
products are required to undergo 
random toxicity screening because 
of the antibiotics and pesticides the  
industry uses, as well as their pos-
sible exposure to carcinogenic sub-
stances. Naturally harvested seafood, 
on the other hand, isn’t subject to the 

       MISLABELLING 
  ALMOST INVARIABLY 
              RESULTS IN A 
     CHEAPER FISH BEING 
SOLD AS A MORE 
        EXPENSIVE VARIETY.
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same scrutiny. That fish-farm prod-
ucts might be mislabelled as wild, 
therefore, creates a loophole.

Until recently, most of Hanner’s 
work had been for academic pur-
poses; the FDA initiative marked 
his first public-private partnership. 
Though Canadian agencies have 
been involved with the bar-coding 
network since its inception, our in-
spectors still lack on-the-spot, easy-

to-use test kits that allow for the rapid 
screening of all seafood species. 

The result: for consumers who want 
to be sure that their monkfish is monk-
fish, the only surefire method is to buy 
the creature whole—head, tail and all. 
With their enormous skulls and fear-
some jaws, these members of the  
genus Lophius hardly qualify as beaut-
ies of the sea. But, at least, you’ll know 
what’s swimming in your soup. 

© 2015 BY NICOLA TEMPLE. THE WALRUS (DECEMBER 2015). THEWALRUS.CA

SEAFOOD FOR THOUGHT  BY VALERIE HOWES

BUYER BEWARE 
� DNA studies reveal these fish are 
commonly mislabelled: snapper, cod, 
grouper, salmon, tuna.

� Two species, in particular, can pose 
health risks: escolar (see page 83) and 
pufferfish (see page 83).

SHOP SMART 
� Over 750 Canadian fish harvesters are 
using This Fish (thisfish.info) tags and 
codes, which allow consumers to accur-
ately identify and track their catches.

� Ned Bell, founder of Chefs for 
Oceans—a not-for-profit dedicated to 
seafood education—says, “In major  
Canadian cities, get to know your  
specialty fishmonger; on the coast,  
join a Community Supported Fisheries 
program, for traceable seafood direct 
from local fishers.”

� Ask your vendor what’s in season. A 
2015 study by ocean advocacy group 

Oceana revealed that only seven per 
cent of salmon bought in several key 
American cities (including Chicago, 
New York and Washington, D.C.) during 
the peak of the 2012 commercial fish-
ery season was mislabelled, as op-
posed to 43 per cent in the off-season. 

� The same study found mislabelling 
was less prevalent in grocery chains  
required to standardize additional  
information about seafood (origin,  
species and whether it is wild). Look 
for Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) 
and Seachoice labelling in stores (both 
certification bodies provide more infor-
mation and run audits).

� Buy the whole fish. The species is 
easier to identify with its head attached. 

� Avoid uncertified processed fish 
sticks and crab cakes—they’re the 
aquatic equivalent of mystery meat.
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I had decided my 60s would be devoted 
to learning Spanish. Now for the hard part.

BY KATHERINE ASHENBURG  
FROM EIGHTEEN BRIDGES

ILLUSTRATION BY CORNELIA LI

Foreign
 Exchanges
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I WAS NEVE R AN Y G O OD
at foreign languages. I got 
through French and Latin 
in school because vocabu-
lary comes easily to me, 
and expectations were low. 

I disliked words that moved, as I 
thought of verbs and their annoying 
conjugations, and concentrated on 
nouns and adjectives. Later, when I 
lived in Holland for a year, in my 30s, 
I hoped that, once I had learned, say, 
5,000 Dutch words, I would wake up 
one day and speak Dutch. I knew that 
wasn’t the way these things worked, 
but laziness trumped sense. I wanted 
to speak new languages, I really did, 
but my distaste for grammar was 
stronger than my fantasies of sit-
ting around in cafés and chatting in 
French, Italian or Spanish.

Things changed, rather abruptly 
as I remember, sometime around 
2005, while I was writing a book 
about the history of washing our 
bodies. Because much of it was a 
European story, I needed to hire 
people to translate relevant articles 
and parts of books from various 
languages. After arranging for yet 
another translation, I was visited 
by a spasm of self-loathing. It was 
pathetic to speak only English and 
atrocious French, and I decided 
that, once I finished this damn 
book, I would learn languages. My 
60s would be devoted to perfecting 
my French and learning Spanish, 

and my 70s to Italian and German. 
I would decide about my 80s later.

I now see that something deeper 
lay behind this mad impulse. My 
ideal self knew a few languages, not 
just for the pleasures of cosmopoli-
tan café hopping, but as a natural 
extension of my interest in history, 
in Europe and in travel. I did not 
allow the sobering phrase “now or 
never” to cross my conscious mind, 
but clearly the thought was there in 
every misconjugated verb, in every 
sneaky preposition.

I BEGAN WITH SPANISH because it 
has the reputation of being easy. For 
the record, no language that has two 
non-interchangeable verbs for “to 
be” is easy—even less, one where 
the glamorous but baffling subjunc-
tive insinuates itself into the most 
unlikely sentences. But I didn’t know 
that then. The beginning, filled with 
words I recognized from their French 
or Latin cousins, was promising. I 
graduated from a night-school class 
in Toronto to a summer session at 
the University of British Colum-
bia that was like Sesame Street for 
grown-ups—the teachers were so  
entertaining and the games we 
played so diverting. Then, rather dar-
ingly, I went to Guatemala, one of the 
poorest countries in Latin America, 
to study for a month.

My school in Antigua had no class-
rooms as such, just a long garden 
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with a string of huts, each furnished 
with two hard chairs and a small  
table. No blackboard, no audiovisual 
equipment, just an old American high 
school textbook and a teacher who 
spoke Spanish to me for about six 
hours a day for less than $200 a week. 
Sometimes, in the sunny afternoons, 
stupefied by hours of gnarly idioms, 
we would play Scrabble in Spanish. 
Occasionally, she let 
me win. By then, some-
thing had shifted. After 
decades of denial, I had 
finally accepted that 
learning a language 
wasn’t about the vocab-
ulary—it was about the 
grammar and primarily 
the verbs. Other than 
late-blooming maturity, 
I can’t quite explain 
how this transition hap-
pened. I only knew that 
stem-changing verbs, 
as Spanish as paella, 
which would have repulsed me in the 
past, now fascinated me.

This didn’t mean I was good at it. 
I had the same tin ear and the same 
talent for convincing my teachers I 
understood them when I didn’t. I also 
had acquired the inability to grasp 
the difference between the two main 
past tenses and to remember which 
maddeningly arbitrary preposition 
was correct. But studying Spanish, 
however slowly, made me strangely 

happy. I loved the way verbs, usu-
ally implacably consistent, would 
suddenly detour into a wilderness of  
irregularity. I loved the way my brain, 
in search of a word, would sift through 
smatterings of Latin, French and a for-
mal English, and concoct something 
that often passed as Spanish. Because 
of this mental archiving trick, my  
vocabulary strikes native speakers 

as slightly archaic, like 
something spoken by 
white-suited señores 
in a Havana bar in  
the 1920s. When an  
instructor told me, “Tu 
español es muy especial” 
(“Your Spanish is very 
special”), it was not en-
tirely a compliment.

WHEN I BEGAN learn-
ing Spanish, I had two 
goals: to understand 
the explanatory panels 
in Mexico City’s Museo 

Nacional de Arte, and to be able to 
call for help if I broke my leg on the 
pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela 
in Spain. Once I had accomplished 
those goals, I set another: to spend an 
evening talking naturally in Spanish. 
To that end, I studied in Spain (Ma-
drid, Barcelona) and Mexico (Oaxaca 
and most thoroughly in Mexico City, 
where I lived for five months).

There, my immersion in Hispanic 
culture ran the gamut from high 

I loved the  
way my brain 

would sift 
through Latin, 
French and a 

formal English, 
and concoct 

something that 
often passed  

as Spanish.
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to low. Take housekeeping and my 
painstakingly crafted notes to my 
cleaning woman, notes that were 
consistently ignored. Months later, I 
realized that she, like close to six per 
cent of Mexicans, couldn’t read. Or 
take sex, when my teacher begged 
me never to use the word chaqueta 
for jacket as it had a rude meaning. 
I thought about it and asked if it 
meant condón, a con-
dom. He put his head 
in his hands and said 
he couldn’t talk about 
it. Eventually, I discov-
ered that chaqueta is 
Mexican slang for mas-
turbation, although the 
connection escapes 
me. When it came to 
culture, I rented films 
from the golden age 
of Mexican cinema, 
the 1930s to ’50s, and I 
could even understand 
them—once I put on 
the Spanish subtitles. I became an 
aficionada of Pedro Infante, María 
Félix, Dolores del Río and dozens of 
terrific movies.

At home in Toronto, I read the gos-
sip magazine ¡Hola!, which has made 
me an expert in the most obscure 
twigs of the Spanish royal family tree. 
(My obsession with the madcap octo-
genarian Duchess of Alba only ended 

with her death in 2014.) I watch the 
Spanish T V news on Univision,  
especially when presented by Jorge 
Ramos, a Hispanic Anderson Cooper, 
only cuter (más guapo).

I’m still not good at foreign lan-
guages. There was only one dinner 
party in Mexico City where I felt I  
expressed myself more or less natur-
ally in Spanish. But I had to drink so 

much tequila in the 
process that, for the 
sake of my liver, I have 
given up that ambition. 
I can tell that my class-
mates at the Spanish 
Centre in Toronto are 
sometimes surprised 
that, after seven years of 
intermittent study, my 
Spanish is so inade-
quate. But I’m at peace 
with my tortoise-speed 
headway. Another of 
my ideal selves believes 
in old chestnuts like 

“The journey, not the arrival, mat-
ters.” Years ago, I scrapped my plan of 
moving on to other languages—not 
only because my progress resembles  
molasses in January, but because I’m 
having too much fun with Spanish to 
leave it. To put it another way, Span-
ish is an ocean and I am more than 
content to wade along its edges for as 
long as I can.  

At home, I read 
the gossip 
magazine  

¡Hola!, which 
has made me  

an expert in the 
most obscure 
twigs of the 

Spanish royal 
family tree.

© 2015 BY KATHERINE ASHENBURG. EIGHTEEN BRIDGES (SPRING 2015). EIGHTEENBRIDGES.COM
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TOP OF THE FOOD CHAIN

Is there anything more capitalist
than a peanut with a top hat,  
cane and monocle selling you  
other peanuts to eat? 

@SKULLMANDIBLE  

ONE-UPPING

My girlfriend and I often laugh  
about how competitive we are. 

But I laugh more.  reddit.com

TRUTH HURTS

“I love horses.”
—Someone who would sit  

on a horse and make the horse  
carry them around.

@THENATEWOLF

Send us your original jokes! They could
be worth $50. See page 9 or visit rd.ca/
joke for more details.

WEATHER, OR NOT

As I was heading out the door one
morning, I asked my wife, Dana, who 
studied atmospheric physics, whether 
it was going to rain. When she said she 
didn’t know, I shot back, “What kind
of meteorologist are you?”

“The honest kind,” she replied.
ELEODOR NICHITA, Port Hope,  Ont.

OPEN INVITATION

[Knocks on neighbour’s door]
“HI, CAN I COME TO YOUR 

YELLING PARTY?” @ABBYCOHENWL

WHEN? 
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Life’s Like That



Two decades after the genocide that 
left Rwanda in ruins, a pair of friends—
one Canadian, one Rwandan—explore 
a country rebuilt from hope

BY WILL FERGUSON 
FROM ROAD TRIP 

RWANDA: A JOURNEY 

INTO THE NEW HEART 

OF AFRICA

In the Land of

1,000
Hills
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The road high above 
Rwanda’s Lake Kivu; 
“This is where the rest  
of my life began,” says 
genocide escapee Jean-
Claude Munyezamu,  
at the border between 
Tanzania and Rwanda.



When I found out he was from 
Rwanda, one of the first things I asked 
him—which I cringe at, even now—
was, “Are you a Tutsi or a Hutu?”

He gave a slight smile. “Tutsi.”
I did a quick calibration in my 

head: in Rwanda, did the Tutsi kill 
the Hutu, or did the Hutu kill the 
Tutsi? I had only a cursory grasp of 
one of the most horrific mass kill-
ings in human history.

At their home in southwest Calgary, 
Jean-Claude’s wife, Christine, would 
cook bubbling stews served with 
ugali, a loaf-like communal dumpling 
to be torn and dipped. Over glasses of 
ginger-laced tea—an East African spe-
cialty—Jean-Claude would urge me to 
visit his country someday.

“Rwanda is beautiful,” he’d say, 
and Christine would agree. “You have 
to see it!”

He’d continue: “We’ll travel there 
together. We’ll take soccer equipment 
to donate.”

I’d hesitate, for reasons not of safety 
but of sadness. I’d always maintained 
that humour can be found at any  
destination, no matter how battered. 
But Rwanda?

Jean-Claude had introduced me 
to Calgary’s Rwandan community, 
and through them I had gained the 
smallest glimpse into the terrors of 
the 1994 genocide against the Tutsi, 
when, over the course of 100 awful 
days, upwards of one million men, 
women and children were butchered 
under the racially charged ideology of 
Hutu Power. More than 75 per cent of 
the Tutsi population inside Rwanda 
was wiped out and almost all Hutu 
political moderates executed in the 
most efficient systematic genocide 
of the modern era. Also targeted were 
independent journalists, lawyers, hu-
man rights investigators, members 
of the opposition—anyone on the 
wrong side of power. But whereas  
political opponents were killed for 
what they believed, Tutsi were killed 
simply for having been born. One 
million people in 100 days.

A YOUNG RWANDAN WOMAN in Cal-
gary told me how she’d survived the 
carnage as a little girl by climbing  
under the “buddies.” In her accent, so 
rounded and rich, she was referring 
not to buddies, but bodies.

I FIRST MET JEAN-CLAUDE MUNYEZAMU on a field in Calgary  
in 2006. Our children were on the same soccer team, and Jean-
Claude was one of the volunteer coaches—though coaching kids 
under five amounted primarily to making sure they were running 
in the same direction. Jean-Claude and I became friends, our 
wives became friends, and our children as well.
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Whenever I describe Jean-Claude 
as a genocide survivor, he quietly 
corrects me. “I’m not a survivor. I’m 
an escapee. There is a big differ-
ence.” He was never hunted through 
the marshes, hacked at by machetes. 
He never hid under the dwindling 
warmth of buddies.

Jean-Claude’s mother had died 
when he was little, so when his  
father passed away in 1992, there 
was nothing left to keep the 18-year-
old in Rwanda. Practice massacres 
had already occurred in the outlying  
regions. The radio and newspapers 
exhorted Rwanda’s Hutu majority 
to “stop having mercy” on the Tutsi. 
Fortunately for Jean-Claude, he had 
a brother in Kenya, and that would 
prove to be his escape hatch. In 1993, 
he scraped together enough money 
to pay a driver to smuggle him across 
the border into Tanzania under a 
cargo of coffee beans, past soldiers 
and then overland to Mombasa.

The genocide in Rwanda began 10 
months later.

Jean-Claude made it out alive, but 
his brothers, nephews, cousins and 
uncles did not. An older sister and 
her infant were rescued by United 
Nations peacekeepers from a church 
the day before the killers swarmed in.

My friend reached Canada by a 
circuitous route that took him first 
through Tanzania and Kenya, and 
then as an aid volunteer to Somalia 
and Sudan, until finally he landed in 

Montreal in the middle of February 
1998. “When I arrived, it was -32 C 
and I was wearing a hoodie. It was 
the warmest jacket I could find.” He 
laughed. “I wondered if I should not 
have stayed in Africa.”

He settled in Alberta, worked as a 
meat cutter, an oil-rig worker, a taxi 
driver, learned English and attained 
his Canadian citizenship. He volun-
teered at Calgary homeless shelters 
and, in his spare time, set up Soccer 
Without Boundaries (soccerwithout-
boundaries.org), a program for im-
migrant and low-income children. 

Today, Jean-Claude sits on the 
Premier’s Council on Culture. He has 
received the Queen’s Diamond Jubi-
lee Medal for his work with youth. 
He’s married, with three children.  
A father, a husband, a community 
organizer, a soccer coach. And a 
genocide escapee.

I ARRIVED AT KIGALI International 
Airport in July 2013 to the cool em-
brace of an equatorial night. Jean-
Claude had landed a few days earlier, 
and he greeted me with a handshake 
and a hale “Welcome to Rwanda!”

Older travel accounts describe the 
Kigali airport as cavernous and half-
empty, but those days are long gone; 
the airport has burst its seams like 
stuffing from a pillow.

Outside, Jean-Claude led me 
across the parking lot to where a  
4 x 4 was jammed into an undersized (M
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stall. The vehicle would be our home 
for the next three weeks, as we made 
our way across the country.

Inching out of the airport with 
Jean-Claude at the wheel, we were 
soon swept into the street lights and 
leafy darkness of Kigali at night. The 
silhouettes of tall buildings were  
arranged along the crests of hills  
like giant chess pieces: the square 
rooks of hotels, the ornately curled 
knights of foreign embassies and the 
rounded bishop of a striking new 

convention centre, imminent and 
still hidden under scaffolding—the 
urban equivalent of gift wrap.

Kigali is draped across a loose feder-
ation of hills, and the city’s main thor-
oughfares often run along high-wire 
ridges before dropping suddenly into 
the valleys below. This layout—the dip 
and drop, the ridges and sloping des-
cents, the whorls and loops—makes 
driving through the capital akin to 
navigating a fingerprint.

Jean-Claude flung us into a valley 
and then down a curved street before 
a final funhouse drop took us to the 
Republika Lounge.

The Republika, with its large deck 
and glowing patio lights, is a local 
landmark. “Very good food,” Jean-
Claude assured me.

Regal and welcoming, the owner 
glided from table to table, laughing 
and chatting as she topped up drinks. 
Over beef skewers, Jean-Claude and 
I toasted the start of our journey—
me with a beer, Jean-Claude, who 
doesn’t drink, with bottled water.

“Finally!” he said. It seemed we had 
been talking about this trip forever.

The flickering lights of the city 
formed constellations on the hills 
across from us, and the beer was as 
sweet as summer air.

KIGALI IS NO LONGER  a hollow 
shell. The streets once littered with 
corpses are now, two decades later, 
very safe, very clean—famously so. 
Travellers in Africa are always taken 
aback by the city’s tidiness, even as 
the population tops a million. Glass 
towers are spinning themselves into 
existence on the dizzying pirouette 
of construction cranes. This is urban 
Africa reimagined.

             THE OLD WOMAN THREATENED THE  
    MILITIAS WITH EVIL SPIRITS. THE MEN 
        VOWED TO RETURN BUT THEY NEVER DID.
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The two of us would use Ki-
gali as our base, falling back 
to the city between extended 
excursions to the more remote 
regions of Rwanda. Through a 
contact of Jean-Claude’s, we’d 
rented a spacious fifth-floor 
apartment, and my bedroom 
looked out over the city, leafy 
green even in the dry season. 

But beyond the garden-like 
roundabouts and well-swept 
streets, the scars of the geno-
cide are still evident in Rwan-
da’s capital. You need only  
to look.

From the shell-pocked walls 
of the nation’s parliament 
buildings to the splattered 
plaster at the military barracks 
where 10 Belgian peacekeep-
ers were killed, the capital, at times, 
feels like an open-air memorial.

Scars on buildings, scars on skin.
The man from whom Jean-Claude 

had rented our vehicle had a thick 
line running across his neck, ear to 
ear, like a rubbery rope: the distinct 
slash of a machete.

The scars that remember, the scars 
that remain.

Rwa n d a’s  nat i o na l  g e n o c i d e  
memorial is just up the road from 
Jean-Claude’s childhood home. If, 
as Stalin is said to have noted, one 
death is a tragedy but a million is 
just a statistic, the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Centre strives to put a  

human face on those numbers, tries 
to stop them from becoming a mere 
tally, emptied of meaning.

Inside are photographs. Candid  
moments, wedding portraits, gradua-
tions. The faces of families, of children, 
of mothers, husbands, lovers. Gone.

Acts of kindness and bravery are 
commemorated as well:

An elderly Hutu woman named 
Sula Karuhimbi bluffed her local 
band of killers with nothing more 
than outsized confidence and a rep-
utation for being a crank. Seventy-
one years old, Karuhimbi warned 

Bullet holes at Camp Kigali, where the 
Belgian peacekeepers were murdered.
Bullet holes at Camp Kigali, where the 
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the machete-wielding Hutu militias 
clamouring to search her rundown 
home of her supernatural pow-
ers and threatened them with evil 
spirits. Not one member of the mob 
was willing to risk it. They vowed to 
come back later but never did. The 
20 Tutsi hiding inside survived.

Gisimba Damas Mutezintare single-
handedly saved 400 Tutsi children and 
adults at the orphanage he ran. 

A Muslim man named Yahaya 
Nsengiumva saved 30. When asked 
why, he said it was simple: “The Ko-
ran tells us that saving one life is like 
saving the whole world.”

OVER THE NEXT TWO weeks, Jean-
Claude and I criss-crossed Rwanda, 
visiting the legendary source of the 
River Nile, Dian Fossey’s famed goril-
las in the mist, refugee camps along 
the Congolese border, schoolyard 
soccer pitches (to drop off donated 
gear) and an open-air prison on the 
edge of a rainforest.

One day, we were high above Lake 
Kivu—which runs along Rwanda’s 
border with the Democratic Republic 
of Congo—when the smooth asphalt 
ended suddenly and without fan-
fare, and our vehicle slammed onto 
rougher terrain.

Giving statistics a human face at the Kigali Genocide Memorial Centre. 
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Around the next bend, we saw the 
toll these roads could take. A local 
bus had hit a rut and broken down. 
Someone had been sent by bicycle to 
rouse the nearest repairman, and the 
driver waved us through impatiently.

Over the next hump of hill, we came 
upon a crowd of people waiting for 
that very bus.

As we slowed down, a high school 
student in a neatly ironed blouse 
stepped from the crowd and thrust her 
hand out at our passing 4 x 4. 

On impulse, Jean-Claude pulled 
over. “Let’s give her a ride. We’re  
going that way anyway.”

As soon as the crowd realized 
what was happening, it erupted, 
pleading for a lift. But Jean-Claude 
was adamant. The student was the 
one who had asked for a ride, so she 
could choose who was coming. With 
our luggage and soccer equipment 
weighing us down, we had space for 
only three additional people. There 
were at least half a dozen girls in her 
group, so they had a quick huddle to 
decide who would come and who 
would stay. They were heading home 

from boarding school and had their 
beds with them: foam mattresses 
rolled up and tied with twine. The 
three young women who climbed 
into the back seat had agreed to take 
their friends’ gear with them, filling 
what little space we had left.

With the well-mannered stu-
dents and their belongings wedged 
in, we headed for the other side of  
the mountain.

Our passengers were named Betty, 
Grace and Anuarite. The teens were 

Congolese refugees, and though 
there was a school much closer to 
their camp, they attended class out 
here because it was more academic-
ally challenging. One of them was 
studying accounting, another busi-
ness. The third was hoping to go into 
civil engineering. 

Jean-Claude chatted with them in 
French and Kinyarwanda, and they 
told him about the term that had just 
ended and about life as refugees. They 
found it tiring travelling between the 
camp and the boarding school on 
buses that often broke down, but they 
agreed it was worth it.

          WE PULLED OVER AND THE STUDENTS  
 HEADED OFF, MATTRESSES ON THEIR HEADS, 
                  INTO A FUTURE I COULDN’T PREDICT.
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We continued to follow the road—
now little more than a sandy trail—to 
the heights of Hanika, an improb-
able town balanced between sheer  
inclines. Lake Kivu grew larger. Down, 
down, down we went, into the sand-
bedevilled town of Kibingo. The roads 
were so soft it felt as though we were 
driving over flour. A final plunge took 
us to the water’s edge. 

At the next saddleback of hill, we 
came to a rural intersection. One of 
the students leaned up, tapped Jean-
Claude on the shoulder. From here 
the girls would hike uphill to the refu-
gee camp, a two-and-a-half-hour trek 

along a narrow footpath. We pulled 
over to say our goodbyes, and they 
headed off, mattresses stacked on 
their heads, into a future I couldn’t 
even begin to predict.

B E F O R E  E M B A R K I N G  O N  T H E
final leg of our journey, we spent a 
few days in Kigali, catching up on 
laundry and making arrangements. 
One night, Jean-Claude organized a 
meeting between Lorne—a Canad-
ian psychiatrist we had encoun-
tered while on a chimpanzee trek in 
Nyungwe National Park—and Jean-
Claude’s niece Clementine, who was 

The art of hitchhiking: Congolese refugees Betty, Grace and Anuarite,  
the trio of stranded students who got a lift after their bus broke down.
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working as a psychiatric nurse at a 
nearby hospital. 

About one-third of the people who 
died in the genocide were children, 
and many of the children who did 
survive—men and women now in 
their late 20s and early 30s—had 
been exposed to unspeakable acts. 
The use of sexual violence was hor-
rific and widespread. An investiga-
tion by UNICEF revealed that more 
than 90 per cent of the young people 
who made it through had witnessed 

bloodshed. They have been de-
scribed as the living victims of the 
genocide, still struggling to get by.

We know from other genocides that 
the effects last for generations. Yet 
Rwanda faces a critical shortage of 
trained medical staff—not just physi-
cians and surgeons but therapists as 
well. In a nation suffering from post-
traumatic stress and other untreated 
disorders, there are only six psychia-
trists available for a population of 
11 million. Rwanda spends more on 
health care than most African coun-
tries, but not nearly enough of it has 
gone toward mental health. 

Clementine was explaining to 
Lorne the need for therapy. Lorne 
was associated with the University 
of Toronto, and Jean-Claude had  
arranged this meeting to discuss the 
possibility of bringing an instructor 
from Canada to work with Rwandan 
doctors and medical staff to provide 
specialized training.

A chance encounter during a light-
hearted day trip to see some chimps 
had revealed an opportunity to Jean-
Claude that many people would 

have missed. By fixing up a psychia-
trist from Canada with a nurse from 
Rwanda, he’d opened a door to the 
possibility of a lasting impact. 

I’d seen this before, Jean-Claude 
creating connections. As we walked 
back to our apartment across the 
packed-clay alley, I asked him why 
he did it.

We reached the back gate and 
waited for the night guard to let us in. 
“Rwanda’s doctors and nurses need 
training,” Jean-Claude explained.  
“I thought maybe Lorne could help.” 

“I don’t mean just this,” I said. “I 
mean everything, all of it. You arrived 

          “IT KIND OF HAUNTS YOU, BEING  
   ALIVE. YOU ALWAYS ASK YOURSELF WHY,” 
                       JEAN-CLAUDE TOLD ME.
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in Canada with nothing. 
You were a refugee work-
ing at a meat-cutting 
plant, yet you started vol-
unteering at a food bank 
and at homeless shelters. 
You set up a free soccer 
program for low-income 
families. Why?”

Jean-Claude had once 
asked me to assist him 
in updating his resumé, 
and I’d counted no fewer 
than nine different vol-
unteer organizations he 
was involved with.

I thought he might shrug it off and 
say something like, “I don’t know, Will. 
It’s just something I do. I like to help.”

But Jean-Claude took my question 
seriously. He looked at me—I could 
hear the guard making his way slowly 
across the grounds, keys clinking—
then said, “It kind of haunts you, 
being alive. You always ask yourself 
why. Why me, why did I make it out 

when so many others did 
not? Was this luck? Was it 
only that?

“I was just a kid,” he 
continued. “It didn’t mat-
ter if I lived or not. I didn’t 
have children or a wife or 
anybody who depended 
on me. There were people 
who were doctors, who 
were teachers, who had 
families, who had some-
thing to contribute. And 
they all died. Why them 
and not me?” 

T h e  g u a rd  o p e n e d 
the gate, but Jean-Claude didn’t go 
through. He stood a moment at the 
threshold and then said, “I guess I 
feel I owe something, that I need to 
give back somehow. Otherwise, what 
was the point of it?”

We stepped into the dark garden and 
started the walk up to our building.

“I think about that,” he said. “I 
think about it all the time.” 

EDITORS’
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HOME SWEET HOME

If your heart were a house, having kids doesn’t 

put an addition on… it explodes your heart with

dynamite… and then tasks you with rebuilding

it five times larger out of the remains.  

ROB DELANEY, comedian

EXCERPTED FROM ROAD TRIP RWANDA BY WILL FERGUSON. COPYRIGHT © 2015 WILL FERGUSON. PUBLISHED BY VIKING CANADA, A 
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 13 Things  
 You Should 
Know About 
Germs
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1 Scrubbing your hands with soap 
and water for at least 20 seconds 

is your simplest defence against 
harmful germs. But no need to bother 
with the hot faucet—warm water is 
no more effective than cold in remov-
ing bacteria from your hands. 

2 If water and soap aren’t available, 
use alcohol-based sanitizer. Jason 

Tetro, a Toronto-based microbiologist 
and the author of The Germ Code, 
says as long as the product contains 
62 to 70 per cent alcohol, it will kill 
most of the germs on your skin. 

3Some germs are worth nurtur-
ing. Tetro suggests consuming  

prebiotic-rich foods like bananas and  
asparagus. Unlike probiotics—live 
bacteria that improve digestion—
prebiotics help nourish the good 
bacteria already present in your gut.

4 Harmful bacteria, such as sal-
monella, can be spread when 

ready-to-eat foods, like washed 
fruits and veggies, come into contact 
with potentially hazardous ones, 
like raw meats and their juices. To-
ronto Public Health’s Owen Chong 
suggests organizing your fridge with 
raw meats at the bottom, unwashed 
produce in the middle and ready-to-
eat foods at the top in order to avoid 
cross-contamination. �

BY ARIELLE PIAT-SAUVÉ
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5 Don’t wash your chicken be-
fore cooking. If you rinse raw 

poultry, the bacteria can be carried  
by the water. To avoid food-borne 
illnesses during prep, use a separ-
ate cutting board and utensils for 
uncooked poultry, says Chong.

6 They may be eco-friendly, but 
hand dryers have one major 

drawback—they blast germs every-
where. In a 2014 University of Leeds 
study in England, microbiologists 
found that the concentration of air-
borne bacteria around jet air dispens-
ers was 27 times higher than that 
found near paper towel dispensers. 

7 The toilets in public washrooms 
aren’t necessarily where you’ll 

find the most germs. “The door han-
dle and sink basin are more danger-
ous than the toilet itself,” says Tetro. 
He suggests using paper towel when 
opening bathroom doors.

8 If you can’t remember when 
you last changed your tooth-

brush, it’s time to toss it. An open 
toilet bowl can allow a biofilm of fe-
cal coliforms to grow on your brush, 
says Tetro. Keep your lid down and 
rinse your toothbrush with hot  
water for five seconds before use.

9 Make sure you use disinfecting 
wipes properly. A 2015 study by 

Cardiff University in Wales revealed 

that wipes can spread superbugs 
like MRSA and C. difficile. Use one 
sheet per surface to avoid moving 
germs around.

10 Zap away bacteria. A 2006 
study in the Journal of Envi-

ronmental Health found that micro-
waving a kitchen sponge for one to 
two minutes can reduce the presence 
of germs by more than 99 per cent.

11  Researchers at the University 
of Arizona found that there are, 

on average, 421,000 different bacteria 
on our shoes. Leave your footwear at 
the door to avoid dragging the organ-
isms through your home.

12 “A washer load of underwear 
contains one million E. coli 

bacteria,” says microbiologist 
Charles Gerba. His research team 
discovered that germs are more 
likely to survive cold-water washes 
and be transferred between clothing 
items. Gerba recommends washing 
clothes with hot water (60 C or 
warmer) and bleach to kill bacteria.

13 Our cellphones carry more 
than just data. In 2011, British 

researchers tested 390 phones and 
discovered one in six devices had  
fecal traces on their surfaces. Tetro 
suggests wiping phones down with a 
disinfecting cloth daily to minimize 
your risk of infection.  
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AT YOUR BIDDING  
If you’re in the market for 
a decommissioned police 
car or a military carrier 
plane, look no further 
than GCSurplus.ca, a 
government website 
that auctions off Crown 
assets. The page’s appeal isn’t limited 
to army buffs. When Canadian travel-
lers are unable to pay import duties 
on purchases made abroad, wares 
may be seized and resold online. 
That’s how the feds wound up auc-
tioning off Rolex watches and lacy 
lingerie. The most luxurious items, 
says the GCSurplus program’s senior 
director, Sandi Wright, are often vehi-
cles confiscated from drug lords and 
other convicted felons. “If you find a 
BMW, Lamborghini or Maserati on 
our site,” she says, “chances are it’s 
part of the proceeds of crime.” 

COLD COMFORT 
In February 2015, while shovelling his 
driveway in Boston after a blizzard, 
Kyle Waring, 28, decided to monetize 
his labour—by selling the leftover 
snow to winter lovers in sunnier parts 

of the United States. In 
its first year, his Internet 

business, ShipSnowYo.
com, has hawked almost 

700 kilograms of the white 
stuff. For about US$150, 
buyers received a five-

and-a-half-kilogram pack-
age of freshly shovelled product. 
“Even if 10 or 15 per cent of it melts,” 
says Waring, “you’re left with plenty 
for a snowman.” 

MACABRE MEMENTOES

Every few days, 26-year-old Nicola 
Hebson rambles through Lancashire, 
U.K., searching for roadkill and other 
decaying specimens. It’s not a grisly 
hobby—it’s work. For the past five 
years, she’s run the online shop Dead 
Good Jewellery. Hebson has sold 
more than 600 pieces, including pen-
dants with insects encased in resin 
and amulets in which taxidermy 
pheasant or crow’s feet extend from 
mounds of clay. “If I find something 
dead, I feel that nature is offering it 
up to me,” says Hebson. “But I’d 
never kill anything to make jewellery. 
That seems unnecessarily morbid.”P
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That’s Outrageous!
WORLD WIDE WEIRD 

BY SIMON LEWSEN



Challenge yourself by solving these puzzles and mind stretchers,  
then check your answers on page 108.
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JIGSAW SHUFFLER   

(Moderately difficult)
All of the tabs and slots on jigsaw 
pieces A and B are compatible with 
each other. How many different ways 
can you put these two pieces together?

A B

GIVE ME FIVE (Easy)
If all five grids share a common feature, what’s the missing number?

2 3 4

1 5 6

6 2 1

7 0 7

5 3 2

4 1 1

8 2 1

8 3 0

4 3 1

3 3 4

5 2 3

7 1 2

5 2 2

1 ? 3

5 3 4

BUBBLE MATH    

(Moderately difficult)
Assign a whole number be-
tween 1 and 5 to each of the 10 
bubbles. Each number occurs 
twice, but no two bubbles with 
the same number are touching. 
The sums of some of the num-
bers are revealed in the areas 
where their bubbles overlap. 
Can you figure out which num-
ber goes in each bubble?

5

7

8

8

69

5
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COIN MAZE  

(Difficult)
Place four coins 
as indicated by 
the small print 
inside the circles. 
You may move 
one coin at a  
time along a line 
into an empty 
circle. Only  
one coin may  
occupy a circle  
at once. Try to  
get all of the 
coins to the  
circles indicated 
by the large  
print outside 
each circle—in 
only 17 moves.

D I M E

LO O N IE

N IC K E L

Q UA R T E R

START 

QUARTER 

HERE

START 

DIME 

HERE

START 

LOONIE 

HERE

START 

NICKEL 

HERE

ODD DIE OUT (Easy)
Here’s a flat template that could be 
folded into a cube. Which of the views 
below (A, B or C) does not represent  
the same cube?

A B C
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923687145

164352987

578491362

897215436

246973518

315846729

631729854

782534691

459168273

You have to put a number from  

1 to 9 in each square so that:

 � every horizontal row 

and vertical column  

contains all nine numerals 

(1-9) without repeating any 

of them;

 � each of the 3 x 3 boxes 

has all nine numerals,  

none repeated.

TO SOLVE THIS PUZZLE…

SOLUTION

BY IAN RIENSCHE Brainteasers:  
Answers  
(from page 106)

BUBBLE MATH 

5

4

2

5

3

3

1

7

8

8

69

5

2

5

4

1

JIGSAW SHUFFLER
Eight ways.

GIVE ME FIVE 
5. The numbers in each 

grid add up to 30.

ODD DIE OUT 
C. 

COIN MAZE
Move the coins to the  

only empty space in  

the following order: 

1. quarter 10. quarter

2. dime 11. loonie

3. loonie 12. nickel

4. dime 13. dime

5. quarter 14. quarter

6. nickel 15. loonie

7. loonie 16. quarter

8. quarter 17. dime

9. dime

The first four moves can 

also be done as: 

1. quarter 3. dime

2. loonie 4. loonie

(The rest of the sequence 

remains the same.)

3 6 7 1

1 5 7

7 8 3 6

2 1 5

2 4 1 8

8 4 6

3 1 8 5

7 3 1

9 1 8 2
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1. spinneret—A: spinning-wheel 
pedal. B: thread-producing organ 
in spiders or insects. C: handle on  
a spinning top.

2. patella—A: back of a watch. 
B: bone at the front of the knee. 
C: metal tip on a cane.

3. pintle—A: bolt that is the pivot  
of a hinge.  
B: edge of a coin.  
C: petal on a petunia.

4. vitellus—A: highest steeple of  
a Gothic church. B: vein in a rock. 
C: egg yolk.

5. hilt—A: buckle on a saddle. 
B: roof peak. C: sword handle.

6. scroll—A: curved head of a 
stringed musical instrument.  
B: carriage release lever on a 
typewriter. C: fishing-reel handle.

7. dorsum—A: brain region  
responsible for sleep.  
B: dolphin beak.  
C: back part of a body.

8. fly-leaf—A: airplane-wing flap. 
B: page at the beginning or end 

Virtually everything under the sun—and even the sun itself—is made up of 
parts. The 15 words below denote components of larger things. Now it’s 

time to do your part and guess which definitions are correct.

BY ROB LUTES

of a bound book. C: fishing hook’s 
sharp end.

9. fletching—A: feathers of  
an arrow. B: fur trim on a coat. 
C: soft hair on a dog’s belly.

10. ratoon—A: new shoot of a  
perennial plant. B: basket handle.  
C: chair leg.

11. corona—A: centre of a sphere.  
B: outermost part of a star’s  
atmosphere. C: bottle mouth.

12. wattle—A: hoop used to secure 
barrels. B: plunger in a butter churn.  
C: loose fold of skin on the neck of 
certain birds.

13. stipe—A: mushroom stalk.  
B: clause in a legal document.  
C: horse’s chest.

14. bodice—A: upper part of a dress.  
B: lowest point in a valley.  
C: centre section of a rifle.

15. adret—A: moulding on an art-
work frame. B: mountainside that 
gets a lot of sun. C: lectern shelf.
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1. spinneret—[B] thread-producing 
organ in spiders or insects; as, Many 
spiders use their spinnerets to wrap 
their egg cases.

2. patella—[B] bone at the front  
of the knee; as, When the baseball 
struck her patella, Nyla collapsed, 
clutching her leg.

3. pintle—[A] bolt that is the pivot 
of a hinge; as, Ernie slid the pintle 
out of the hinge and removed the 
door from its frame.

4. vitellus—[C] egg yolk; as, The  
vitellus contains nutrients for the 
chicken embryo.

5. hilt—[C] sword handle; as,  
Arthur held the hilt of his sword, 
awaiting attack.

6. scroll—[A] curved head of a 
stringed musical instrument; as, 
Sheila could tell a lot about the ori-
gin of a violin by looking at its scroll.

7. dorsum—[C] back part of a body; 
as, Pascal’s strong dorsum allowed 
him to lift almost anything.

8. fly-leaf—[B] page at the begin-
ning or end of a bound book; as, 
Nomusa was touched to see a dedi-
cation to her mother on the fly-leaf  
of her father’s novel.

9. fletching—[A] feathers of an  
arrow; as, Harry shot at the soft 
surface, embedding his arrow up  
to the fletching.

10. ratoon—[A] new shoot of a per-
ennial plant; as, By June, a ratoon 
was growing out of every cut-down 
sugar cane.

11. corona—[B] outermost part of  
a star’s atmosphere; as, The sun’s 
corona begins at approximately 
2,100 kilometres from the surface 
and extends far out into space.

12. wattle—[C] loose fold of skin 
on the neck of certain birds; as,  
The turkey’s fleshy wattle made  
the children giggle.

13. stipe—[A] mushroom stalk; as, 
Remarkably, the specimen’s stipe 
was a metre long.

14. bodice—[A] upper part of a 
dress; as, The bodice of Aida’s gown 
appeared painfully tight.

15. adret—[B] mountainside that 
gets a lot of sun; as, Cormac loved 
skiing the adret, where he could 
bask in winter light.

Answers

VOCABULARY RATINGS
7–10: fair
11–12: good
13–15: excellent

R E A D E R ’ S  D I G E S T   
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1.  Odourless, natural formula 
 quickly absorbs into the skin.

2.  Natural capsaicin blocks 
pain at the source and draws 
nutrients to the a�ected area.

3.  Inflammation is reduced, 
increasing joint mobility  
for greater comfort.

Based on traditional medicine and made with natural ingredients, 

Lakota is natural pain relief that works. For reviews and testimonials 

visit Lakotaherbs.com

Weed out arthritis pain and get back to your roots.



I’M SO PROUD TO BE 
CANADIAN. I’VE BEEN  
TO 58 COUNTRIES, AND 
THEY’RE WONDERFUL 
COUNTRIES, BUT 
CANADA IS THE BEST. 

PAUL HENDERSON

Lately [my daughter] 

Olivia has been 

introducing me to new 

friends at school as 

“my dad—he’s a retired 

drummer.” True to 

say—funny to hear.   

NEIL PEART

It will be nice if or 

when I meet the right 

man. But for now 

I am most happily 

living with exactly the 

right woman. Me. 
ARLENE DICKINSON

I don’t just want 
to do roles that are 
the pretty girl with 

lots of makeup. 
I want to get into  

the gritty stuff and  
get down and dirty 

and dark and really 
feed my soul and 

not my vanity.
NINA DOBREV

I can say that I would be 
strongly supportive of a 
recommendation from 
the Bank of Canada to 
put an iconic woman  

on the banknote. 
FINANCE MINISTER 

BILL MORNEAU

PHOTOS: (PEART) © ANDREW MacNAUGHTAN; (DICKINSON) COURTESY OF ARLENE DICKINSON; 
(HENDERSON) © HOCKEY CANADA. QUOTES: (PEART) DRUMHEAD MAGAZINE  (NOV./DEC. 2015); 
(MORNEAU) CBC NEWS (JAN. 13, 2016); (FILLION) TWITTER (SEPT. 30, 2013); (DICKINSON) 
HUFFINGTON POST (JULY 30, 2015); (HENDERSON) TORONTO SUN (SEPT. 27, 2012); (DOBREV) 
INTERVIEW MAGAZINE (OCT. 8, 2015).

EVER HAVE 
ONE OF THOSE 

DAYS WHEN 
YOU COULD 
REALLY USE 

A DOG?  
NATHAN FILLION 

BY CHRISTINA PALASSIO

Quotes



Rob Facts
Serving size 1 bowl (2 Weetabix biscuits)

% Daily Energy

Early Alarms

Kittens & Trees

Healthy Eating

Calendar Jokes

85%

50%

95%

20%

/WeetabixNA

Why is it some people seem to enjoy an endless amount of 
energy? Maybe it’s how they start their day. With Weetabix, you 
can enjoy knowing your day starts with a wholesome source 
of feel good energy. Try it tomorrow and see for yourself how 
great your day can feel.

✓67% of daily whole grain needs*  ✓High Fibre  ✓Only 2g of sugar*
* per serving



Adult gummies for the kid in you.

www.naturesbounty.ca

©2016 Nature’s Bounty, Inc.   16-NB-1006rd

As a reminder, discuss the supplements and medicines you take with your health 
care provider. These products may pose risks and may not be suitable for everyone.  
Always read label directions and warnings prior to use.

Should accompany a well-balanced diet.

Nature’s Bounty® offers easy and delicious ways to take your vitamins.

Let your inner kid have some fun especially with Nature’s Bounty’s 

delicious selection of high-quality vitamin gummies. There are no  

hard-to-swallow pills, no bitter aftertaste, just delicious gummies.


