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P.S. You can reach  

me at mark@rd.ca.

I 
need to apologize to my in-laws,
the Finneys. This was supposed to 
be the Christmas we’d get to Cape 

Breton. We usually don’t because 
December flights are too expen-
sive and the crummy weather 
means we’ll spend more time 
waiting on the tarmac than in 
the air, if the plane even manages
to depart. But we swore that 
we’d make the effort this 
holiday. Our boy, now 
four, needs to see his 
nan and papa.

Then 2020 happened 
and no one wants to 
sardine with strangers
in a metal tube for two 
hours. Never mind that 
by visiting my in-laws 
we could be unwitting

agents of infection—every report of a 
new outbreak seems to be blamed on 
a big family gathering.

Which means we’ll be missing out 
again on his nan’s fish cakes and but-
terscotch pie, spotting the Newfound-
land ferries in Sydney harbour, the
kitchen party after midnight mass and 
waking up early with all the cousins 
to open presents. A Zoom call doesn’t 
quite cut it. 

This month’s cover feature, “Home 
for the Holidays” (page 26), will be bit-
tersweet for the many Canadians in the 

same dilemma. It’s a collection of
stories—some funny, some familiar, 
all heartfelt—about holiday-time 
traditions with family and friends. 
Each is different, but all share a

conviction that, this year 
especially, there’s no 

place like home.

Not Home for 
the Holidays

reader’s digest
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MEGAN MURPHY
Writer, Peterborough, Ont. 

“Home for the
Holidays”

Murphy’s love affair with writing 
began at a young age with the nightly 
words “Dear diary.” Also an actor, 
Murphy co-created a show this year 
called The Verandah Society, in 
which she and a musician friend 
travel to people’s homes and share 
music and stories. Read her humou-
rous tale of a childhood Christmas 
pageant on page 26.

JARRED BRIGGS 
Illustrator, Plaster Rock, N.B.

“Beware Winter Rays”

Briggs’s favourite part 
about being an illustrator is coming 
up with clever conceptual draw-
ings—he lives for the aha moment 
when all the pieces of the puzzle 
begin to fit together. When he’s not 
illustrating, Briggs loves reading 
science-fiction novels, being out-
doors and spending time with his 
three dogs. Take a look at his latest 
work on page 18.

NICHOLAS  

HUNE-BROWN
Writer, Toronto

“Fight of His Life”

Hune-Brown is a National Magazine 
Award-winning writer whose work 
has been published in Toronto Life, 
The Walrus, Hazlitt and The Guard-

ian. He’s also the senior editor at The 

Local, a magazine focused on long-
form stories about health and social 
issues in Toronto. Read his story 
about a COVID-19 patient’s incredi-
ble fight for survival on page 114.

NICK WONG
Photographer, Toronto

“Hunger Gains”

Wong’s work has 
appeared in The Guardian, FRAME 
and enRoute, Air Canada’s in-flight 
magazine. As an active member of 
the LGBTQ+ community, Wong has 
also shot for Pride Toronto, highlights 
LGBTQ+ subjects in his personal 
portrait work and volunteers as a 
team captain in gay dodgeball leagues. 
Check out his photo of the founder of 
Feed It Forward on page 10.
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PINS AND NEEDLES

I disagree with the way acupuncture is
dismissively presented in “Conquer 
Your Everyday Aches and Pains” (Octo-
ber 2020). My uncle worked at a church 
mission in China during the Second
World War. Minutes before evacuating, 
a fellow missionary went into labour. 
A local midwife used acupuncture; the 
mother gave birth to twins without
pain. Could it be that the acupuncture 
practised in China is different from 
what’s available in Canada?
— GORD YOUNG, Peterborough, Ont.

BORN A BOOKWORM

Growing up on a farm in New Bruns-
wick, money wasn’t plentiful. But
my family did have good food, clean 
clothes, a warm house and lots of books! 
Our house was filled with Reader’s 

Digest condensed books and, of course,
your magazines. I could wake up in 
the middle of any given night and find 

one or both of my parents reading 
your publications. I attribute my suc-
cess in life to being introduced to 
reading at a young age.

 — WENDY MACDOUGAL, Somerville, N.B.

WE THE NORTH

I subscribe to your Daily Digest news-
letter, which I find enjoyable and infor-
mative. At times, however, it seems like 
Reader’s Digest overlooks our country’s 
territories. Because they are so “out of
the way” and have a relatively small 
and scattered population, I guess it’s 
easy to forget about them. I hope you 
acknowledge our northern communi-
ties more in the future.

 — SUZANNE STARRIE, Whitehorse
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J
AGGER GORDON WAS standing in 
line at the grocery store in late 
March when it hit him: this was 

only the beginning. The 50-year-old
chef and founder of Toronto’s Feed It 
Forward, one of the country’s most 
innovative food bank programs, saw 
that COVID-19 would have an even
bigger impact on communities that 
depend on his services. “People were 
fighting over water,” he says, “and I just 
thought, okay, this is going to be bad.”

Gordon is like a modern-day Robin 
Hood, only instead of robbing from 
the rich, his food bank rescues food 
that would otherwise be destined for

landfills. He launched Feed It Forward 
six years ago, hoping to ameliorate 
hunger by making a dent in the approx-
imately 11 million tons of food that
Canadians annually let go to waste. The 
food he rescues is still edible but may 
not meet the picture-perfect standards 
of consumers. Don’t even get Gordon
started on overly aggressive best-before 
dates. “This is perfectly good stuff!” he 
says. “Maybe a pepper has a slight blem-
ish, or it’s not breast meat or whatever
the desired cut is, but you can still make 
something that tastes amazing.” Oper-
ating out of three main kitchens with 
some 2,200 volunteers, the organization

How a Toronto charity feeds thousands  

with surplus restaurant food 

Hunger Gains
BY Courtney Shea

photograph by nick wong
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Jagger Gordon’s charity 

redistributes food that 

would otherwise be 

thrown out.



was, until recently, feeding approxi-
mately 3,000 people every day. Since 
COVID, it’s closer to 5,000.

Feed It Forward runs a pay-what-
you-can restaurant and grocery store 
stocked entirely with hand-me-downs 
from Whole Foods (some 400 kilo-
grams every day). Thirty-two Toronto-
area restaurants and food supply com-
panies—Sysco, for example—also help 
out. On 200 acres in Whitby, Ont., Feed 
It Forward grows produce and hosts 
grow-your-own-food lessons for indi-
viduals and families. If the pandemic 
hadn’t cancelled in-person classes, 
this fall would have meant resuming 
Soup Bar, an offshoot program that 
provides free hot meals to students at 
Humber College (more than a third of 
post-secondary students live with food 
insecurity). People have an idea of what 
a person who is hungry looks like, says 
Gordon, but it’s so much more preva-
lent than we realize. 

Feed It Forward couldn’t exist if the 
Ontario government hadn’t passed 
1994’s Donation of Food Act, which 
allows individuals and companies to 
provide organizations with excess or 
unused stock without fear of liability. 
But Gordon says we can still do bet-
ter. In France, for example, it’s illegal 

for large supermarkets to throw away 
food that could otherwise be donated. 
In 2016, Canada’s NDP agriculture 
critic Ruth Ellen Brosseau introduced 
a private member’s bill to develop a 
national strategy on food waste, but it 
was defeated.

Experts predict the number of peo-
ple who are food insecure to have dou-
bled this year—but Gordon hopes that 
the spotlight the pandemic has put on 
food distribution systems and scarcity 
will lead to meaningful change. In the 
early days of the lockdown, Gordon 
heard from staff in the kitchens at Rog-
ers Centre, the CN Tower, the Ontario 
Food Terminal and hundreds of other 
businesses—all of them had food to 
give and knew Gordon was the guy who 
would know what to do with it. 

As the year came to an end, Feed It 
Forward was stockpiling turkey. In 
previous years, the organization hosted 
holiday dinners—community cele-
brations with live music and, of 
course, plenty of good food. This year 
will be different—less gathering and 
more special deliveries. So maybe 
Gordon is less like Robin Hood and 
more like Santa. “There is need out 
there, and we can meet it,” he says. 
“That’s my mission.” 

Democracy Now
There is always a tug-of-war between policies to achieve equality and policies  

to achieve excellence. I am certain that Canada can achieve both.

JOHN TURNER

reader’s digest
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Two weeks after I had
photos taken of my 
baby, I returned to the 
studio to view the pic-
tures on a colour moni-
tor. The photographer 
started describing the 
merits of each photo, 
but as he went through 
the set, he rattled off his 
sales pitch so quickly 
that I couldn’t get a 
word in.

Finally, after we’d 
seen all 20 poses, he 
asked me which ones I 
was most interested in.

“None,” I replied. 
“This isn’t my child.”

 — GCFL.NET

The absolute worst-
spelled word in the 
English language is 
“queue.” Q was killing 
it on his own and 
someone was just 
like, “Hey, what if he 
had four useless  
teammates?”

 — @RANDYPAINT

Having a Hard Time

I told my sister I was 
going through it and 
she said, “Well, go 
around it.”
— @ITSKTLE

A typical cup holds about 
eight ounces of liquid. 
But if a child spills it, 
that number increases 
to eight gallons.
— @HOMEWITHPEANUT

Chef Boy-Ar-JEEZ!

It looks so easy when the pros do it. So why do our 

versions of baked goods come out looking like this?

rd.ca 13
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illustration by clayton hanmer

The Truth About 
Pet Adoption

1Adoption is a long-
term commitment. 

Thanks to better health 
care and diets, the life-
span of dogs has dou-
bled in the past four 
decades to an average 
of 12 years, while 
domestic cats now live 
to about 15 years, com-
pared to nine in 1995.

2 It’s not cheap, either. 
Including high qual-

ity food, routine vet vis-
its and pet insurance, it 
costs a national average 
of $42,000 to own a dog 
for 12 years, and $35,000 
for a cat that lives to 15.

3 When you adopt
from a shelter or res-

cue group, you’re not 
only gaining a beloved 
friend, you may be sav-
ing a life—some shelters 
have seen increases this 
year of between 20 and 
60 per cent in fostering 
and adoptions.

4Adopting from a 
shelter is often more 

cost-effective than a 
“free” kitten or puppy. 
“Our fees include 
spay or neuter surgery, 

BY Anna-Kaisa Walker 

reader’s digest
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vaccines, deworming, 
microchipping and six 
weeks of pet insurance,” 
says Jennifer Finnegan, 
support services man-
ager at the Calgary 
Humane Society.

5 Microchipping is a 
worthy investment, 

in case your pet ever 
gets lost. A tiny chip the 
size of a grain of rice is 
implanted under the 
skin. Shelters and vet 
clinics scan the chip 
and access your contact 
information through the 
manufacturer’s registry.

6 Pets and allergies 
can mix, under the 

right circumstances. 
“The benefit of having 
a pet can outweigh the 
risk of mild symptoms,” 
says Kitchener, Ont., 
allergist Dr. Harold 
Kim. “Allergy shots do 
work in about 70 per 
cent of patients, but 
they are a large time 
commitment, and there 
is a risk of reaction.”

7 Don’t take it too per-
sonally if a shelter 

turns you down. “We’ll 

take into account an 
animal’s known his-
tory,” says Finnegan. 
“If they were fearful or 
aggressive with kids, 
we’d place them in an 
adult-only home.”

8 Veterinarians rec-
ommend puppy 

socialization classes 
starting as early as seven 
weeks of age—even 
before vaccinations are 
complete. The first three 
months are the crucial 
window for teaching 
dogs to accept new peo-
ple, animals and places.

9 A senior pet—over 
age seven—can take 

twice as long to get 
adopted as a pup or kit-
ten, but might just be 
the right companion if 
you enjoy life in the 
slow lane. “Their per-
sonalities are already 
developed, and they 
just want to relax with 
you,” says Finnegan.

10 A large dog may 
not need as much 

space as you think—
breeds like greyhounds, 
mastiffs and Great 

Danes can be happy in 
a small apartment as 
long as they get regular 
outdoor walks.

11 To help an anxious 
pet integrate into 

your family, place them 
in a small room and 
keep their first few days 
at home calm and low 
key. “Give the animal 
space to make the 
choice whether to 
come to you or not,” 
Finnegan says.

12 One is the loneli-
est number, espe-

cially for some pets—
kittens do best in pairs, 
while other small crit-
ters like guinea pigs, 
rabbits, rats and mice 
can get depressed 
without a buddy.

13 Feelings of regret 
after adopting a 

pet—even one that 
seems perfect—are 
common. “It’s called 
adopter’s anxiety and 
it’s completely normal,” 
says Finnegan. “It can 
take up to a few weeks 
to a few months for 
everyone to adjust.” 

rd.ca     15



THERE IS 
A SMALL 

MINORITY OF 
PEOPLE WHO 
ARE AGAINST 
MASKS. SOME 

OF THESE 
PEOPLE ALSO 
THINK ELVIS 

IS ALIVE.

 –Quebec premier 
François Legault

WE’VE BEEN CRYING FOR 
YEARS, WE’VE BEEN 

PROTESTING FOR YEARS, 
WE’VE BEEN FIGHTING FOR 

YEARS AND OUR VOICES 
ARE GOING UNHEARD. 

 –Quentrel Provo, WHO FOUNDED 

STOP THE VIOLENCE, SPREAD THE LOVE, 

FOLLOWING THE DEATH OF HIS COUSIN

On Friday nights my sister and I would call into 
our local rez station and request songs for our 

friends or cousins. It felt like this amazing 
connector for our community. 

 –Falen Johnson, NEW HOST OF CBC’S INDIGENOUS PROGRAM UNRESERVED

If I didn’t have 
a whole team 
of therapists 

throughout my 
life, I don’t think 
I’d still be here.

 –Alanis Morissette

Being on the front line during this 
offseason has given me a different 

perspective on this pandemic and the 
stress it puts on our health-care 

system. I cannot allow myself to 
potentially transmit the virus by 

playing the sport that I love.

 – – Super Bowl champion  
Laurent Duvernay-Tardif,  

ON HIS DECISION TO KEEP WORKING  

AT A LONG-TERM CARE FACILITY INSTEAD 

OF PLAYING FOOTBALL THIS SEASON
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I wish that the certain 
politicians had recused 
themselves, but there’s  

no one we blame. 
 –Craig Kielburger, DISCUSSING  

THE CLOSURE OF WE CHARITY IN CANADA

When I was cut from the women’s 
Olympic hockey team in 1998, 

I thought it was because of 
racism, but how could I prove 
that? I live with it now, but I’ll 

always be devastated by it.

 –Angela James, NWHL BEATRICE AEROS 

FORWARD FROM 1992-2000

IF I COULD CHANGE 
SOMETHING ABOUT 
MYSELF, I WOULD BE 

ABLE TO SING ON KEY—
THAT WOULD MAKE 

A DIFFERENCE IN 
THE SHOWER. 

 –Poet Dennis Lee

It’s a lot harder for me to execute some of the 
moves the way I would have 20 years ago. But 
I would never let a stuntman do the work for 
me. I have to do it myself, even if it’s painful. 

 –Keanu Reeves, ON AGING

I DIDN’T DRINK, 
DIDN’T SMOKE, 

DIDN’T DO DRUGS. 
THERE WERE NO 
BIG NEGATIVES 

ASSOCIATED WITH 
ME. I NEEDED 
A VICE—SO I 

STARTED CURSING.
 –Alex Trebek(R
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T
HE PREVALENCE OF melanoma 
has been rapidly rising around 
the world for nearly a century. 

In the 1930s, the chance of an Amer-
ican getting melanoma was one in 
1,500. Today it’s one in 74. In the U.K., 
melanoma rates have tripled since the 
1990s alone.

While some of the increase may be 
due to better detection, researchers 
also believe it’s because we’re spending 
more time outdoors in the sun, vaca-
tioning to warmer climates during the 
winter and using tanning beds. 

That rise is concerning, since mela-
noma is the most dangerous kind of
skin cancer. Non-melanoma types, like 
basal cell carcinoma, rarely spread to 
other parts of the body and are often 
resolved by localized surgery. Mela-
noma, on the other hand, is far more 
likely to spread and be deadly. In the 
U.S., it makes up only one per cent of 
diagnosed skin cancers but causes the
most deaths of them all. 

There are a few main risk factors for 
melanomas, including how much 
cumulative sun exposure a person 

BY Vanessa Milne

Melanoma is a risk—even in 

the snowy months

Beware 
Winter Rays

illustration by jarred briggs
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has had in his or her life—and how 
many sunburns. It’s thought to develop 
when the sun’s carcinogenic UV rays 
damage the cells that make the pig-
ment in your skin. That’s why people 
who have fair skin are at a higher risk 
of getting it, along with anyone with a 
family history of skin cancer. 

Most of us know to cover up and 
apply sunscreen on hot, sunny days, 
but when fall arrives, we tend to drop 
those habits. Experts warn that’s a mis-
take. Though there’s less need for sun 
protection after summer ends, expos-
ure to UV rays still adds up. 

What precautions you should take to 
defend against melanoma during the 
cooler months depends on where you 
are in the world. That’s because the 
further away you are from the equator, 
the more UV rays weaken in the winter. 
“In southern England or Canada, the 
daily dose of UVA on a clear summer 
day is 6.5 times higher than on a clear 
winter day,” says Professor Brian Diffey 
of the British Association of Dermatol-
ogists. “People in those countries 
typically receive only about five per 
cent of their annual UV exposure in 
the winter months.”

But no matter where you are, even 
during colder, lower risk months, it’s a 
mistake to put your sun-protection hab-
its on ice. “It’s important to wear sun-
screen when there is a lot of glare from 
the snow,” says Victoria Mar, director of 
the Victorian Melanoma Service at 
Alfred Hospital in Melbourne, Australia. 

If you’re tobogganing, skiing or skat-
ing, the ice and snow reflect up to 
80 per cent of the sun’s rays back at 
you, increasing your sun risk to sum-
mertime levels. And if you’re outside 
during the day for an hour or more 
doing any activity, you should take pre-
cautions: wear a hat and put on sun-
screen. “To make it simpler to remem-
ber, make sunscreen part of your 
morning routine before going out,” 
advises Mar. 

Finally, you should monitor your 
moles. “Early detection of melanoma 
is vital for successful treatment,” says 
Diffey. If it’s caught before it spreads to 
other parts of the body, the five-year 
survival rate is 99 per cent. If it’s caught 
late, that can drop to 25 per cent. 
Warning signs are a mole that’s chang-
ing size, shape or colour, or one that’s 
asymmetrical—sometimes referred to 
as “ugly duckling” moles. 

If you have concerns, talk to your 
doctor. And in the meantime, practise 
healthy sun habits—even when it’s 
cold outside.

THE AVERAGE AGE OF 
A PERSON DIAGNOSED 

WITH MELANOMA IS 

63
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HOW SUGAR FUELS THE 
HOLIDAY BLUES
This festive time of year is notoriously stressful and 
can even exacerbate depression. One thing you can 
do about that is limit sweets—sugar lifts your mood 
momentarily, but it’ll leave you feeling worse in the 
long term. According to a review from the University 
of Kansas, that might be because excessive sugar 
consumption promotes inflammation and messes 
with the balance of the microorganisms in your gut, 
which are some of the physiological factors that 
have been linked to depression. Completely elim-
inating foods with added sugar isn’t a realistic goal, 
but aim to keep it to less than 25 grams per day. 

BY Samantha Rideout

Cannabis Could 
Harm the Heart

Now that cannabis is 
more available than 
ever, claims abound 
about its medical 
effects—good and bad. 
The truth is, because it 
was classified as an 
illicit substance for 
years, medical scien-
tists don’t yet know a 
whole lot about it. 
When it comes to your 
cardiovascular system, 
the two main active 
ingredients seem to 
have opposite effects: 
CBD lowers blood pres-
sure while THC raises it. 
But regardless of how 
much or little THC there 
is, inhaling marijuana 
smoke increases carbon 
monoxide in the blood, 
according to a recent 
statement from the 
American Heart Associ-
ation. Regular exposure 
to the substance has 
been linked to strokes, 
and more research may 
reveal additional risks. 
For now, the AHA 
doesn’t recommend 
taking cannabis by 
smoking or vaping it.
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Seniors: Watch  
Out for These  
Prescriptions

McGill University 
researchers recently 
found that two-thirds 
of hospitalized Quebec 
seniors are prescribed 
potentially inappropriate
medications (PIMs) 
when they’re discharged. 
These are drugs that are 
likely to cause more 
harm than good for 
people over 65, who run 
a higher risk of falls and 
other problematic side 
effects. They include 
proton pump inhibitors 
(unless you have stom-
ach bleeding or a peptic 
ulcer) and benzodiaze-
pines (which could be 
worth the risks for treat-
ing epilepsy or severe 
anxiety but not insom-
nia). Ask your doctor to 
consult the complete 
list of these medica-
tions, which can be 
found online through 
the American Geriatrics 
Society, before filling 
a prescription.

Don’t Fall for 
Shoddy Hand  
Sanitizer

If you’ve been shop-
ping for hand sanitizers 
lately, you’ve likely 
noticed your options 
have multiplied. New 
manufacturers entered 
the market in response 
to COVID-19, but not 
all of them are safe to 
use. For instance, some 
contain dangerous sub-
stances such as metha-
nol. Government regu-
lators, including Health 
Canada, have issued 
alerts about brands to 
avoid. You should also 
watch out for products 
with less than 60 per 
cent alcohol, which 
won’t kill many germs. 
The best germ-killing 
method remains wash-
ing your hands with 
soap and water; hand 
sanitizer is merely a 
substitute for when 
that’s not an option, like 
when you’re on the go.

Exercise Already 
Saving Millions  
of Lives 

We all know that sloth 
is one of the deadly 
sins. And indeed, insuf-
ficient exercise contrib-
utes to around 3.2 mil-
lion deaths worldwide. 
On the flip side, though, 
physical activity pre-
vents an even bigger 
number of deaths, 
including 3.9 million 
that would be consid-
ered “premature” 
(before age 75). Keep 
that in mind if you pre-
fer positive motivation 
over the fear of negative 
consequences. The 
British, Australian and 
French researchers who 
made this calculation 
argue that we should 
celebrate what exercise 
is already accomplish-
ing, as a way to encour-
age even more people 
to get moving.
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Another Helping 
Won’t Hurt You

Many of us overeat 
during the holidays—
and immediately dread 
the impact on our 
health. But it turns out 
we may be worrying for 
nothing. For a study 
that sounds more fun 
than most, healthy 
young men ate as much 
pizza as they possibly 
could. On average, they 
stuffed in about 3,000 
calories—far more than 
most adults need to 
consume in an entire 
day. Yet, their blood 
sugar didn’t climb more 
than it would after a 
normal meal, and fat 
levels in the blood-
stream were only 
slightly higher than 
usual. Frequently eat-
ing too much can lead 
to obesity, diabetes 
and a host of other 
health issues, but an 
occasional overindul-
gence isn’t enough to 
make people suffer met-
abolic consequences. 

A Hysterectomy Isn’t the  
Only Solution for Fibroids 

They’re not normally life-threatening, but uterine 
fibroids, which typically arise between the ages of 
30 and 50, are a source of recurring pain for roughly 
one in six women. These non-cancerous tumours 
in the womb can also cause bloating, painful sex, 
a constant feeling of needing to pee and difficult, 
heavy periods. For years, hysterectomy (surgically 
removing the uterus) has been the one-size-fits-all 
treatment. But with many women choosing to con-
ceive after 30, there’s a need for treatments that 
alleviate the symptoms while preserving the ability 
to start a family. People who don’t plan to carry a 
child also may not feel that the condition warrants 
removing their uterus.

British scientists have been comparing two 
newer womb-sparing alternatives: myomectomy 
(cutting out the fibroids) and uterine artery embo-

lization (blocking the blood 
flow to the fibroids). Both 
treatments proved effective 
at providing relief, and women 
were able to give birth after-
wards. Compared to the 

embolization patients, 
the myomectomy 
patients had slightly 
better health-related 
quality of life at the two-
year mark, although 
they also had a longer 
initial hospital stay. 
Your doctor can help 
you explore the pros 
and cons of each 
option in detail.
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illustration by victor wong

THE PATIENT: Vera*, a 56-year-old

fitness instructor

THE SYMPTOMS: rash, tiredness and 

heart palpitations

THE DOCTOR: Dr. Adrian Baranchuk,  

a cardiologist at the Kingston Health 

Sciences Centre, Ont.

V
ERA IS A high-energy fitness
instructor in her mid-50s who 
looks years younger. She enjoys 

long-distance runs on trails around 
her hometown of Kingston, Ont. In the
summer of 2018, while jogging through 
a bushy area, she felt a pinch on the 

front of her right shoulder. Ticks are a
common nuisance in her area, so 
when she got home she inspected her 
skin carefully—but there was no sign 
of the insect.

Over the next few days, Vera felt achy, 
as though she had a mild flu. She also 
noticed a spreading red patch around 
the right side of her neck and shoulder.
She drove to the Kingston Health Sci-
ences Centre to get checked out, men-
tioning the bug bite sensation she’d 
felt a week earlier. But the skin redness
didn’t resemble the typical bull’s eye 
rash associated with ticks. The emer-
gency physician thought it was more 
likely that she had cellulitis, a common*IDENTIFYING DETAILS HAVE BEEN CHANGED.

BY Lisa Bendall
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skin infection that can be caused by 
bites or stings from a wide range of 
insects. Reassured, Vera returned home 
with some antibiotics.

The redness gradually faded, but 
Vera didn’t feel better. She was light-
headed, and began experiencing heart 
palpitations. At first she toughed it out, 
even though she was getting too tired 
to go on her runs. But then she became 
exhausted just folding laundry. Fifteen 
days after her first hospital visit, Vera 
returned to the ER.

An ECG revealed an unexplained, 
slight heart block. This delay in the 
heart’s electrical signals, which can 
develop with aging and coronary 
artery disease, often grows worse over 
time. Hospital cardiologist Dr. Adrian 
Baranchuk was called. “Vera impressed 
me as a person who, before all this, 
was perfectly fit and healthy,” he says. 
“This came out of nowhere.”

Heart block can be caused by other 
conditions that trigger inflammation, 
such as sarcoidosis, an autoimmune 
disease. But if Vera was right about the 
bug bite, there was a possibility this was 
connected to her symptoms. Ticks 
spread the bacteria that develop into 
Lyme disease; in the early stages, it 
often causes flu-like symptoms. Left 
untreated, it can lead to more severe 
problems like joint pain and weak 
muscles, even liver inflammation. 

In fewer than 10 per cent of Lyme 
infections, mainly in young men, the 
bacteria invade the heart, a condition 

called Lyme carditis. Baranchuk had 
treated roughly a dozen cases, all male. 
And the photo Vera shared of her skin 
rash wasn’t convincing. “This was by 
no means the classic bull’s eye rash,” 
says Baranchuk. The ring-within-a-ring 
happens because there are two skin 
reactions: one to the tick’s saliva, and 
one to the spreading Lyme bacteria. 
Although doctors are trained to look for 
this pattern, Baranchuk was aware of 
studies suggesting that at least a quar-
ter of Lyme rashes might vary from this 
description. He couldn’t rule it out.

Untreated heart blocks can deterio-
rate quickly and lead to cardiac arrest. 
If Vera did have Lyme carditis, prompt 
intravenous antibiotics might reverse it. 
But if it was too late, or if she had some 
other condition, what she’d need is a 
pacemaker. This was something Baran-
chuk hoped to avoid. “A pacemaker is 
very useful when heart electricity has 
failed, but then you live the rest of your 
life as a cardiac patient with a piece of 
hardware in your body,” he says. 

Testing for the Lyme bacteria 
would take time they didn’t have. But 

AT FIRST, VERA 
TOUGHED IT OUT, BUT 

THEN SHE BECAME 
TOO TIRED EVEN TO 
FOLD HER LAUNDRY.

24     december 2020
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Create Your Own Courage 
Fear, to a great extent, is born of a story we tell ourselves,  

and so I chose to tell myself a different story from the one women are told.  

I decided I was safe. I was strong. I was brave. Nothing could vanquish me.

CHERYL STRAYED, W I L D

Baranchuk had recently co-authored a 
scoring tool, the Suspicious Index in 
Lyme Carditis, to help physicians avoid 
unnecessary pacemakers. Vera had 
Lyme-like symptoms and had been 
exposed to an area known to be popu-
lated with ticks, but she didn’t have the 
bull’s eye rash, wasn’t male or under 
50, and hadn’t seen a tick. That made 
her low risk for Lyme carditis—except 
for one other factor. “She was a super 
articulate individual who was telling 
me, ‘I felt something like a tick bite, 
and then had a rash where I’d felt it.’ I 
gave utmost importance to that.” 

Baranchuk decided Vera warranted 
admission, and she was started on 
antibiotics while her heart was moni-
tored—postponing a pacemaker. 

Even if the Lyme carditis diagnosis 
was correct, however, it could take up 
to a week to notice effects, if any, from 
the antibiotics. In the meantime, Vera’s 
heart block became steadily worse 
each day. Baranchuk ordered ECGs 
every few hours. “This patient was on 
my radar all the time. I contacted the 
residents at night, asking how she was.” 
By the fifth day, she’d deteriorated 
further. “I believed I would need to put 
in a pacemaker, despite everything,” 

Baranchuk recalls. He continued to be 
astounded at his patient’s physical 
stamina. “If it were me, I’d be lying in 
bed convinced I’m going to die any 
second,” he says. “But she’s used to 
endurance and heavy sports. With 30 
beats per minute, she was still walk-
ing the corridor!” 

Finally, on day six, Vera’s heart began 
to show signs of improvement. It was 
a thrilling moment for both doctor and 
patient; they’d successfully avoided 
surgery. Shortly after, the Lyme test 
came back positive. 

In a characteristic show of strength, 
Vera was now raring to go home. She 
took a treadmill test as soon as her heart 
had recovered enough, and passed it. 
Twelve days after her hospital admis-
sion, Vera went home with oral antibi-
otics. A follow-up six weeks later showed 
no sign anything had gone wrong.

“We were able to exchange a lifetime 
as a cardiac patient with three weeks 
of antibiotics,” says Baranchuk. He’s 
glad he believed Vera, despite so many 
atypical factors. “It could have been a 
catastrophe,” he says. “As doctors, we 
have to remember we’re practising in 
an endemic Lyme region. If I hear ‘tick,’ 
I open my eyes and start looking.”  
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for the

Holidays
In a year when so many of us are kept apart, 
a tribute to the comfort and joy of gathering 

with family and friends

illustrations by robert carter

COVER STORY



My Year as 
the Virgin
BY MEGAN MURPHY 

MY MOTHER, MARY ANNE, and her 
friend Elizabeth had agreed to head up 
the annual children’s Christmas pag-
eant at our local Catholic church, 
St. Anne’s in Peterborough, Ont. Their 
challenge was to transform 20 sub-
urban youngsters from the year 1986 
into shepherds, wise men and barn 
animals from the year 1.

“Why does she get to be Mary?” my 
older sister Kate whined. 

“You had the role last year. Your sis-
ter gets to be the Virgin this year,” Mom 
replied. There may have been some 
spiritual nepotism involved in the cast-
ing (Elizabeth’s son, Tony, was playing 
Joseph), but I’d rather believe that our 
mothers recognized our raw talent. 

Our costume budget was somewhat 
lacking so I wore my own white night-
gown with a baby blue pillowcase 
bobby pinned to my head. Joseph wore 
a terry cloth robe and a brown bath 
towel on his head, held firmly in place 
with a curtain tieback. 

There were no lines to memorize. 
Instead, as the lector read the story of 
Jesus’s birth, Joseph and I knocked on 
the imaginary door of the inn and 
looked appropriately downtrodden 
when the innkeeper shook his head 
and pointed to a wooden manger 
downstage centre. Bleating about the 

makeshift structure were a handful of 
children on their hands and knees with 
woollen sheep ears attached to head-
bands. Joseph and I calmly sat ourselves 
on a crisp pile of dry straw, among the 
livestock, to await the miraculous birth 
of our child. 

I anxiously listened for my cue line, 
“The time came for her to have her 
child,” and then, with nary a labour 
pain, I valiantly lifted Baby Jesus from 
his hiding place behind a straw bale 
and set him into the empty cradle 
beside me. Jesus, in this scene, was 
played by my own Jesmar Newborn 
Baby. He was a wrinkled, anatomically 
correct doll I’d begged for Santa to 
bring me the year before. His real name 
was Daniel Edward Paul, but on this 
day, he was honoured to play the part 
of the Messiah. 

The play was a success, and although 
not a usual occurrence during mass, 
the parishioners broke into thunder-
ous applause—or at least that’s how I 
remember it. 

Back at home, my younger sister, 
Kerry, and I held a post-mortem, and 

MY WRINKLED, 
ANATOMICALLY 
CORRECT DOLL  

PLAYED THE PART  
OF BABY JESUS.
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I imparted wisdom that would be help-
ful when the time came for her to play 
the Virgin Mother. Then we changed 
Daniel back into his fuzzy onesie. 

“I didn’t know Jesus had an umbili-
cal cord,” Kerry said.

“Obviously he does,” I responded. 
“He’s attached to God.”

A Sikh Christmas 
BY NAVNEET ALANG

THE CLICHÉ ABOUT living as part of two 
cultures is that you find a space between 
them. But sometimes you do the oppo-
site: just lean into one side or the other 
as circumstance fits.

Perhaps that’s why, after moving to 
London, U.K., from India, my parents 
decided to celebrate Christmas. “We 
thought it would be a way to be part of 
English culture,” says my dad, “and then 
it just stuck when we moved to Canada.”

Last year, it was our turn to host my 
parents’ friends and their families for 
dinner on Christmas Day. On most vis-
its to my parents’ home, when I head 
downstairs in the morning, my mom 
is listening to shabad, Sikh religious 
music. But on Christmas morning, the 
house is filled with a rather English 
mix of choral music or carols, making 
our Indian kitchen sound more like 
the inside of a church.

“Oh, are they talking about Jesus 
again?” inquires my father when he 
arrives downstairs. As an agnostic, he 

isn’t loyal to any particular religion. Nor 
am I, but something about the history 
and tradition of listening to carols while 
prepping Christmas dinner feels right. 

At around six, our guests arrive. Spar-
kling wine, claret and whisky are gen-
erously poured into glasses. The house 
grows warm and cheeks turn flushed. 
Though we are all either from India or 
of Indian descent—and thus you might 
expect a tandoori turkey—my brother 
and I have decided Christmas is not a 
time for fusion. 

“Should we add some chilies to the 
stuffing?” asks Dad. “Of course!” replies 
Mum, who can barely bring herself to 
eat something if it isn’t blisteringly hot. 
But my brother and I always veto them. 
When you’re an immigrant, it can be 
alienating that what happens inside 
your home rarely matches depictions 
on TV or in magazines. One reason I 
like Christmas is that when everyone 
else is gathering around a turkey, glass 
of wine in hand, so are we.

The morning after, when I awake with 
a fuzzy head, my mom is listening to 
her usual shabads. And I know what 
we’ll be eating for dinner: turkey curry.

Sacramental Soufflé 
BY KATHERINE ASHENBURG

IT WAS CHRISTMAS EVE, 1973, in Van-
couver. I had two daughters, one 22 
months and the other five months. 
Preparing to celebrate, I told Sybil, the 
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older one, that we would put the baby 
to bed before dinner and she, Daddy 
and I would eat in the living room, 
with the Christmas tree lights ablaze. 
I can still see her sitting in her paja-
mas, proud as punch, at a little table 
in front of the fire. 

We ate cheese soufflé from my most 
sophisticated recipe source—Amy Van-

derbilt’s Complete Cookbook—as well 
as tomatoes provençale and green 
beans. The menu was neither tradi-
tional nor particularly festive, and I 
have no memory of how I chose it. In 
fact, I’m impressed that I managed to 
make even a halfway-nice dinner with 
two small children. For Sybil, the high-
light of the evening seemed to be that 
Hannah, the baby, was in bed, and she 
had her parents to herself.

The next Christmas Eve, I forgot all 
about the cheese soufflé. Then Sybil, 
almost three, announced, “Tonight Han-
nah will go to bed, and I will eat in front 
of the fire with you and Daddy.” I knew 
that Hannah, at 17 months, was not 
going to permit that, but before I could 
speak, Sybil continued, “And we will 
eat cheese soufflé.” I was stunned. How 
could someone not yet two when she 
ate the soufflé remember it for a year?

Of course, we obeyed her. We have 
been obeying her for 47 years. Every 
Christmas Eve, we eat cheese soufflé, 
tomatoes provençale and green beans 
in front of the fire, except when we run 
out of floor space and then we eat it at 
the table. Depending on who is hosting 

for Christmas, we do this in Vancouver, 
Toronto or London, U.K.  

And Hannah is always invited.

Me and My 
Chosen Family 
BY NA J S. (AS TOLD TO ZIYA JONES)

IN 2012, I CAME OUT as trans to my close 
friends. I was 21 years old, had moved 
to Montreal three years prior and was 
forging my own identity as an adult. At 
the same time, my relationship with 
my family was growing strained—our 
values and our beliefs about our Mus-
lim faith didn’t always align. In 2017, I 
cut ties with most of my relatives. 

Around December I would often miss 
one of my favourite Ismaili Muslim 
traditions. Ismailism is a sect of Shia 
Islam—there are about 80,000 of us in 
Canada—and every year on December 
13, my community would gather in a 
high school cafeteria close to our 
mosque to celebrate Salgirah Khushali, 
the Aga Khan’s birthday. After prayers, 
we put on a big, flamboyant show. 
People performed Bollywood dances, 
comedy skits, even lip-synchs to Top 
40 songs. In fact, the first time I ever 
saw someone in drag was when, on 
this holiday, a girl dressed as a boy for 
a rendition of TLC’s “No Scrubs.”  

Two years ago, I realized I didn’t have 
to give up this tradition and decided to 
celebrate with my chosen family—four 
friends and my girlfriend, all of whom 
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I met at university. They’re not Ismaili, 
but on December 13, we make a play-
list of Bollywood and Christmas songs 
that we blast while we decorate a tree 
at my apartment. Then my girlfriend 
and I pose for a photo shoot—one that
includes our terrier mix, Katya, dressed 
in a Santa hat. 

Now that I know I can be both trans 
and Muslim, I can’t wait for COVID-19
to pass so that I can go back to mosque—
this time worshipping on the men’s side.

The All-Nighter
BY ROBERT LIWANAG

AS MY BROTHER and I removed the
Christmas duck from the oven, my 
mom headed to my parents’ bedroom 
to wake my dad up from a nap. It was 
11:30 at night. 

“What do your friends say when you 
tell them we do this?” I asked my older 
brother. He laughed and answered, 
“They think I’m joking.” I was referring
to Noche Buena.

Spanish for “good night,” Noche 
Buena is the Filipino Christmas Eve 
feast that begins at midnight and lasts
far into Christmas morning. Dating 
back to when the Philippines became 
a Spanish colony in the 16th century, 
Filipinos embraced Noche Buena as
a way to celebrate—and eat—after 
returning home from “Simbang gabi,” 
or “night mass.” Although my family 
never attended Christmas Eve masses

in Canada, my parents kept the latter 
part of the tradition when they moved
here 26 years ago.

Every Christmas Eve followed the 
same pattern: the four of us would 
spend the day rehashing classic, often
embarrassing family memories—like 
my days as a benchwarmer in a youth 
basketball league—while watching a 
Home Alone marathon on TV. Unsur-
prisingly, after a while, it became hard 
to keep our eyes open.

In order to stay awake, we resorted to 
playing holiday music as loudly as pos-
sible. Nevertheless, my brother, mom 
and I would often catch one another
falling asleep in the living room. My 
dad, meanwhile, would go for a quick 
snooze as soon as the duck was in the 
oven at nine o’clock. The rest of us were
supposed to keep an eye on the bird.

Half of our feast, including my mom’s 
embutido, a Filipino-style meatloaf, 
and fruit salad, had already been made
in the afternoon. Other dishes, like the 
peas, carrots and mashed potatoes my 
brother and I were responsible for, were 
whipped up closer to midnight.

FOR NOCHE BUENA, 
OUR FAMILY SITS 

DOWN FOR A FILIPINO 
CHRISTMAS DINNER  

AT MIDNIGHT.
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We spent the final half-hour before 
Noche Buena popping in and out of
the kitchen, hungry and sleepy, asking 
one another, “Is it midnight yet?” as if 
we didn’t know the answer. 

But the wait was always worth it. 
The roast duck, with its crispy skin 

and rich, succulent meat, was a hit every 
time. And while most Canadians were 
asleep, we were up until four in the
morning eating, laughing and looking 
forward to the new year. 

Girls’ Club
BY EMILY LANDAU

SOME FOLKS SPEND decades looking
for their people, their best friends, the 
crew that really gets them. I was lucky 
enough to find mine in Grade 7 at 
Glenview Senior Public School in north
Toronto—eight tween girls turned one 
brace-faced hive mind. 

As we progressed to high school, a 
couple of girls dropped out and a cou-
ple of new ones wormed their way in. 
By the end of Grade 12, the group had 
more or less coalesced into its final 
form, one that’s remained remarkably
intact for the past 20-odd years. 

Among our many traditions is an 
annual Christmukkah exchange. This 
event first took place when we were 12
and newly empowered to shop with-
out our parents at Yorkdale Mall. We 
set it up on the long, sticky cafeteria 
tables at our school, choosing names

out of a Tupperware container and 
swapping modest gifts we’d bought
with our babysitting money. In subse-
quent years we’d make a night of it, 
watching movies and ordering pizza 
in parents’ living rooms, eventually
segueing into our own shabby student 
apartments, then into slightly less 
shabby adult apartments and finally 
into our first homes.

At the beginning, we gave each other 
butterfly hair clips and Spice Girls 
Chupa Chups that we’d purchased at 
Ardene. Those gave way to gaudy mall
jewellery and satsuma lotion gift sets 
from The Body Shop in our teens, 
cheerful housewares as we began nest-
ing in our 20s and baby clothes once
we started having kids in our 30s. 

Once, I received a scented candle in 
an antique teacup from my friend’s 
partner, Steve—only to receive a near-
identical teacup candle the following 
year from Sara, who’d missed the pre-
vious exchange (apparently, I give off a 
Victorian grandma vibe). But my favou-
rite gift by far was the one I received 
two years ago. That time, we’d gathered 
at Lauren’s house, and Abra—whom 
I’ve known since birth—commissioned
a custom cross-stitch kit that depicted 
all the members of the group. 

Holidays with family can be cozy, 
but our exchange offered something
else: a chance for my friends and me 
to create our own traditions and play 
at being grown-ups. We got to plan 
and fuss and cook for ourselves, setting
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up the kinds of ritualized joy that have 
kept us bonded. And now, so many 
years later, it’s also a time when we 
get to revert to the goofy, giddy girls 
we once were. 

The Gift of Gratitude
BY SUZANNE WESTOVER 

FROM THE GLOBE AND MAIL

NINE YEARS AGO, on Christmas Eve, I 
was sitting in a hard-backed chair in 
the neonatal intensive care unit of the 
Queensway Carleton in Ottawa, wait-
ing for an ambulance to take my baby 
away to another hospital.

I kept reminding myself to be grateful.
After two years of infertility, a failed 

round of IVF, a successful frozen 
embryo transfer, a bleed at 30 weeks, 
and an urgent scheduled C-section, I’d 
finally given birth to a tiny, perfect baby 
girl the night before.

But after having held her only briefly 
after birth, she was whisked away to an 
incubator. The surgeon told us how 
lucky we were. It turns out that a faulty 
connection between the umbilical cord 
and placenta meant our baby wasn’t 
getting the nutrients she needed. And, 
she added, 50 per cent of undiagnosed 
cases with this condition do not have 
happy endings.

As the ambulance team prepped the 
incubator for the trip, I gazed at my 
newborn, who looked like a doll inside 
her glass bubble, the smallest diaper 

dwarfing her four-pound frame. Logic-
ally, I knew that this was our baby, but 
I didn’t feel remotely like her mother.

Mothers hold their babies, and I was 
terrified to touch mine. Mothers feed 
their babies, and I’d seen no sign of my 
milk. Mothers love their babies from 
their first mewling cry, but I didn’t feel 
much of anything, other than bone tired.

“Your Christmas miracle,” the nurses 
said. I nodded enthusiastically, feeling 
guilty for feigning a gratitude I didn’t 
have the strength to muster. For years, 
I wanted nothing more than to have a 
baby, to be a mother. My wish was 
granted, at the holidays no less, but all 
I wanted to do was be alone and cry.

LOOKING BACK, I wish I could tell my 
forlorn self a few things to assuage her 
fears. I would say, “Don’t be so hard on 
yourself. Your hormones are raging. 
You’re scared. You’re in pain. You’ve 
been through the wringer and spewed 
out the other side. Give yourself a break 
and the gratitude will come.”

I’d let her know that even scrappy 
four-pound babies are more resilient 

MY WISH FOR A BABY 
HAD BEEN GRANTED, 

BUT ALL I WANTED 
WAS TO BE ALONE 

AND CRY.
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than they look. I’d promise her that 
her love for her new baby will unfurl 
over days and weeks, and grow fierce 
and indomitable.

Lastly, I would tell her, “Whatever 
you do, do not eat the hospital’s chicken 
pot pie! You’ve just had abdominal 
surgery. Have soup.”

It was too soon after surgery for me 
to go in the ambulance with her, so I 
watched mutely as two paramedics, a 
neonatal nurse and a respiratory spe-
cialist struggled to warm up the travel 
incubator. I only let myself cry when the 
kind paramedic turned to me and said, 
“Don’t worry, Mom. We’ll take perfect 
care of your baby.” Then they were gone.

After my ill-fated supper, destined to 
stop me up for days, a kind night nurse 
sensed my distress and gave me a 
Christmas gift I’ll never forget: “Take 
an Ativan, and get some rest.”

Hallelujah.

Christmas morning roared in with a 
snowstorm. I was discharged and then 
spent that week at the children’s hospi-
tal. There, I marvelled at the kindnesses 
extended to us. Our daughter had her 
photo taken with Santa, alongside 
her very first stuffed bear, a gift from 
the hospital. She was the recipient of 
a beautiful quilt, handmade by a good 
Samaritan. The accompanying card 
read, “Cherish this time. Your baby will 
grow up so fast. Love, Barbara.”

Barbara, wherever she is, was right.
This Christmas Eve, our daughter 

turns nine. She’s healthy and funny 
and irascible. She is the light and joy in 
our lives. Every December, as I wrap 
presents and gaze at the tree, I think 
back to the year she was born.

And I don’t have to remind myself to 
be grateful. 

Hot Takes
Love is a fire. But whether it is going to warm your hearth  

or burn down your house, you can never tell.

JOAN CRAWFORD

Take a nap in a fireplace and you’ll sleep like a log.

ELLEN DEGENERES

Keep a little fire burning; however small, however hidden. 

CORMAC McCARTHY,  T H E  R O A D

Life is a flame that is always burning itself out,  

but it catches fire again every time a child is born.

GEORGE BERNARD SHAW

© 2019, SUZANNE WESTOVER. FROM “UNWRAPPING THE 
GIFT OF GRATITUDE,” THE GLOBE AND MAIL  (DECEMBER 
20, 2019), THEGLOBEANDMAIL.COM
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“When I received 

my diagnosis, I 

felt relief,” says 

Deschamps.
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My difficulties fitting in, my problems at work  
and my divorce all made sense when, at 46,  

I discovered I was autistic.

BY Wanda Deschamps FROM BROADVIEW

photographs by daniel ehrenworth

 B E T T E R
     L A T E

T H A N  N E V E R
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I
’m 10 years old, away at my first 
sleepover camp. The rest of the
girls in my cabin are trying to 
put together a skit for the 
camp’s variety show, and I can 
see that it isn’t going to come 

together the way they imagine. I have 
a sixth sense about these things, like 
I’m on the outside looking in when I’m 
supposed to be part of something. I
want to speak up and tell them how to 
fix it, but I’ve learned that being a 
know-it-all does not make me popular. 

There was always something about
me that most people considered “dif-
ferent.” As a kid, I didn’t enjoy sitcoms 
or skip rope like other girls my age. I 
wasn’t comfortable hugging friends,
but I did love listening to discussions 
about politics. I’ve always been talk-
ative and inquisitive, which wore out 
the patience of my friends and some-
times even the adults around me. My 
Grade 4 report summarized my social 
deficiencies with “needs improve-
ment.” I stuck out, but I gradually
learned to be less conspicuous. 

It wasn’t until I turned 46 that I learned 
my uniqueness has a name: autism. 

That was over three years ago. My
diagnosis was like discovering a piece 
of my brain, picking it up, putting it in 
place and feeling whole for the first 
time. This was also like receiving the key
to unlock my life and live for the first 
time—according to my own values, 
principles, beliefs and choices instead 
of weighed down by the expectations

and assumptions of others. What I’ve 
found out since is that there are a sig-
nificant number of others like me—
individuals who weren’t identified as 
having autism until midlife. And for 
reasons that are still coming to light,
many of them are women.

ALTHOUGH AUTISM has a high profile 
today, it was only identified in 1943 by
the American child psychiatrist Leo 
Kanner. He’d observed antisocial chil-
dren who became obsessed with cer-
tain objects and reacted poorly to
unexpected change. Kanner named 
this disorder infantile autism. A year 
later, Austrian pediatrician Hans 
Asperger published a study about chil-
dren in his clinic who exhibited similar 
characteristics. His findings were 
largely overlooked until 1981, when 
the term Asperger’s syndrome came to
be applied to higher-functioning indi-
viduals. Asperger compared them to 
“absent-minded professors” who 
might be socially awkward but intellec-
tually precocious. The line between 
autism and Asperger’s was erased in 
2013 when the term autism spectrum 
disorder (ASD) was introduced, to
account for the many degrees and 
kinds of autistic behaviours. 

Today, approximately one in 66 
Canadians is diagnosed on the autism
spectrum, and those numbers are on 
the rise, possibly because of improved 
diagnostic methods and awareness of 
the condition. A neurodevelopmental 
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condition that affects brain develop-
ment, autism can cause communica-
tion problems and a lack of awareness 
of social cues—for many who have it, 
social interactions must be learned as 
opposed to intuited. 

Being autistic means I can appear 
dispassionate, even though I am 
empathetic. I am highly loyal, honest, 
straightforward and direct. I’m driven 
by intellectual inquiry, and thus more 
interested in why something hap-
pened than how it happened. I am 
capable of stunning people by reciting 
credit card numbers from memory, 
and sometimes speak quickly and with 
a sense of conviction because I have 
moved along a conversation in my 
mind while the other person is still 
formulating his or her next thought. At 
work, I have been both highly praised 
for these attributes and harshly 
admonished. This wide range of reac-
tions to the same behaviour is a reality 
for women with undiagnosed autism 
and one of the reasons why more 
extensive diagnosis and research into 
autism in women are necessary.

Autism is diagnosed four to five times 
more commonly in boys than in girls. 
Growing research suggests that autistic 
characteristics in girls and women may 
go unrecognized by health and educa-
tion professionals because they pres-
ent differently than in boys and men in 
clinical settings, as well as in daily life 
settings such as school and work. Why 
are girls and women in particular 
going unrecognized? 

Yani Hamdani, a clinician-scientist at 
the Azrieli Adult Neurodevelopmental 
Centre at the Centre for Addiction and 
Mental Health in Toronto, offers a few 
possible explanations. One is that autism 
has historically been perceived as a pre-
dominantly male condition, including 
how it has been represented in popular 
culture. From Raymond in Rain Man to 
Sheldon Cooper in The Big Bang Theory, 
characters with autistic traits in movies 
and TV shows have mainly been male. 
Autism researcher Judith Gould, for-
mer director of the Lorna Wing Centre 
for Autism in Kent, U.K., believes that 
female autism has been understudied 
from the outset, noting that Dr. Leo 
Kanner had only three girls in his 
group of 11 research participants. 

Screening and diagnostic tools may 
not be as sensitive to autism in girls and 
women because they have been pre-
dominantly developed based on stud-
ies with boys. A girl’s obsessive reading 
would not necessarily be seen as an 
indicator of autism, while a boy’s preoc-
cupation with lining up toy cars or trains 

GIRLS ARE GOING 
UNDIAGNOSED 

BECAUSE SCREENING 
TOOLS ARE BASED ON 
STUDIES WITH BOYS.
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might very well serve as a marker. “Girls 
and women may learn strategies to hide, 
mask or camouflage their autistic ways 
of being, doing and socially interacting,” 
Hamdani tells me, “and may be more 
adept at doing so than boys or men, 
suggesting that there may be different 
gender socialization processes at play.”

This reminds me of how I paid partic-
ular attention to the most popular girls 
in my classes at school, adopting their 
attitudes and ways of communicating 
as my own. Initially, I was not great at 
camouflaging; it can only be finessed 
with frequent practice. So I focused on 
other strategies to combat my differ-
entness. I was involved in a wide range 
of activities, from dancing to figure 
skating to acting to chorus singing, and 
I kept a to-do list to ensure everything 
was managed. It was almost as if every 
minute of the day was planned and 
structured so that I could focus more 
on what I was doing and less on how I 
was doing and even less on how I felt 
I was doing. Eventually, I learned to 
feel a sense of belonging. And while 
social acceptance offered a reprieve 

from feeling like I was living on the 
margins, it also delayed my diagnosis.

I WAS THE YOUNGEST of 10, with par-
ents who were 40 and 51 when I was 
born (older fathers are more likely to 
have autistic children). When I was 
eight, my mother moved to Toronto to 
pursue a second master’s degree while 
my father stayed home in Antigonish, 
N.S., and served as the primary parent. 
This helped instill in me the notion of 
equal opportunity for women, but it 
also created a void in my life. 

My increasing isolation, stress, anx-
iety and confusion led me to struggle 
both academically and socially, leav-
ing a trail of concerned teachers and 
friends. A call home from a junior high 
vice-principal worried about my emo-
tional health finally made the situation 
impossible to ignore. I was floundering 
at school; my poor math and science 
marks meant I was failing Grade 9. Dad 
met with my teachers individually and 
successfully negotiated a pass. But I 
only felt self-loathing: I was stupid. No 
one suspected that the underlying 
issue was autism. 

My grades improved, but throughout 
high school I still felt a sense of social 
isolation, and our stressful home situa-
tion only exacerbated it. In 1988, the fall 
after high school graduation, I had a son 
with my boyfriend, Steven. We knew we 
couldn’t raise him and placed him for 
adoption, though we’ve had the good 
fortune of an open relationship with 

CAMOUFLAGING 
MY AUTISM AT THE 

OFFICE LEFT ME 
FATIGUED, ANGRY 
AND RESENTFUL.

reader’s digest

40     december 2020



him since he was five. We then com-
pleted our undergraduate degrees—
mine a bachelor of arts with a major in 
sociology and a minor in history, fol-
lowed by a year of business college. 

In 1994 I found work as a records 
assistant for a Maritime university’s 
alumni and fundraising programs. 
Soon after, I married Steven. I was good 
at my job—it provided an avenue for 
me to apply my attentiveness to detail. 
But my overall confidence took a severe 
hit when only 17 months after the wed-
ding, Steven announced he was leav-
ing me. Our lack of compatibility had 

not been obvious to me. I had con-
vinced myself we belonged together 
because we were together rather than 
questioning if we were truly happy.

Two months later, I met Ryan. We 
married in 2000, and two sons fol-
lowed: Adrien and Rene. Meanwhile, 
my career in fundraising continued to 
flourish. Always underlying my success 
was my undiagnosed autism. To com-
bat my continued struggle to attach 
words to concepts, I listened atten-
tively to people I considered articulate, 
then memorized their words, phrases 
and sentences, and recorded them for 

Deschamps suspected she was autistic when her sons, Adrien (left) and Rene, 

received their diagnoses.
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future use. This presented as a com-
mitment to self-improvement, while in 
reality it was one of my obsessions—
my version of lining up toy cars.

New jobs took us to Regina in 2011, 
and for me it was nothing short of 
complete upheaval. As I pushed higher 
at work—as well as further into middle 
age—camouflaging my autism left me 
fatigued, angry and resentful.

Our family situation had its own 
stresses. Adrien read at age three, 
wrote at age four and had astounding 
recall, yet he struggled socially begin-
ning in primary school. His teachers 
noticed immediately that he avoided 
making eye contact, often preferred to 
be alone and had interests in topics 
well beyond his age level. Finally, in 
2012, when he was nine, he was diag-
nosed with autism. Then, the next year, 
Rene’s Grade 1 teacher began to express 
concerns about his challenges in 
focusing, processing information and 
interacting with classmates. Regretta-
bly, because of our stress levels and the 
fact that Adrien and Rene were very 
different from each other, autism 
didn’t occur to us. Meanwhile, I was 
pursuing an MA in Canadian history, 
ultimately as a full-time student, and 
entered therapy to address my growing 
state of anxiety. This was my third time 
in counselling and the third time I 
would dig deeper, feel better—and 
miss the most important component 
of the picture. Autism never entered 
the conversation.

In 2015, what seemed like another 
great opportunity appeared: I was 
recruited for a new job in Waterloo, 
Ont. There, I began being compli-
mented and recognized for my work 
like never before. Given my underlying 
self-loathing, I didn’t know how to deal 
with it. As I approached my one-year 
work anniversary, all the symptoms of 
my undiagnosed condition manifested 
themselves in my work environment: 
sensory overload and being baffled by 
social cues and office politics. 

At home, Rene’s symptoms—verbal 
precociousness, challenges focusing 
and trouble with interactions at 
school—were becoming more preva-
lent. We began the assessment process 
in early 2017; at the same time, my 
emotional troubles hit a crisis point, 
and in May, I had a complete break-
down at work. The day after we received 
Rene’s autism diagnosis, I asked my 
family physician to refer me for my own 
evaluation. “I think I have it, too,” I 
explained. My assessment consisted of 
completing in-person exercises as well 
as the Adult Autism Spectrum Quotient, 

FINALLY, EVERYTHING 
STARTED TO MAKE 

SENSE. FOR THE 
FIRST TIME, I FULLY 

ENJOYED LIFE.
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a self-reporting survey comprising 50 
statements, such as “I would rather go 
to a library than a party,” “I am fascin-
ated by numbers” and “I find it difficult 
to work out people’s intentions.” 

When, two months later, I received 
my official autism diagnosis, I felt relief. 
Finally, everything started to make 
sense. I couldn’t get over the positive 
effect of the diagnosis. For the first time, 
I fully enjoyed life.

I SOUGHT ACCOMMODATION at work      
but instead lost my job. Since then I’ve 
become an entrepreneur. My new firm 
is called Liberty Co. to signify that con-
fronting the facts brings us freedom. 
The firm’s goal is to increase the par-
ticipation level of the neurodiverse 
population in the workforce. I am also 
the catalyst behind a collective focused 
on building gender equity through sup-
porting other women. And I am shar-
ing my story and the stories of others, 
often under the banner of the Inclusion 
Revolution—a worldwide movement 
launched by the inclusivity leader Car-
oline Casey. Championing gender 
equity and neurodiversity provides an 
avenue for me to be an advocate for 
women with autism, including as a 
participant in research into autistic 

women’s experiences in the workplace. 
Hamdani highlights the urgency 

around early female diagnosis because 
the burden of late identification can be 
huge. The psychologist who conducted 
my assessment described my back-
ground as “a complicated picture” 
because of the number of environmental 
and social factors involved. Unfortu-
nately, my case is similar to others. By 
the time some women with autism are 
diagnosed, their mental health has 
reached a crisis point, and they are expe-
riencing depression and even suicidality.

Self-awareness is the greatest gift 
you can give yourself, and knowing 
my strengths as well as my limita-
tions, both related and unrelated to 
my autism, has allowed me to build my 
self-esteem and connect with others. 
My husband is the main beneficiary of 
all this positive change—I’ve relaxed 
and I’m more focused on myself and 
us. Finally, I am a proud autism mom, 
modelling for my children how you 
can be unashamed, unafraid and unde-
terred as an individual with unique 
abilities. To honour my newfound 
freedom, I refer to myself as “Real 
Wanda.” I like her!
© 2020, WANDA DESCHAMPS. FROM “I LEARNED I HAD 
AUTISM AT 46,” BROADVIEW  (MARCH 6, 2020),  
BROADVIEW.ORG
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eventually lost interest 
in eating her cone. 

“Are you done with 
that,” my wife asked, 
“or are you going to 
have a cow if I throw 
the rest out?”

“It’s okay,” our 
daughter replied. 
“The cow can have it!” 

 — VIC WEINGARTNER,  

London, Ont.

I saw him grinning 
sheepishly as he used 
my shirt to wipe cookie 
crumbs off his hands. 

 — ASHLEY ASHFIELD, 

Hampton, N.B.

Last summer, we took
our family out for ice 
cream and my wife 
noticed that our three-
year-old daughter 

One of my nephews just 
brought me wine and 
said, “Here’s your 
Christmas juice.” 

 — KENDRA ALVEY, author

My five-year-old gently 
rubbed his hands on 
my back. Interpreting 
this as a sign of affec-
tion, I looked down to 
give him a smile. Then 

“And with you on guard, I won’t have to worry about that monster under my bed.”
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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.

My daughter just told 
me that she checks my 
location on my phone 
in order to determine 
when she’s going to 
start on chores.

 — @TMIKAMOUSE

Me: Go back to bed.
Six-year-old: It’s time 
to get up.
Me: It’s still dark outside.
Six-year-old: I’m faster 
than the sun.

 — @XPLODINGUNICORN

During my son’s confir-
mation, the Archbishop 
asked him if he wanted 
to go to heaven. My son 
replied, “Not yet.” 
— FILOMENA CIACCIA,

Delta, B.C.

My husband was read-
ing a story to our three-
year-old granddaugh-
ter, Kate, when her 
attention began to 
wane. He tried a new 
approach: reading a 
couple of sentences at a 
time and then pointing 
at pictures. 

“What’s that?” 
he asked.

“A giraffe,” Kate 
answered. 

This went on for a 
while but eventually 
got old, too. 

“What’s that?” he 
asked, pointing to 
a zebra. 

Exasperated, Kate 
replied, “Geez, Grand-
dad, don’t you know 
anything?”

 — WELLNER GAGNIER, 

Delta, B.C.

I love that my six-year-
old enjoys watching 
Jeopardy, even if she 
just announced 
she wants a Nano 
Knee replacement.
— @ERDMANMOLLY

Before the pandemic, 
our three-year-old 
grandson, Matthew, 
went to Disneyland 
with his parents. Before 
they left, Matthew’s 
grandpa had asked, 
“Can I come along in 
your suitcase?”

When they got to 
their hotel and opened 

their suitcases, Matthew 
looked into one of 
them. Confused, he 
called out, “Grandpa?” 

 — GAIL RODE,  

West Kelowna, B.C.

Me: What the heck am 
I going to do with my 
kids today?
My daughters: We’re 
going down to the 
creek to make a movie 
about pants that are 
actually people. 
— @WRITESLOUD

At the stage of quaran-
tine where my four-
year-old nephew just 
complained that I 
“take him to Dairy 
Queen too much” 
and he “wants to try 
something else.”

 — SELENA ROSS, journalist

I made the grievous mistake of laughing at 

my five-year-old’s joke, so now I must hear 

that joke repeatedly until I die. 

 — @THECATWHISPRER
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How patients built  

a simple phone app 

 that does a better job 

 than your pancreas

DIABETES
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i was 12 when my immune system sud-
denly wiped out the insulin-producing 
beta cells in my pancreas. The first 
symptoms arrived when I was in Paris, 
on a family vacation. I started urinat-
ing like crazy, drinking litres of water 
each day to compensate. My memory of 
the Champs Élysées is not the beauty 
of the architecture but the number of 
public bathrooms I had to duck into 
along the way.

It was 1986, a different era in dia-
betes care, and the doctors I eventually 
saw told me I could still eat whatever I 
wanted, so long as I injected enough 
insulin to compensate. I was told that 
diabetes is manageable, that you can 
live a good life with it—both mostly 
correct though not always straight-
forward. Yet my diagnosis still changed 
how I saw myself. I contained a flaw, 
my body now a series of problems that 
constantly had to be solved.

Diabetes is a tricky disease, both 
to live with and to understand. It all 
comes down to the pancreas: in nor-
mal circumstances, the organ pro-
duces insulin, a hormone that controls 
blood glucose. Diabetics either can’t 
produce enough insulin (which causes 
the more manageable Type 2 diabetes) 
or any at all (Type 1). Because of this, 
our bodies can’t handle the sugar we 
consume. When blood-glucose levels 
drop too low or surge too high, it can 
lead to serious health complications. 

Thankfully, new medical and techno-
logical advancements have allowed 

Type 1 diabetics—myself included—the 
opportunity to live full, relatively nor-
mal lives. Insulin pumps let us forgo 
regular insulin injections: these small 
devices run a thin tube through a tiny 
hole in the abdomen to deliver a pro-
grammable stream of medication. Sen-
sors, called continuous glucose moni-
tors (CGMs), can be placed under a 
diabetic’s skin and will send updated 
blood-glucose levels to users’ smart-
phones every five minutes. Managing 
Type 1, however, is still a full-time job—
one where, if you don’t do it just right, 
you’ll feel terrible. Or get sick. Or die. 

The magic number for blood glucose 
is typically 5 millimoles per litre of 
blood, and consistently hitting it is a 
challenge, even with the most up-to-
date tech. Diabetics still need to con-
sider many factors to determine how 
much insulin they need to take: what 
they’ve eaten (and are going to eat), 
how much exercise they’ve done (and 
will do). Everything from stress to sex 
can affect blood sugar. The trick for 
managing it all is to think like a pan-
creas—a problem, since nobody really 
understands how a pancreas thinks. 

But what if a computer could do all 
the hard work for you? Enter the artifi-
cial pancreas, the holy grail of diabetes 
management. Currently, a person might 
use both an insulin pump and a CGM to 
help manage their diabetes. Unfortu-
nately, these pieces of tech don’t talk to 
each other. The person with diabetes is 
still the one who’s constantly making 
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decisions, monitoring and taking every-
thing into account. But an artificial pan-
creas, also known as “the closed loop,” 
uses a piece of code to connect them, 
mimicking a real pancreas. Once con-
nected, the loop would work in the 
background like any other organ.  

It sounds like the stuff of science fic-
tion. Officially, it will be at least another 
few years before people with diabetes 
can obtain an artificial pancreas. But, 
unofficially, well, that’s a different story. 

i first met Kate Farnsworth and Pina 
Barbieri in November 2017. The moth-
ers are based in the Greater Toronto 
Area and both have teenage daugh-
ters—ages 13 and 15, respectively, at 
the time—with Type 1 diabetes. Farn-
sworth tells me about the fear she felt 
when her then eight-year-old daugh-
ter, Sydney, was diagnosed in 2012. 
She began looking everywhere for 
information—and hope. 

In May 2014, she found a Facebook 
group called CGM in the Cloud, an 
international community of over 
30,000 members with a do-it-yourself 
ethos. Through the group, Farnsworth 

followed instructions on how to adapt 
Sydney’s CGM. Suddenly, she was able 
to pair Sydney’s CGM with a regular 
smart watch, giving her the ability to 
check Sydney’s blood-glucose numbers 
wherever she was. She was even able to 
set up an alarm to warn her whenever 
Sydney’s levels were trending too low.

Two years later, she heard about a 
group of amateur coders from the U.S., 
most of them Type 1 themselves, who 
were fiddling around with insulin 
pumps and CGMs, looking for ways to 
improve the devices. The amateur cod-
ers pooled their discoveries and created 
an iPhone program called Loop (an 
Android version, called OpenAPS, was 
also created around the same time). 
Loop is not available in the App Store or 
through any official channels—no doc-
tors will prescribe it. Users need to find 
the instructions online and build the 
Loop app themselves. This bit of free 
code, paired with a hacked-together 
insulin pump and CGM, is an artificial 
pancreas. Farnsworth knew that Sydney 
needed to have it.

I feel uneasy about entrusting my 
life to homemade software thrown 
together by some DIY hackers. The 
technology sounds revolutionary—if 
it actually works—but it also feels like 
giving up control. After living with 
diabetes for 33 years, I have trouble 
believing that a few lines of code can 
understand my body better than I can.

“When Sydney started on Loop, my 
entire role as a parent changed. It went 

ONCE CONNECTED, AN 
ARTIFICIAL PANCREAS 

WORKS IN THE 
BACKGROUND LIKE 
ANY OTHER ORGAN.
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from me micromanaging her diabetes 
to the system doing almost every-
thing,” Farnsworth says. She no longer 
needed to wake up in the night worry-
ing about Sydney going low; Loop took 
care of it. “Every night she goes to bed, 
I sleep through the night, and she 
wakes up usually at the same number,” 
she adds. “It’s amazing.”

“Yeah, she actually gets some sleep,” 
says Barbieri.

Suddenly, an alarm goes off. It’s Bar-
bieri’s smart watch. Her daughter Lau-
ra’s blood sugar is 17.3, which is very 
high. Barbieri texts her: “You okay?”

Laura: “Yeah, taking more insulin.”
Barbieri: “Good.”
This exchange between mother and 

daughter floors me. I’ve always felt that 
there’s something intimate in a blood 
sugar level: shame if you’re too high, 
pride in perfect 5s or 6s, anxiety if 
you go too low. It’s like having a daily 
report card on how you’re living your 
life. Managing the disease was my 
responsibility, and I’d tell myself that I 
needed the privacy. I’ve never shared 
my numbers with anyone other than my 

doctor. As I listen to Farnsworth and 
Barbieri, I wonder if I’ve been thinking 
about diabetes all wrong.

i spend the next few months reading 
posts in the Looped Facebook group, 
which, at the time I joined in January 
2018, had about 6,500 members world-
wide. Approximately 1,000 of them are 
already “Looping.” Others, like me, are 
simply curious. Farnsworth explains 
that since Loop has given her and Syd-
ney so much, she feels compelled to 
give back to the community: she’s the 
creator of the Looped Facebook group 
and is one of the two volunteers who 
run the page, spending hours each 
week answering questions and offer-
ing advice. 

The more I learn about Loop, though, 
the more hesitant I feel. For one thing, 
Loop requires having an insulin pump 
that can be hacked and reprogrammed, 
and these are rare: when medical-
device developer Medtronic realized 
there was a security flaw in its products, 
it changed its design. This change makes 
Looping with new pumps impossible, 
meaning would-be Loopers need to 
find old, out-of-warranty devices. They 
also need to order a RileyLink from the 
United States—a Bluetooth device that 
lets an iPhone communicate with a 
pump. After all of that, they need to 
build the Loop app themselves. 

So I’m not quite sure what to say 
when Barbieri calls to tell me that she 
and Farnsworth would like to organize 

I’M SKEPTICAL THAT 
A FEW LINES OF CODE 

WILL UNDERSTAND 
MY BODY BETTER 

THAN I CAN.
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a Loop-building session with me and a 
few others. Barbieri has an old, Loop-
able pump I’m free to use. I can have 
her daughter’s extra RileyLink so long 
as I replace it. The entire cost of this 
life-changing artificial pancreas? $250. 
Amazed by the generosity of a virtual 
stranger, I thank her. But when she asks 
me to commit to a date, I’m evasive. 

Days pass, and the dream of the 
closed loop clings to my imagination. I 
contact Health Canada’s Graham Lad-
ner, scientific evaluator of the Medical 
Devices Directorate, to ask about the 
elusive artificial pancreas and whether 
we’ll ever see an approved version on 
the market. Ladner explains an insulin 
pump is usually a class III medical 
device, but once you “close the loop” 
by having the pump automatically 
communicate with a CGM, it becomes 
class IV, meaning more restrictions 
and more difficulty getting approval. 
Just like humans, machines can make 
mistakes, too. 

If I’ve closed the loop and am using 
an artificial pancreas, my CGM could, 
for example, erroneously say I have a 
blood glucose level of 16.5. In truth, I 
may actually be at 7, but in a closed-
loop system, the pump will automatic-
ally give me too much insulin. I’ll end 
up with severe low blood sugar and 
could lose consciousness. 

Even in normal use, insulin pumps 
can be dangerous. According to a 
November 2018 CBC investigation, 
more people have died because of 

insulin pumps than any other medical 
device on the market, with Health 
Canada concluding they may have 
been a factor in 103 deaths and over 
1,900 injuries from 2008 to 2018. Such 
potential risk only becomes magnified 
when you leave things to a computer 
algorithm. “The closing of the loop 
introduces new patient hazards,” Lad-
ner adds, “and we need to be con-
vinced that it’s safe.”

After I hang up the phone, I head 
back to the Looped Facebook group. 
I’m not sure what I’m looking for. Con-
firmation? A perfect solution? I read a 
mother’s comment about frustrations 
managing her child’s diabetes. Fellow 
Loopers offer a chorus of support and 
advice. I choke up, break down and cry. 
Maybe it’s the exhaustion of living with 
diabetes for three decades. But as I 
read the various Facebook comments, 
I’m amazed by the care people take in 
volunteering their time, feedback and 
insights. Which is why I decide to do 
it. Will the Loop be better than what I 
have? I don’t know. But, for the first 
time, I won’t have to do it alone.

it’s a saturday morning when we all 
meet to build me my very own Loop. 
Farnsworth hands me an old purple 
Medtronic 554 pump. Barbieri passes 
me a lighter-sized box: the RileyLink. 
Once connected, these two devices will 
work alongside my CGM and the Loop 
code to create my artificial pancreas. 
We gather at a table. Farnsworth leads 
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us through all the coding steps. A mes-
sage appears on my laptop screen: 
“Please understand this project is 
highly experimental and not approved 
for therapy.” 

By the end of the afternoon, I’ve 
built my first app and transferred it 
onto my phone. We connect finicky 
wiring to tiny battery packs and flick 
on our RileyLink switches. When I tap 
the Loop icon, I see graphs highlight-
ing my glucose trends, active insulin, 
insulin delivery time and carbohydrate 
intake. My CGM numbers appear on 
the top row. To the right, it shows how 
much insulin the algorithm is adjust-
ing. To the left, a small circle glows 
green. It means I’m Looping. My arti-
ficial pancreas is alive.

In the days that follow, Barbieri and 
Farnsworth continue to guide our 
group. At first, I feel overwhelmed and 
am constantly worried I’m going to 
forget something. Sometimes the 
RileyLink craps out and the Bluetooth 
goes down, and I feel panic in the 
moments before it reconnects. There’s 
no question that the system isn’t per-
fect. But after my first night’s sleep, I 
wake up to a perfect blood glucose of 
5.0. And then it happens the next 
morning. And the next.

i’ve now been on Loop for over two 
years. I wake every morning to near-
perfect blood sugars. The Looped 
Facebook group has grown exponen-
tially since then, surpassing 23,000 
members. In April 2019, the Omnipod, 
another commercial pump, became 
Loop compatible. And, in a gesture that 
shocked many, Medtronic recently 
announced that it will work with the 
FDA and competitor Dexcom to let 
their insulin pumps and CGMs speak 
to one another via Bluetooth and 
an app called Tidepool—essentially 
Loop gone legit. 

With so much potential change on 
the way, I ask Farnsworth what’s 
going to happen when a government-
approved artificial pancreas as good as 
Loop—or better—is finally available. I 
ask if it will bother her to lose this close 
community she’s helped create. “Hon-
estly,” she says, “I would love to be put 
out of my volunteer job.” 

I’m not sure how I will feel when that 
day comes. After all, Loop has changed 
my relationship with my health and 
with myself—life is more than just 
a report card, diabetes more than a 
mere flaw. 

© 2020, JONATHAN GARFINKEL. FROM “HACKING DIABETES,” 
THE WALRUS  ( JANUARY 7, 2020), THEWALRUS.CA

Rise and Shine
There is no sunrise so beautiful that  

it is worth waking me up to see it.

MINDY KALING
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Your new 

leaving the house ritual.

Severe hypoglycemia can happen anytime, anywhere.

Always bring BAQSIMI® with you, the first and only nasal glucagon. 

It’s easy to use, so anyone can help you in an emergency.

BAQSIMI is a medicine used to treat severe low blood sugar. This is called severe 

hypoglycemia. It is used in adults and children 4 years and older that take insulin for diabetes. 

It is used when the person is unable to swallow sugar. Always read and follow the label.

BAQSIMI® is a registered trademark owned or licensed by Eli Lilly and Company, its subsidiaries, 

or affiliates. PP-GN-CA-0075. © Lilly LLC 2020. All rights reserved.

THE UNEXPECTED SHOULDN’T HOLD YOU BACK. 

ASK YOUR DOCTOR ABOUT BAQSIMI.

Learn more at BAQSIMI.ca



Mama 
   Bear

Arctic explorer James Ra�an tells the story  
of a polar bear and her cubs—and their  
struggle to survive in a changing climate

FROM ICE WALKER : A POL AR BE AR’S JOURNEY  

THROUGH THE FRAGILE ARCTIC
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anu, a nine-year-old female 
polar bear, lives on the Hudson 
Bay lowlands, south of Chur-

chill, Man. Her den, which she dug out 
of a stream bank before the ground 
froze, is nearly two metres in diameter 
and half a metre higher than the narrow 
exit tunnel. Air heated by Nanu’s body 
and breath forms a bubble of warmth 
that rises into the space. While the tem-
peratures outside can be in the minus 
20s in January, the well-insulated cave 
can be brought to just below freezing 
with nothing more than her presence. 

Though she hasn’t eaten for six 
months, she’s able to nourish her cubs 
in utero and still keep her metabolism 
quiet enough to conserve energy for at 
least three more months of fasting to 
come. That’s because, in addition to her 
own considerable insulation—five cen-
timetres of thick, downy underfur com-
bined with a full mantle of long, hollow 
guard hairs—every bear has a layer of 
fat just below the skin. 

To save energy, Nanu is able to lower 
her body temperature slightly from its 
normal 37°C. In her state of suspended 
animation in the darkened confines of 
the den, she delivers two blind, deaf, 
toothless, downy-haired young who 
are less than one per cent of her size, 
with no body fat to speak of. 

The cubs, Sivu and Kingu, are 
immersed in the fur of her belly, where 
the sound of their mother’s heart is as 
present and familiar as it was when 
they were in utero. Mother’s milk, with 

32 per cent fat, keeps these tiny, help-
less newcomers alive and powers their 
exponential growth. 

By the time they are three weeks old, 
their fine hair is replaced by a dense 
undercoat and longer guard hairs. After 
25 days, the soles of their little feet start 
developing hair as well, completing 
the insulation they need for moving 
around the den. 

Before their eyes open early in the 
second month, they learn to navigate 
with other developing senses, often 
with Nanu’s gentle guidance. They start 
to differentiate the textures, smells, 
sounds and rhythms in the den. When 
they are two months old, their ears 
open and they begin to hear more. By 
their third month, they are able to raise 
themselves up on their hind legs. 

The cubs double in size monthly—
going from two to four pounds in Jan-
uary, from four to nine in February. By 
March, when they start to explore the 
inside of the den, they are in the 24- to 
26-pound range and increasingly aware 
of their surroundings. 

The constant proximity of the three 
bears creates a family bond that will 
see them through to the separation 
that is at least two years off. 

OUTSIDE, THE AIR is dry and supremely 
cold. The cubs may perceive the pres-
ence of a fox rousting small mammals, 
like lemmings, that eke out a living in 
the tundra grasslands under the snow. 
One day, the sound of a helicopter 
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dropping grid stakes for a mining claim 
in the area startles the cubs, and they 
cluster back into Nanu’s bosom. 

By March, the cubs are getting their 
lower incisors and canine teeth. In this 
third and final month in the den, the 
cubs’ hearing is starting to become 
much more acute. They can now detect 
a fox walking over the den. And, as they 
pounce and roll together, they try out 
different voices and calls. 

With all this activity, Nanu must 
rouse herself from her sleepy state to 
scrape the frost that builds up on the 
walls. From time to time, she pokes at 
the air vent. 

After the equinox on March 21, when 
the sun is visible for 12 hours, the days 
lengthen quickly. Soon it will be time 
to get the three of them on their way to 
the bay, 70 kilometres away. There is 
nothing but uncertainty ahead 
for Nanu, as there has been for 
every emerging mother bear 
before her. 

By March’s end, Nanu is fully 
awake. The cubs, fearless little 
furballs with claws and teeth, are 
ready to enter the wider world. 

Until recently, the speed of 
change—in hunting traditions, 
the seasons, the weather, the local 
conditions—was such that the 
bears could mostly adapt. With 
the dawn of the industrial revolu-
tion and the climate change that 
has accelerated in lockstep with 
technological progress, change 

is now happening much more rapidly 
than any living plant or animal’s ability 
to respond. Nanu and the cubs are liv-
ing in circumstances that will challenge 
their very survival. 

THE ADULT BEAR who punches through 
to the April sunshine has lost 100 
pounds from her former ample self. 
Stiffly, Nanu drags herself out of the 
den, shakes vigorously and stands fully 
upright for the first time in five months. 
She turns to the den, chuffing for the 
cubs to follow. Working her way uphill 
for a few dozen metres, she stands on a 
gravelly ridge looking first one way and 
then another. Scanning the distance. 
Sniffing the air. She knows instinctively 
how vulnerable she and the cubs are. 

That first trip out of the den lasts no 
more than half an hour. Over the next 
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week, Nanu and the cubs work their 
way up the ridge, stopping at a place 
where the wind has scoured the ground, 
exposing alpine grasses. She grazes on 
these to reduce her hunger and to 
reawaken her digestive system. 

Forays in these early days build and 
tone the cubs’ muscles for their jour-
ney to the ice, which is about to begin. 
But these walks are also about ready-
ing Nanu’s own body for the long trek 
back to the bay. 

Finally, Nanu decides it is time to 
move. In the 10 days since she opened 
the den, the scent of the sea has arrived 
on the wind, particularly from the east. 
Silhouetted against the strengthening 
sun, the three bears walk away, the cubs 
roaming between Nanu’s feet, getting 
sidetracked with smells and other dis-
tractions, being called back. 

The route they are taking is similar 
to the one that Nanu first walked with 
her mother almost eight years ago to 
the day. It isn’t long before they are 
crossing a pattern of beach ridges, 
each one a little lower in elevation 
than the previous one. 

The cubs play less now because when 
they are not walking or nursing, they are 
sleeping. And when they walk, they feel 
the sun as it moves from in front to 
beside and then behind them as the 
days progress. For Nanu, it is a familiar 
sensation, like melodies of a long-
remembered tune. 

Kingu will likely never come back 
this far inland. As a male, he will den 
during the harshest months of winter. 
Sivu, by contrast, will learn to come 
here by heart, by the look and feel of 
the place—the ground-hugging spruce 
on the beach ridges, the faint smell of 
diesel from the trains running up and 
down from Le Pas to Churchill, the 
pungent dens of foxes. 

Suddenly Nanu stops with every mus-
cle in her body flexed and ready. The 
cubs, too, tumble to a stop. Nanu sniffs 
and utters a high-pitched grunting 
sound that the cubs have never heard 
before—at least not at that intensity. 
Nanu stands and sniffs, first in one 
direction, then in another and another, 
finishing with a long stand facing down-
wind. In the distance, three grey wolves 
are making their way toward them. 

Encouraging the cubs to keep close, 
she stands resolutely so that the wolves 
can see her before taking a few vigor-
ous running steps in their direction. 
She then continues walking toward the 
wolves, cubs behind her. Undaunted, 
driven by a mother’s combination of 
fear, caution and courage, Nanu chooses 
to pose a threat of her own. 

NANU WALKED A 
SIMILAR ROUTE WITH 

HER OWN MOTHER 
ALMOST EIGHT YEARS 

AGO TO THE DAY.
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Again, she stands, radiating the con-
fidence of size. This time the wolves stop 
and then lope off in the other direction. 

At this point in their lives, the cubs 
have no real capacity to run. Nanu will 
never leave them, except to fight on 
their behalf, so her ability to escape from 
a threat is compromised as well. The 
best she can do to protect the cubs is to 
encourage them to listen and stay close. 

DAY SIX, in spitting grey snow, they 
crest a ridge, and the cubs, riding on 
their mother’s back, sniff the air and 
sense that something is different. For 
the first time, Sivu and Kingu notice the 
odour of muddy ice on the foreshore 
flats of Hudson Bay. Mixed with the 

familiar scents are old oil, which may 
have washed in from a summer boat 
at sea, and the acrid plastic flotsam 
increasingly brought here by the slow 
rotations of the Hudson Bay gyre. 

At the beach, Nanu breaks into a short 
canter. Stopping suddenly, she flops 
onto her back and rolls for a long time 
as the cubs clamber all over her. She 
gets up and sniffs along a crack in the 
ice. She disappears momentarily down 
through the crack and reappears with a 
tawny snake of bull kelp that she drags 
up on the ice. The kelp is full of algi-
nates and fibre that will fill her digestive 
system and ready it for the meal to 
come. The little ones tire of it quickly 
and butt their way in for milk instead.
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They continue out onto the ice. Nanu 
stops and sniffs and stands much 
more often than she did while they 
were on the land. She and her cubs are 
entering a dangerous world of male 
adult bears. 

The threat from these males is 
extreme. If they aren’t attacking a trio 
like this for nutrition in a lean year, 
then they are after the cubs to kill 
them, in the hope that this might bring 
the female back into estrus. As hungry 
as Nanu is, she has to be ever vigilant. 

She works every scent on the breeze, 
assessing the ice for signs of seal hab-
itation. There are smells everywhere of 
seals, bears, foxes and the sights and 
sounds of returning birds. 

The voice of a raven and the piercing 
squawks of a glaucous gull draw Nanu’s 
attention to a place far along a pres-
sure ridge. She finds the remains of a 
ringed seal baby. It is mostly just furry 
skin left behind, but she eats that and 
keeps moving along the crack. Sud-
denly she stops. She has located an 
agloo, a seal’s breathing hole in the ice. 

Nanu nudges Sivu and Kingu a few 
metres away and does her best to get 
them to lie still while she moves back 
to prepare for the kill. 

She can hear that there is a young 
seal inside. With precision and care 

that seems to belie the size and strength 
of her paws, she scrapes away some of 
the snow covering the thin layer of ice 
on the inside of the lair. 

Kingu is going to sleep, but Sivu is 
soon back beside her mother. Nanu 
pushes Sivu to her side and then, in a 
sitting position, she stiffens. Sivu takes 
one look at this and settles down qui-
etly as well. 

Nanu can hear the quiet mewing of 
the baby and its movements inside the 
lair. But that is not the meal she is hop-
ing for. Eventually, she feels the puff of 
condensed air come up through the air 
hole, followed by the hollow swoosh of 
water below and the slip of a wet mother 
seal crawling up onto the ice. 

In one smooth movement, forelegs 
braced, Nanu rises up and crashes 
down through the top of the agloo, 
front feet followed by her head. Then, 
to Sivu’s amazement, she recoils back 
above the surface of the ice with a seal 
four times the cub’s size. 

When it stops moving, Nanu rips 
through the grey-silver fur and into the 
rich blubber that she has been craving. 
In no time, the cubs are dabbling inside 
the carcass as well. Life on the ice has 
begun in earnest. 
FROM ICE WALKER  BY JAMES RAFFAN. COPYRIGHT © 2020 
BY JAMES RAFFAN. REPRINTED BY PERMISSION OF SIMON 
& SCHUSTER CANADA.

Not So Idle Thoughts
It may be those who do most, dream most.

STEPHEN LEACOCK
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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.

Why would they call
it a grapefruit? There 
already is a grape fruit. 
It’s called a grape. Some-
one messed up here. 

 — @PERFECTSWEETIES 

Too Talented

Dolly Parton writing 
“I Will Always Love 
You” and “Jolene” 
in the same day is 
mind-blowing. It would 
be like if Da Vinci fin-
ished the Mona Lisa, 
then turned around in 
the same day and 
wrote “Jolene.” 

 — @WENZLERPOWERS

A highway patrolman 
pulled alongside a 
speeding car on the 
highway. Looking at the 
car, he was astounded 
to see that the elderly 
woman behind the 
wheel was knitting.

The trooper cranked 
down his window and 
yelled to the driver, 
“Pull over!”

“No!” the woman 
yelled back, “Cardigan!”

 — REDDIT.COM

The dentist just asked 
me to open up and now 
I can’t stop crying.
— @MOMJEANSPLEASE

Ladies, if he gives you:

12 drummers
11 pipers
10 lords
Nine ladies
Eight maids
Seven swans
Six geese
Five gold rings
Four calling birds
Three French hens
Two turtle doves
One partridge in a 
pear tree

He’s not your true 
love. He’s wanted in 
multiple states for kid-
napping and unlawful 
possession of birds.
— @_ELVISHPRESLEY_

THE BEST JOKE I EVER TOLD

By Coko Galore 

After 30 years in Canada, I finally feel Canadian. 

I am now passive-aggressive.

Galore is a Toronto-based comedian and the artistic 

director of the Bad Dog Comedy Theatre. Follow her  

on Twitter at @cokogalore. 
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Preparing for the end now can save 
your loved ones plenty of heartache—
and money—later on. These practical 

tips will help get you started.

BY Emily Landau
illustrations by cornelia li

A  P L A N N E R ’ S 

Guide 
T O 

Dying
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Get Your House 
in Order

1 prepare a will
Death is one of those 

things many of us avoid 
thinking about until it’s 
absolutely necessary—it’s 
often too sad, too scary, too 
morbid. A 2018 Angus Reid 
survey showed that more 
than half of Canadian adults 
don’t have a signed will or 
personal directives. When 
asked why, many respond-
ents said they thought they 
were too young. But you can 
save your family extra heart-
ache by planning and bud-
geting for your end-of-life 
decisions early. Ian Mac-
Donald, an independent 
funeral planner in Halifax, 
believes the purpose of a 
funeral is to help the living. 
“You’re helping them transi-
tion from life with someone 
they love to life without,” he says. 

2 
form an advanced care plan
At the same time you’re moving 

forward in life—saving up for your first 
house or your kids’ education—you 
should be planning for the end of your 
life. Even in your 30s, it’s smart to have 
an advanced care plan, which outlines 
what you’ll tolerate in terms of medical 

care and life support, what should hap-
pen to your body, and how you want to 
be celebrated. An advanced care plan 
eliminates the guesswork involved in 
end-of-life decisions and, once some-
one’s gone, allows people to grieve 
instead of scrambling to make funeral 
decisions. “If you have life insurance,” 
MacDonald says, “you should probably 
have end-of-life planning.” 
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3 save for 
your funeral

Like most milestone events, 
how much a funeral costs 
depends on how elaborate 
it is. Even a mid-range
funeral can cost as much 
as a downpayment on a 
house—and many people 
don’t want to surprise their
loved ones with the bill. 
Prices vary, but Brett Wat-
son, president of the 
Funeral Services Associa-
tion of Canada, estimates the average 
funeral-home package—including 
embalming, a casket, flowers, music 
and catering—costs around $10,000. 

A burial plot and marker 
might cost another $7,000,
depending on how desir-
able the real estate is. Many 
life insurance policies 
include funeral insurance,
while some people instead 
make their own arrange-
ments with funeral homes, 
prepaying into a trust. 

Whatever you decide, it’s 
useful to do some research 
and go in with an idea of 
what you’d like—no matter

how uncomfortable it may seem. “This 
is an industry that’s there for profit,” 
says MacDonald, “and you want to get 
good value for your money.”

Green Your Death
A growing number of Canadians are making their end-of-life plans more envi-

ronmentally friendly. Direct cremation, for example, skips the embalming 

process, which often requires toxic chemicals. It costs an average of $2,500 

and can involve scattering the remains or burying them in a biodegradable 

urn. Alkaline hydrolysis, or flameless cremation, uses water, pressure and 

sometimes heat to dissolve the remains. Finally, there’s direct-to-earth burial, 

which also dispenses with embalming and involves depositing the remains 

straight into the plot, either in a shroud or a biodegradable casket. 

It can be 
cheaper to 

shop online 
for urns. 

This one, from 
casketoutlet.ca, 

costs $175. 

PRICE 
CHECK
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Hire a Death Doula
Chelsea Peddle is a death doula: one of 
dozens of professionals in Canada who 
provide emotional and practical guid-
ance for people near death and for their 
families. She earned her credentials 
at Dawson College, in Vancouver, but 
was originally set on this path at age 15 
when her father died of an aggressive 
brain tumour. The experience had 

initially left Peddle with a crushing fear 
of illness and death. “I know what it’s 
like to feel lost and to not know what 
benefits and resources are available,” 
she says, “or even how to be with 
someone who’s dying.”

About half of Peddle’s clients today 
are in palliative care. Many are under-
going treatments, such as chemother-
apy, for terminal illnesses. Every one 
of them is simply trying to wrap their 

head around the process of 
dying. She acts as a sound-
ing board, directs them to 
resources, and helps them 
cope with the big emotions 
that come with knowing 
you’re going to die. “Some-
times there’s a sense of 
unfairness,” she says, “but 
a lot of the time there’s also 
this amazing level of 
acceptance.” 

Facing death is often 
harder for the families. 
One of Peddle’s clients, for 
example, was recently car-
ing for her sick mom in the 
U.S., living away from her 
family in Victoria, B.C., and 
felt guilty and conflicted for 
wanting the whole thing to 
be over already. Peddle 
helped her process those 
tough feelings and release 
the shame she was holding. 
“She had no idea that it was 
an entirely normal way to 
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feel,” Peddle says. “She was so relieved 
that it didn’t make her a horrible per-
son and that she wasn’t alone.’” 

During the pandemic, Peddle has 
had to figure out new ways to do her 
job: she can’t sit by a client’s bedside 
or visit their homes. Instead, she’s 
learned to build a level of trust and 
communication over video sessions. 
At the same time, she’s noticed more 
people facing the inevitability of death, 
creating advanced care plans and 

wills. “The veil on death has been 
pulled back,” she says. “The fact that 
death can visit anybody, regardless of 
their age, is more apparent now.”

Personalize Your Memorial
Gregory Williams, a 

tattoo artist, carver, 

musician and member 

of the Haida nation 

based in Skidegate, 

B.C., has always been 

fascinated by tattoos. 

“For me,” he says, “tat-

tooing is understand-

ing our past, living for 

the present and dream-

ing of the future.” 

Williams’ daughter, 

Kaiya, was diagnosed 

with neuroblastoma, 

an aggressive cancer 

that targets nerve cells, 

at age five. Kaiya was 

smart, spunky and 

stubborn. She loved 

art and music and her 

home on Haida Gwaii 

in B.C. She went into 

remission once but 

died in 2013, when she 

was 10. “When she 

passed, I thought my 

heart was going to 

stop,” Williams says.

Like many people, 

he saw an opportunity 

to use the art he loves to 

cope with his grief. 

Williams got several 

tattoos in honour of 

Kaiya, mixing his 

daughter’s ashes into 

the ink. One forearm 

tattoo depicts a raven, 

which represents his 

family’s clan and Kaiya’s 

heritage. He also has a 

tattoo of a spirit face 

on his throat—the 

placement represents 

her love of singing and 

music, and the subject 

represents her move 

from the physical to the 

spiritual realm. 

“At times it’s difficult 

for me to do anything 

because I feel guilty 

about why I get to live,” 

Williams explains. 

Looking at the tattoos 

reminds him to live for 

his family. “They give 

me the strength that I 

need to not only move 

on, but to remember 

Kaiya for who she was 

as a person.”

Most death doulas charge 

$30-$80 
per hour.

PRICE CHECK
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THE ESTATE PLANNER
Willful.co

Founder Kevin Oulds created Willful, 

his Toronto startup, in 2017 after his 

uncle died and left him to deal with 

a complicated estate. Using Oulds’ 

web service, will creation is as fast, 

cheap and secure as online banking 

or grocery shopping: you answer 

specific questions about your assets, 

family status and life situations, and 

then the app generates a legally 

sound estate plan. The whole process 

takes about 20 minutes—and all but 

eliminates the need for stratospheri-

cally priced estate lawyers, who may 

charge between $200 and $500 per 

hour. From $99. 

THE DIGITAL LOCKBOX
Everplans.com

Gone are the days when family mem-

bers had to ransack boxes and bank 

accounts to sort out their loved ones’ 

affairs. Instead, Everplans serves as a 

one-stop shop where meticulous 

planners can securely store all of their 

essential documents for their families 

to access after they die. Financial 

information, digital passwords, life 

insurance policies—they all go here 

and can be accessed by designated 

executors. US$75 per year. 

THE MILLENNIAL  
MANUAL

Joincake.com

The sleek and sunny end-of-life 

planning service designed by MIT 

brainiac Suelin Chen is largely 

targeted at 20- and 30-somethings 

seeking a head start on their end-of-

life planning. Users fill out a profile, 

dating-site style, selecting how 

they want to deal with their medical 

care, legal documents and social 

media accounts. Cake is also 

stacked with breezy, approachable 

resources to educate users about 

matters like life insurance and power 

of attorney. Free. 

THE MESSAGING  
SERVICE

SafeBeyond.com

This site gives users the chance to 

contact their loved ones from beyond 

the grave—no Ouija board required. 

With Safebeyond, clients can create 

personalized videos, voice messages 

and letters for their families and 

friends to be delivered once they’re 

gone, either immediately after their 

death, on a specific date (say a wed-

ding or birthday ), or even a public 

goodbye to be released on social 

media. From US$4 per month. 

Don’t Leave Loose Ends
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Pick the Right Time
Four years ago, the federal government 
passed Bill C-14, the landmark legisla-
tion that empowered Canadians to 
seek medical assistance in dying, or 
MAID. And last year, more than 5,600 
people availed themselves of this right. 
But what does the legislation mean for 
patients and caregivers? Here’s a look 
at the ins and outs of physician-
assisted death.

step 1: the criteria
Not every patient is eligible 
for MAID. First, patients 
have to be at least 18 and 
determined by a physician 
to be mentally competent. 
Next, they must have a 
grievous or irremediable 
medical condition. “That 
means they have to be in an 
advanced state of decline 
that cannot be reversed, 
they have to be experien-
cing unbearable physical or 
mental suffering and their 
natural death has to be rea-
sonably foreseeable,” says 
Helen Long, the CEO of 
Dying With Dignity Canada. 

step 2: the assessment
Anyone who wants a 
physician-assisted death is 
required to make a written 
request confirming they’re 
mentally competent and not 
subject to undue influence. 

Depending on the region, an official 
form may be required. The request also 
requires two witnesses who meet cer-
tain criteria—for example, they must 
not benefit financially from the MAID-
requester’s death. After the form is 
completed, you can see a doctor or, in 
some provinces, a nurse practitioner. 
You will also need to undergo two 
assessments with whoever you choose 
to make sure you meet the criteria.
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Don’t Let a Pandemic 
Get in the Way 
of Your Send-O� 
There’s currently a pandemic prohibi-
tion on packed funeral homes, drop-in 
shivas or any other form of traditional 
grieving. To give mourners a chance 
to say goodbye to their loved ones, 
funeral planners are coming up with 
creative, comforting and surprisingly 
moving new memorial services. Here’s 
a sampling:

the robot
Humanoid robots can clean our bath-
rooms, serve us sushi and, in the age 
of COVID, stand in for us at funerals. 
At places like the Turner and Porter 
Funeral Home in Toronto and the 
Saskatoon Funeral Home, remote 
mourners can use an on-site droid, 
which is basically a tablet mounted on 
a scooter, to zip around and chat with 

step 3: the location 
MAID can take place wherever the 
patient is most comfortable. According 
to the federal government, 35.2 per 
cent of MAID patients died in their 
homes in 2019, while 36.3 per cent 
died in hospital, 20.6 per cent died in 
a palliative care facility and 6.9 per 
cent died in a residential care facility. 

step 4: the procedure
Before going ahead with MAID, you’re 
typically required to wait at least 10 
days to ensure it’s what you want. 
Then, if you still decide to complete the 
procedure, you need to find a doctor 
who’s willing to do it. The medications 
for MAID are administered intrave-
nously and designed for a peaceful and 
painless death. Many physicians use a 
cocktail of midazolam, propofol and 
rocuronium: the first puts the patient 
to sleep, the second sends them into a 
deep coma and the third is a muscle 
blocker that stops the heart.

step 5: the end 
A scheduled death can allow people to 
say goodbye in the way they want. 
According to Helen Long, a MAID is 
often like a celebration of life—except 
the guest of honour gets to be there. “A 
friend of my dad had a classic car, and 
he and his son went for one last drive 
around the neighbourhood,” she says. 
“Once a person makes a decision, it’s 
often a very freeing experience for 
them. It gives them back their control.”
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the deceased’s loved ones via the tab-
let’s webcam. R2D2 would be proud. 

the zoom funeral
These days, the phrase “Zoom funeral” 
is almost redundant—nearly every 
memorial service is available via live 
stream or video conference. When the 
pandemic hit, former Shopify staffer 
Effie Anolik saw an opportunity in the 
Zoom boom. Her startup, PlanAFu-
neral.com, works directly with families 
and funeral planners to organize live-
streamed and recorded memorial 
services: she and her staff will create a 
custom service, deliver invitations, set 
up slide shows and videos, organize 
speakers and—best of all—handle all 
that pesky tech. 

the drive-through
In 2020, we’ve figured out how to do 
pretty much anything from the com-
fort and COVID safety of our cars: visit 
art events, gawk at zoo animals and, 
yes, mourn our dead. At Tubman 
Funeral Home in the village of Kars, 
near Ottawa, mourners can attend a 

drive-in funeral service in the parking 
lot. The service is broadcast via an FM 
radio station. Afterward, cars line up 
and proceed through a multi-step vis-
itation: first stop is signing the condo-
lence book (there’s plenty of hand 
sanitizer on deck); then they roll up to 
the casket to pay their respects for a 
minute or so before moving on. 

the processional
Just because we can’t all grieve together 
in person right now doesn’t mean we 
can’t still support neighbours and 
friends. Back in March, Father Paul 
Lundrigan, a Catholic priest, was pre-
siding over a funeral in Flatrock, a New-
foundland hamlet with a population of 
around 1,700. Restrictions at the time 
meant only immediate family could 
attend. As they drove to the gravesite, 
they noticed that there were about 70 
cars lined up along the route, flashing 
their lights in a gesture of shared grief 
as the hearse passed them by. If we’re 
facing more lockdowns in the near 
future, a processional is a heartwarm-
ing way to show solidarity.  
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Sign up for the Daily 

Digest newsletter. 

More laughs, more health 
advice, more housekeeping 
hacks and brainteasers—and 
more, more, more! A roundup 
of our top stories, every 
morning in your inbox.
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Hive Mined

Last February, a wildlife 
removal crew was called 
to an unoccupied apart-
ment in Richmond, 
Virginia, to deal with an 
eight-foot-long beehive 
wedged between the 
first and second floors. 
Rich Perry, the owner of 
Virginia Wildlife Man-
agement and Control, 
estimates it would have 
taken the bees three or 
four years to build their 
indoor mansion. This 
wasn’t the largest 
extraction ever under-
taken by the company. 
“We removed a huge 
honeybee hive from the 
side of an 1800s school-
house here in Virginia 
that was around twice 
the size,” says Perry. The 
hive in the apartment 
was still slightly active; 
the team, which spent 
two and a half hours 
removing the nest, sal-
vaged about 20 pounds 

of usable honey—a 
sweet reward for a job 
well done.  

Music to Her Ears

Last fall, Dagmar 
Turner, a violin player 
in the Isle of Wight 
Symphony Orchestra, 
learned that a brain 
tumour she’d had 
treated six years earlier 
was growing again, 
close to an area that 
controls the fine move-
ment of her left hand. 
She needed surgery, 
and Professor Keyou-
mars Ashkan, a brain 
tumour specialist at 
King’s College Hospital 
in London, was the per-
son to do it. His plan: 
rouse Turner during the 
surgery and ask her to 
play her violin to ensure 
they didn’t damage any 
crucial tissue. Turner 
was awake for about 
two and a half hours 
during the successful 

operation, during which 
she played the scales, 
“Bésame Mucho” and 
“Summertime.”

Public Announcement 

When Steffen Schwarz, 
a part-time farmer from 
Germany, decided to 
propose to his fiancée 
last year, he had his best 
man program a seed 
drill to leave empty areas 
in his cornfield. Once 
the crops grew around 
those spaces, the 
words “Willst du mich 
heiraten?,” or “Will you 
marry me?,” would be 
written across an area 
200 by 100 metres. 
When the corn grew tall 
enough, he persuaded 
his girlfriend to fly a 
drone over the field. Her 
reply to the surprise 
proposal? A big yes.  

BY Rebecca Philps 

rd.ca 73

WORLD WIDE WEIRD



How I created a sanctuary for teenagers in my library 

BY Angela Jouris Saxe FROM THE GLOBE AND MAIL

photograph by johnny c.y.  lam
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Angela Jouris Saxe at her local 

branch in Tamworth, Ontario.
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W
hen I got my first 
library card in
the mid-1950s, 
my love for the 
institution blos-
somed.

From the age of eight, I was allowed 
to walk from my house in Mount Royal, 
Que., across the wooden footbridge 
over the CN rail line to where the
municipal library was housed directly 
above the police station. Once the 
librarian gave me my membership 
card, she suggested that I might enjoy
a series of books written by Laura 
Ingalls Wilder, starting with Little House 

in the Big Woods.
The memory of curling up in an arm-

chair and disappearing into the far-
away world of pioneer life is still vivid 
today. I was from a Greek household, 
so the details of homesteading in the 
American West were exotic: chopping 
down trees to build a house, planting 
crops, the isolation, it all fascinated 
me. Time disappeared. No longer
restricted to the here and now, I was 
free to imagine myself as a pioneer girl. 
I was addicted. 

But the municipal library’s collec-
tion paled in comparison to what was 
available to us at high school. There, I 
read novels written by the authors we 
were studying in class: Charles Dickens
and Joseph Conrad, Mark Twain and 
Emily Brontë. 

During the summer months, I was 
caught up in Gone With the Wind and

Anna Karenina or lost in the exciting 
and strange worlds of Ray Bradbury.

When I studied English literature at 
university, I thought it best to build my 
own library. And later, when I taught 
English at a high school, I continued
to collect books. Forty years into my 
collecting, I realized that all those 
books had become a part of the house, 
like wallpaper or wood panelling. Sud-
denly I saw them as vanity and an 
insidious aspect of consumerism. Why 
did I have to keep every book? I held 
on to a select few and donated the rest.
My home library is now filled only with 
books that have enriched my life and 
are of interest to my family and friends. 
I regularly prune my collection. A new
book rarely stays with me for long.

Toward the end of my teaching career, 
I became a teacher-librarian. This posi-
tion reignited my love and apprecia-
tion for how wonderful it is to be sur-
rounded by books. And the school 
library indulged my passion for books 
even more.

I had a generous budget, and I 
searched for books that would interest 
my teenage audience and hopefully 
spark a love of reading in them. Fantasy.
Science fiction. Horror. Graphic nov-
els. I couldn’t keep the Twilight series 
on the shelves—too many kids wanted 
to borrow them. Biographies of sports
heroes were in hot demand. Students 
raced to the library as soon as it opened 
(even in our digital era) to take out sev-
eral books of their favourite manga
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series. I suggested Three Day Road, De 

Niro’s Game and The Ghost Road to 
senior boys for their independent study 
assignment, and the girls loved Lul-

labies for Little Criminals, A Compli-

cated Kindness and Fall on Your Knees. 
I bought books that students asked for 
and ones that I wanted to read.

I quickly realized that the library 
wasn’t just a place to do research; stu-
dents came for other reasons, as well. I 
noticed that some students lined up first 
thing in the morning, returned at break 
time and spent the whole lunch hour 
tucked away in a carrel. These were the 
loners and the marginalized, the ones 
who felt safer in the library than in the 
hallways or in the cafeteria where they 
could be bullied or harassed.

There was the young man who hid in 
the stacks reading philosophy books, 
refusing to sign them out for fear of 
being ridiculed at home. A young 
woman, who read every book on human 
anatomy and diseases, dreamed of 
being a doctor, but her family was too 
poor; she would have to find full-time 
work after graduation. I noticed that 

students searched for books on spe-
cific topics instead of using computers: 
sexually transmitted infections, drugs, 
LGBTQ+ issues, mental-health issues. 
I realized that computer screens were 
too visible, so I bought more books on 
those topics.

I bought sofas and easy chairs. The 
conference room doubled as an art gal-
lery and a meeting place for students to 
talk about ideas, play chess, start knit-
ting circles and make posters for their 
clubs. The library became an inclusive 
public space, democratic and safe for 
everyone. The circulation rates for books 
rose five to 10 per cent every month.

My years as a teacher-librarian—non-
judgmental, resourceful and always 
accommodating—were the most 
rewarding of my career. Even though 
I was an authority figure, I wasn’t 
involved with student assessments and 
evaluations or restricted by the rigid 
structure of the curriculum. I was free 
to make the library a comfortable and 
exciting place to learn.

Whether libraries are located in 
schools or in communities, I believe 
they provide students and the public 
with an opportunity to engage with the 
past, the present and the future; all 
that is required is a modicum of curi-
osity. Libraries are vibrant and fluid 
places that help us to adjust to the 
world, and their doors must be kept 
open to everyone—for free. 

THE LIBRARY WHERE 
I WORKED BECAME 

AN INCLUSIVE PUBLIC 
SPACE, HOME TO 

EVERYBODY.

© 2019, ANGELA JOURIS SAXE. FROM “WHY I CREATED A 
SAFE SPACE FOR TEENS IN MY LIBRARY,” THE GLOBE AND 

MAIL  ( JULY 31, 2019), THEGLOBEANDMAIL.COM
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BY Rebecca Philps

OLD 
SCHOOL

I started playing the trumpet 

at 42. Why learning new skills 

as an adult is easier—and 

more fun—than you think.

last february, before the world went 
into lockdown, I sat in a cramped wait-
ing room with about 10 other people, 
all under age 12. “I’m dyyying!!” I texted
my friend, shaking with silent laughter. 
“What am I doing here?!”

Here was a music academy, and I 
was about to take my first trumpet
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lesson. Learning to play was something 
I had talked about for years, for no rea-
son other than I thought it would be 
fun. But it wasn’t until my husband gave 
me a trumpet for Christmas that I got 
the final push to give it a try. 

I was floundering. In three years I’d 
had two kids, left a full-time job to free-
lance, and we’d moved across the coun-
try. I wanted something that was invig-
orating, a little out of left field and, most 
importantly, just for me. 

I’ve never mastered a musical 
instrument before and had lived with 
the quiet shame of being called tone 
deaf since I was a kid (I’m not, for the 
record). But there I was at 42, throwing 
my lot in with a bunch of preteen mini 
Mozarts. I was simultaneously nervous 
and thrilled by the idea of starting 
something new. 

It had been years since I’d tried a 
hobby in which I had no background, 
no connections, no baseline know-
ledge. I was curious to see if I could 
hack it. As it turned out, I could—and 
with a few simple tips, so can anyone.

EMBRACE DISCOMFORT 
AND HAVE FUN
As adults, we’re reluctant to go outside 
of our comfort zones. We may fear 
looking foolish or making mistakes. 
But there are advantages to being 
an adult learner. If you’ve chosen to 
explore a hobby, it’s because you gen-
uinely want to. You’re motivated to 
learn. And you bring a wealth of 

experience that you can connect with 
to help learn new material. 

“The wonderful thing about being 
older is that you have more time and 
opportunity to try new things,” says Dr. 
Marnin Heisel, a clinical psychologist 
and professor at Western University 
whose research focuses on psycholog-
ical resiliency and well-being among 
older adults. It’s easier to convince 
yourself to cut loose and have fun. 
“Some people step back, take a look 
and say, ‘My life isn’t as fun or fulfilling 
or meaningful as it could be. And the 
main thing stopping me is me.’” 

If you’re stuck on what to do or where 
to start, Heisel suggests a simple tech-
nique: adult show and tell. It’s easy. 
Imagine you had to present a meaning-
ful or sentimental object to a group of 
strangers that tells them something 
about your story or your personality. 
Consider why you love it. Then ask, 
what sort of fulfilling pastime can I 
build around it? You’re more likely to 
dive into a new activity if you already 
have a positive association with it. 

There are physical benefits, of 
course, to choosing hobbies and activ-
ities that get you moving, and physical 
activity, in turn, has beneficial effects 
on executive functions and memory. 
Most crucially, chasing hobbies that 
offer positive and meaningful experi-
ences makes us happier and could also 
make us more adaptable to the inevi-
table changes in life, says Heisel. 
“When we look ahead to the future,” he 
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adds, “most of us are also concerned 
with life satisfaction and enjoyment, 
not just warding off cognitive impair-
ment, as important as that may be.” 

GO WITH THE FLOW
Once you find a hobby that you hap-
pily look forward to doing, more ben-
efits will come—especially if you tap 
into “the flow.” That’s the term coined 
by prominent psychologist and author 
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi to describe 
when you’re fully immersed in a chal-
lenging, absorbing activity—time flies, 
self-consciousness disappears and the 
world around you melts away. 

Sixty-six year old Rob Doggett rec-
ognizes that flow every time he climbs 
on his Suzuki dual-sport motorcycle. 
“Being on the road, it’s exhilarating,” he 
says. “The wind whistles in my helmet, 
and I’m laser-focused on everything 
around me. There’s no time for day-
dreaming. It tests everything: attention 
to detail, alertness, mental stamina.” 

Doggett, a retired restaurant owner, 
learned to ride when he was in his 
mid-50s. He’d always been drawn to 
motorcycles but wasn’t comfortable 
taking on the risk of riding until his 
three children were grown. It’s now 
part of a collection of activities—golf, 
curling, umpiring rec-league baseball, 
handiwork—that he does to stay active 
in retirement. “The more active I am, 
the more reason I have to get out of 
bed in the morning,” says Doggett. “It 
keeps me young.” 

MAKE A CONNECTION, 
AND DON’T GIVE UP
If new hobbies don’t in and of them-
selves have a social element, it often 
doesn’t take much to make them 
social, says Heisel—and it can help 
to keep you invested and having fun. 
If you want to learn to paint, learn to 
paint with other people. If you want 
to garden, get to know the horticultur-
ist at your local garden centre. If finding 
a physical community is too challeng-
ing (and these days it can be), go 
online, find a group, build social con-
nections and try new things, all while 
staying comfortably close to home.  

Here’s how it works for me: I now 
take trumpet lessons over Zoom, which 
holds me to playing at least once a week 
(I’m accountable); my teacher is an 
impossibly patient and lovely person (I 
feel supported); when I started in Feb-
ruary, I promised my son that I’d learn 
to play “Happy Birthday” for when 
he turned three in May (I gave myself 
a goal and a deadline); and I even par-
ticipated in an online summer recital 
(I connected with a new community, 
under pandemic conditions no less). 

I know playing trumpet won’t solve 
my existential middle-aged-mom cri-
sis, but it’s loud and it’s fun and I like 
that I can toot-toot my way through a 
“Happy Birthday” serenade for special 
people. Plus, I’m investing in future 
fulfillment, a more balanced life and 
long-term fine-tuning for my brain, 
which all feels pretty great. 
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Three hundred and fifty-five years ago, two  
cunning coureurs de bois persuaded King Charles II  

to back their beaver pelt trading scheme.  
The incredible origins of the Hudson’s Bay Company.

Voyageurs at Dawn, 

an 1871 painting by 

Frances Anne Hopkins

reader’s digest


































































































































