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​Before reading this book: 
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Thank you for choosing to read this book. Before you begin, I want to warn you that it addresses sensitive and traumatic experiences, which may be distressing for survivors or lead to vicarious trauma for readers. Please take care of yourself while reading and after.

This book reflects my experiences and those of several other girls at the centre where I was being held. However, it does not represent the experiences of all young people placed in youth protection facilities. What I have written is MY story.

I acknowledge that some individuals may have had positive experiences in youth protection, but that was not my reality. Through these pages, I share the events that followed my report to the Quebec Director of Youth Protection (DYP)—events I believe are essential to bring to light.

This book is for you, whether you are a parent, youth, counsellor, police officer, healthcare professional, or anyone else.

Wishing you a meaningful read.
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​Chapter 1: Behind the Double-Wire Fences
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It is a humid month of July 2012, and I’m not fully awake yet, but I can smell the lunch Mom is preparing. The familiar jingle of Dad’s keys on the table reaches me—he’s just come home from work. The warm scent of golden bagels and fried eggs fills my nostrils, gently pulling me from sleep. Instinctively, I prepare to get up and savour our morning ritual.

BOOM. A crushing weight slams into my chest—reality.

This isn’t the breakfast lovingly made by Mom. Those aren’t Dad’s keys, I heard.

I open my eyes. The sound came from the educator unlocking my door for the day. I had mistaken it for the comforting jingle of Dad’s keys. And that scent of toast? It’s not from our family kitchen but from the other girls at the centre. It has wormed into my memories, blurring the line between past and present.

This tiny room has no windows. I can’t even stretch out on the floor—at 5′ 4″, the space is too cramped.

I’m allowed only a few sheets of paper, pencils, and meager clothing. My throat is dry, parched. A knot of anxiety tightens in my stomach, and my saliva turns bitter. I swallow my tears. If I show emotion, I become nothing more than an object of study—a case to be analyzed. I can’t afford to appear weak; if I do, the judge will deem me too vulnerable to reintegrate into society.

The routine resumes. Chaos.

I don’t even have the privilege of sitting at the table for breakfast. I’m still too new here. So, I take my buttered toast and retreat to my cell to eat alone.

Oh, right... I forgot to mention that I just turned 13.

I don’t have a criminal record, yet I have to ask permission to use the washroom. We can usually only go when called—two or three times a day—and only by our room number, never by name.

When you’re new, all you hear is: “Number 8! Bathroom!”

The day drags on endlessly. It’s unbearably hot, as if the sun is the only thing that hasn’t forgotten me.

My door is a slab of wood, perforated with square holes just large enough for me to slip my arms—or even my head—through, like a caged criminal accused of some unspeakable crime. Or any crime at all. Here, leaving your room is a crime. Standing on the floor is a crime. If caught outside our cells, we must immediately “withdraw from the floor” and return to confinement.

The educators’ office is positioned almost strategically—a panopticon.

Well ... not quite. Instead of a circular view over all the prisoners, they have an L-shaped vantage point.

You enter this hell. You turn right. You walk straight ahead, passing the lined-up cells on your right. Then, at the corner, you reach the educators’ desk—fortified, armoured, resistant to crisis, sadness, and despair.

You turn right again, following the corridor to its end.

To the right: cells. Children inside.

To the left: the educators’ office. Always watching.

My head is overflowing with memories, yet as empty as my gaze. Through the holes in the door, I catch a glimpse of the window, shielded by a double screen. Beyond it, the world moves on: cars passing, families strolling, trees swaying in the wind. Freedom. Eternity.

No one on this street suspects the horror lurking just beside them.

At best, the people living nearby see only a group of girls stepping onto a fenced-in balcony, then disappearing inside every six hours. They seem calm. Sometimes, they laugh. Sometimes, they sit in silence. Sometimes, they even look happy.

You don’t want to know why.

You might wonder—if my story is true, why wasn’t anyone screaming for help? Do you want to know? I’ll tell you.

No one screamed. Almost everyone complied because we were being watched—always. Even in our sleep, we were evaluated. Everything was documented.

They made us believe that if we followed the rules and upheld the illusion of a “benevolent and protective” centre, we might earn our way out. That if we played the game, we would be seen. But in reality, no one ever left. Our good behaviour never made it to the judge. It was all a cruel deception.

The calm passersby saw on those balconies, in that fenced courtyard. It was nothing more than a survival tactic—a strategy to avoid the isolation room.

I saw it. I lived it. I know it.

It’s hard to see through the double-wire fences.

Had we screamed and begged for understanding from the strangers beyond the gates—those indifferent, oblivious figures—the guards would have dragged us to the isolation room. There, no one would have heard us. They would have kept us there until our voices gave out. Until our will to resist was drained from our bodies.

The outside world—so close, yet impossibly far. I reach for it with my eyes...

But what 13-year-old child should be drowning in jealousy—jealousy of those who have the right to sunlight, to parents, to music, to laughter, to school, to the moon... I’ll stop there.

I envy everyone on the other side of the fence, regardless of their background, age, job, or struggles.

I envy them all.

I would trade anything to be homeless and be free to admire the sun all day. I miss the wind. I haven’t seen the sun in weeks.

Sometimes, I was locked away in this miserable unit for so long that when I finally got the “privilege” of stepping outside for a break, the sun scorched my skin as if I were burning alive. I’ve lost count of the times I was deprived of sunlight and fresh air.

I watched my face, body, hair, and health gradually become unrecognizable. Even now, nothing has ever fully returned to its previous state.

The deprivation of sunlight and the outdoors was inhumane. It was unbearable.

Sometimes, the educators asked if I wanted to join the group for our 10-minute outdoor break, and I said no. Not because I didn’t want to go outside, but because it was even more painful to feel the sun and taste the eternal freedom, only to have it ripped away moments later.

It was cruel, this routine of leading us out, letting us glimpse a world we no longer belonged to, only to shove us back into this decayed unit—unless we were “lucky” enough not to return to our tiny cells. (Or rooms if you prefer a softer word. I won’t play along.)

It reminded me of when I started refusing my parents’ phone calls. Not because I didn’t want to hear their voices, but because it was too painful to know I’d only have a few fleeting minutes with them before the silence swallowed me again. Sometimes, I choose to suffer in solitude rather than die a little more each time.

The loudspeakers crackle to life, bombarding me with their scripted questions. Pages filled with neatly typed assessments:


	“What did you do to be placed in intensive supervision?”

	“What strategies will you use to achieve your goals?”

	“What did you do when you ran away?”

	“Do you have anything else to share with us?”



At the tender age of 13, I was expected to set goals to earn my way out. I’ve often met those goals, but their “clinical judgment” always decides I’m still too vulnerable.

I was even told I was too compliant, as if my willingness to follow their rules proved I was avoiding my problems.

They despise rebellious young people but resent those who are too compliant even more. So, I made it my mission to never appear vulnerable in the eyes of the world.

Setting goals? That’s like asking a corpse—someone who’s already flown away from an overdose—to dictate plans for cutting back on drugs. There is no goal, damn it. It’s over. That’s what they never understood. It was already over.

All I wanted was to go home. My parents were decent, hardworking, caring, and good people. But to the system, they were just poor, poorly integrated into Quebec’s culture.

I was a 13-year-old child, punished for daring to run away from the centre, sent to intensive supervision—the disciplinary unit, worse than all the others. Even worse than the high-dynamic unit.

In the closed world of the youth centre (aside from group homes and foster families), there were three types of units, assigned based on their so-called clinical judgment:


	The open guard unit—for docile kids who moved in time with the system’s rhythm.

	The high-dynamic unit, where doors (cells) stayed unlocked, was reserved for those who fled less often and showed a flicker of compliance.

	The intensive supervision unit—an actual prison for minors, designed for the defiant, the ones who dared to resist. This was the youth offenders’ unit.



How did the social workers categorize us? Three neat little boxes: well-behaved youth, youth in difficulty, and high-risk youth requiring intensive supervision. A juvenile prison. And that’s where they sanctioned me after I fled.

The connection to my story? The intensive supervision unit—that prison for children—was my punishment for being treated like a commodity, for trying to escape that hell and get closer to my family. I never made it home, but I was closer. Outside, like them. Just a few steps away from the people I loved and missed.

That was something. It was something.

And for that, I was punished—for running from the high-dynamic unit, for being sold, for being raped during my escapes. For sleeping outside in winter under winter car shelters, nearly overdosing on hard drugs. And what did they do with me? Locked me in intensive supervision and told me to reflect on my actions.

I never told them the worst of what happened when I was on the run. I admitted to “making clients” for a group of men. I mentioned the rapes. But the rest stayed buried.

All they cared about was that I’d dared to escape. Their only question was: “How will you stop running away next time?”

I was punished and forced to fill out a document listing “goal” I had to achieve to earn my way out, as if running away demanded some redemption plan. It was like punishing a child for needing to go to the bathroom too often, torturing them, then demanding they strategize how to suppress their “urges.”

Tell me—am I hallucinating? There was no effort left to make. No soul left to break. That place had suffocated me long ago. They saw me walking, but I’d already vanished. I wasn’t of this world anymore.

People always ask what I have done to end up there. Ask the damn judge. I don’t know. I answer carefully, strategically. Suppose I let even a flicker of vulnerability slip—game over. My sentence gets extended.

Legally, under Quebec’s YPA (Youth Protection Act), kids in intensive supervision can only be held for 30 days max if they run or try to take their own life. I spent SIX years in that cycle. In and out. No criminal record.

A few girls around me were under the YCJA (Youth Criminal Justice Act) for kids aged 12–18 who’d committed crimes. But the majority who were under intensive supervision? Youth under the YPA (Youth Protection ACT)—supposedly there to “protect” us when our “safety or development was compromised.”

Where do you run when the enemy wears a professional title and hides behind legal clauses? Who do you call? Is there a hotline to report your saviours? Can you scream the irony without sounding insane, or do you choke on it—another shameful secret?

Room 8. That was my assigned cell. A number that felt like a verdict. Isolated, next to the educators’ offices. Every 15 minutes, a shadow at the peephole. Still alive? Their eyes scanned, not from care, but routine, as if their job was to tally the shattered pieces before they scattered.

Their vigilance was a confession: they knew this place, meant to heal, was only a burial, that the pastel-painted walls were merely plastered over a mass grave.

The truth bled through the cracks. Newcomers were tightrope walkers on a rusted wire. They watched us fall but never reached out. Just logged the time of our last gasp in a notebook. The system had its prophecies: it wove the shrouds before the heart stopped.

They expected us to be lifeless, necks in nooses. Even when we wanted to change—standing naked, exposed—we had to keep the door ajar, the curtain half-drawn. The pimps that trafficked me later on gave me more dignity. You wouldn’t understand.

At night, the door is locked at 10 PM. No bathroom until 11:15 PM. They claimed it was to “limit traffic” (there were maybe ten of us) and “let the girls sleep.” If you needed to go after that, you had to thrust an arm through the door’s hole and wait for the night guard. She’d follow you to the toilet—probably checking you didn’t escape through the worn-out drain.

The need hit me like a fist. My stomach twisted; my face burned—I couldn’t hold on. I shoved my arm through the door’s hole, waving desperately. The supervisor didn’t look up. Eyes glued to her movie, she hissed, “Shhhhhhh!”

“Please,” I begged. “It’s urgent.”

“Not time yet,” she snapped. “Wait.”

When she finally stomped over, I was shaking. “I can’t—I’ll explode.”

“Should’ve gone earlier,” she said, ice in her voice. “Not my problem.” I pleaded, but she turned away, shut the office door, and drowned me with headphones.

So, I pissed into a towel.

No choice. No dignity. Just wet fabric and the acid stench of shame. An hour later, she barked that I could now use the toilet. I showed her the soaked towel. Her face twisted, disgusted, like I was the criminal. “Throw it in the washer,” she spat, watching as if I’d smuggled contraband.

My parents, lower-class, overworked, went into debt to finance the very system that tore me away from them. My father, who spent twelve years trying to flee Lebanon’s civil war to give me a better life in Canada, now pays for the youth prison that effectively kidnapped me, legitimately.

I don’t blame you for doubting. The system is designed to bury these truths. But consider this: ten-minute outdoor breaks, reserved only for girls permitted to smoke. A fenced yard serves as an impassable barrier. Life continues beyond those walls—so close, yet entirely out of reach.

It’s like offering steak to a starving dog, then beating it for trying to eat. Except what I’m denied isn’t food, but the fundamental right to live.

Good Lord! Someone must see us. Someone must act. We’re kept mere meters from a bustling boulevard, facing a shopping centre. People hurry past, indifferent, as if this building were just another concrete block without history.

How can they ignore what happens behind these walls? How can they not hear our silent screams echoing through the corridors?

On the other side of the building lies the boys’ sector. There he walks free—the one who raped me when I was twelve, who reduced my childhood to ashes. Yet he boasts to anyone who’ll listen that he’s here because of me, as if my name and existence were merely a footnote in his story. Just a few lines in his file, an anecdote to justify his presence here.

I’m on the opposite side of the wall, but his words penetrate the stone. They ricochet through my skull, a constant reminder that I’m not free even here. Even here, I remain imprisoned by his narrative and lies, just as I am by the DYP’s. I’ve come to see these two as accomplices.

How is it possible that the system has confined us under the same roof—my aggressor and me, his victim? How can no one recognize the cruelty of this forced proximity, this ongoing injustice?

Forgive me—I’m getting ahead of myself. I’m speaking as if you already know this story. My mind... It’s scattered tonight. Let me finish this chapter about the youth detention centre before circling back to the beginning. It’s 1:05 a.m. Give me a moment. I need a cigarette.

...

All right. I’m not being irrational. Just ... sad, okay? For six years I heard how I wasn’t “wanted in my own home,” how my “choices” at age twelve led me here—as if being raped multiple times on November 11, 2011, was a choice. But I’ll return to that later.

For six years, they told me I was too vulnerable to live with my parents. For six years, I endured a miserable existence at the mercy of social workers.

For six years of my life, I wanted to die. For six years, I felt sick, incurable, like society’s mistake, blind to the harm I was causing myself. God, how I hate this... You can’t imagine the pain.

Here’s how it works: When we’re raped and dare to speak up, they report us to the DYP (Director of Youth Protection). Social workers then invade your home, hunting for any family dysfunction.

At the slightest conflict with my parents? Immediate placement in a youth centre. Run away from there? Congratulations—you’ve earned intensive supervision (juvenile detention).

I was new to the unit. The girls whispered warnings: “Don’t even think about escaping.” They said I’d be trapped until 18, punished with endless detention time.

I didn’t listen. Here’s the truth: We’re punished for reporting rape. Talk about it? Youth centre. Run from that hell? Detention centre. They steal our youth, our family, our healing—all for daring to name our trauma.

And the cruel joke? The government funds these same social services as “violence prevention.” Yes—they pay our jailers to silence us. Understand? No, you can’t. It breaks me that you can’t. Like showing flowers to the blind—the beauty exists, but never reaches them.

But fine. Everything’s fine. This ignorance will be explained someday. Not psychologically, just somehow. Don’t worry. It’s not your fault. You’ll never grasp what comes next either.

Every six months, I beg in court to be allowed to go home. My parents—healthy, loving, working-class, devastated—beg too. The judge stares at me, then at the papers, then back. Their verdict? I’m the “perfect prey for predators and gangs.” Too vulnerable for society.

Believe me? Anyone? Please. The pain persists, and others are enduring it right now.

A woman judge declared me unfit for society because I’m “the perfect target for abusers.” A woman. Christ.

In six years of hearings, they never once presented scientific evidence or legal justification for locking me up—just “clinical judgment.”

When I followed every rule, they accused me of “false compliance”—avoiding “real work” on my issues.

And the mental health recommendations? As expected, the judge prescribed psychiatry, psychology, blah blah blah...

Every time a psychologist came to conduct an evaluation, she would disappear afterward. I never heard from her again. Oh no! It’s true... Who wants to denounce the devastating effects of the DYP? No one.

Pfff.

...

Yes, okay. I had a follow-up for several months with a psychologist specializing in sexual violence. It was exhausting. These sessions brought me absolutely nothing, but I went anyway, to show a willingness to collaborate with the system. Thus, I alternated between confinement and overly advanced discussions about the sexual violence I had suffered. It was terrifying.

Smiling at another girl was considered a crime. We were then suspected of “under-the-table behaviour” (a term used in the centre to designate an action or conversation without the educators’ consent).

And above all, we were not allowed to hug each other... Please don’t ask me why. Everything was considered deviant. Everything was pathologized.

When a young girl became anxious and exploded with anger, that was the alarm bell, the security guards, like vultures, would rush in groups of three, four, sometimes five, throw themselves at her, handcuff her, and take her to the isolation room, turning her into a spectrum of distress.

What a horror. When a girl came back from court and her frustration boiled over by slamming a door, the same scenario was repeated: calling the security guards, handcuffs, and solitary confinement. The walls resounded with the echo of injustice.

Looking back, I now understand what I went through as a kind of hidden harm, where those in power hurt the most vulnerable in ways that are hard to see, all while pretending they’re helping.

That’s what it was: quiet suffering, treated like a problem if I spoke up, and punished if I tried to push back.

In these places, you're made to feel like it's your fault for being there in the first place. However, if you try to leave or push back, you're made to feel ashamed for that as well. It's a system that traps you in guilt, either way — whether you stay or try to go.

My resilience? It wasn’t broken. It was stomped on. By judges in robes and social workers with clipboards. By the very people who were paid to protect us. Who smiled as they chained us.

And this whole time, while we screamed, cried, and begged, they called it protection. Funding flowed, policies were praised, and reports were published about “trauma-informed care.” Care? Where? All I remember is the restriction of freedom of movement and freedom of speech. All I remember is the forceful silence.

The system doesn’t break you because you’re weak. It breaks you because you’re strong. Because you speak. Because you feel. Because you dare to name the violence. And when you do? They cage you. Not the abusers. They don’t want your healing. They want your silence.

Don’t ever forget that.

I want to point out that most of the young people in the unit did not have a criminal record, if that term still holds any meaning.

Once, there was a girl younger than me, 12 years old—the only one I’ve ever seen younger than me in this unit. She seemed to want to have a happy day. She picked up a broom and started dancing, singing, and jumping around the unit, smiling and laughing. She beamed with happiness.

But for them, it was “deviant.” They called the security guards. They snatched the broom from her hands, pinned her to the ground in front of my horrified eyes, handcuffed her, and took her to the isolation room. Her laughter turned into screams of distress.

Was the broom ripped from her? No. False. What they tore away was her happiness—that fragile burst of joy she’d managed to build.

I was grateful to have the room next to hers. She was simply adorable—at least in my eyes. So innocent that I wanted to shoulder her suffering, to carry the guilt weighing her down. I ached for her escape. It was unbearable seeing her trapped like that. She was the only girl there who still smiled and laughed so freely.

Then came our mistake. We found a way to talk. Her brilliant idea—though, let’s be honest, it didn’t end well. We stole butter knives from the kitchen during dinner and began digging a hole in the wall beneath that useless mini-shelf.

We peeled paint from the wall and glued it over the forbidden hole to hide the hole and muffle the sound between our rooms. That godforsaken beige paint—a colour that reminded us of everything. Absolutely everything.

This hole became our sanctuary. We passed letters through it, whispered secrets, shared stories, and tried to understand why we were there. It was a confessional, a portal of hope. Every plan, ambition, raw feeling, wild idea, and beautiful dream travelled through that tiny, illegal, punishable hole.

Then came the inevitable question: “Why are you here?”

The little girl told me her mother had personal problems and her father was too busy to care for her. Her voice trembled slightly when she asked if I wanted to know a secret. I hesitated, sensing the weight of the moment, but said yes.

She began to sing a lullaby, her soft, fragile voice trembling through the room. Each note hung suspended for thirty-four seconds, saturating the space with aching melancholy. It was her mother’s lullaby—the one sung to her in childhood.

The silence that followed thickened like fog, a suffocating veil of shared sorrow. She whispered how desperately she missed her mother, how every night she dreamt of being cradled in those familiar arms again.

I shut my eyes against my own rising tears as we said goodnight, the weight between us palpable—that pain only the robbed innocent can truly bear.

Then came our grand escape plan. During outdoor break, she declared that we’d run. When I asked about the double-wire fences, she shrugged like it was nothing: “Just slip your fingers between the bars, climb, and run. Let the adrenaline do the rest.”

The moment came. We sprinted as if fleeing gunfire, hearts hammering. I watched her fingers—nimble and determined—find their grip. She scaled like a wild creature, swift and sure. That gasp of freedom as she cleared the top tore at me. Then she was gone, vanishing beyond hell’s walls.

My too-round fingers found no purchase. My perpetually oversized shoes slipped uselessly against the metal. I knew before I tried—failure sat bitterly on my tongue.

“Go,” I told her, the word heavy as a coffin lid. Sliding back down, I waited for the guards, hands buried in pockets, each second stretching forever. I didn’t just want to leave—I wanted to stop existing.

I saw the security guards approaching, their heavy footsteps pounding like a hammer blow against my heart. I wanted to die. I wanted to beg them to kill me. I couldn’t face what was coming.

There were four of them. They moved toward me slowly, calmly, without aggression. The female guard smiled. I refused to meet her gaze—it would have meant staring directly at my failure.

I looked up at the sky, desperately searching for comfort, but only felt rejected. Lowering my head, I stared at the grass instead, finding strange peace in looking downward, toward the devil. That’s exactly where I felt I belonged.

They asked if I needed to be restrained or if I would comply with their instructions. “I’m calm,” I replied, my voice cracking with resignation. I told them I was giving up. I didn’t need them to hold my arms—I was already holding myself prisoner.

I had nowhere left to run. I was already in their grasp, trapped in this nightmare. I wouldn’t fight, wouldn’t let them tackle and cuff me like they’d done to that little girl dancing with her broom.

Each step up the stairs seemed to last an eternity. The silence pressed down like molten lead. I remember our shoes echoing on the steps, each thud marking my descent into the storm. Those footsteps sounded like an unrelenting verdict.

They took me to the isolation room. One step closer to hell. One step deeper into the familiar—that lightless abyss of despair.

One step nearer the guardians of this soul slaughterhouse. One step toward spiritual suicide. Every movement was agony, the same desperate act repeated endlessly. What do you call it when you kill yourself over and over? It’s strange. I think they call it conformity.

Anyway, I arrived in the isolation cell, a place where time seemed frozen in an eternity of pain. The educator came to see me, her face impassive, like a judge without mercy. She told me I could go downstairs and return to my cell, a mere illusion of freedom.

Once inside, she informed me that I had to stay there all day, as if I weren’t already spending my hours confined within these four walls. She handed me several reflection sheets, their weight heavy with judgment and reproach. They demanded to know why I had attempted to run away. They wanted me to commit to never doing it again.

These sheets placed all the blame on me. They painted me as a deviant who had broken the rules. Here, escaping was a crime. But trying to flee and failing? That was even worse.

It was like attempting to steal bread from the corner store and getting caught by the owner. Every word on those pages felt like an accusation, every line a stab at my dignity. It was humiliating.

Anyways.

The educator entered my room, not to speak with me but to humiliate me. She told me I had to think about what I had just done, reflect on the consequences of my actions, and acknowledge the harm I had caused.

I was being punished, and it was my fault. My body had only done what it knew—flee. I didn’t know how not to run. It wasn’t a choice; it was instinct, beyond my control. And still, every word she uttered cut into me like a blade, digging deeper into the guilt and anger already burning inside me.

My body was escaping for me, running on instinct, gasping for air. It couldn’t take it anymore. Every inch of me ached, but the worst pain was in my heart. I was done. My soul was already dead—now it felt like my body was ready to give up too.

I don’t know where it found the strength to wake up every morning. To the outside world, waking up was a blessing. For me, it was a nightmare. Every morning, the weight of existence crashed down on me like an avalanche, burying me under an unbearable mountain.

I wanted to be found lifeless in my cell one morning. I wanted them to see what they had done to me. I wanted them to know they had killed me. I wanted my parents to understand that this place had taken my life.

They found the 12-year-old girl that same day.

I ran into her in the bathroom—her room was just before mine. She was coming out as I was going in. Her face was swollen, marked by a black eye, scratches, and blood. I don’t know what they did to her, but the sight of her condition tore through me.

I think they tackled her to the ground again. This place was a living hell. I wanted to kill them. I wanted them to stop doing what they were doing. I wanted to kill myself if it meant they would leave her alone.

She lowered her head when she saw me, avoiding my gaze. She was ashamed—not of what she had done, but of what they had done to her.

When she was sent back to the isolation room, the educator tore off the paint that had covered our hole. She shouted my name, and suddenly, I was being punished too. Laughing, she sneered, “These little ones are getting smarter and smarter!”

Deviant. That was what I was—for listening to a little girl sing a lullaby and trying to escape with her.

Hearing her whisper that melody had soothed me, but it also filled me with unbearable pain.

I was 13. She was 12.

...

Tell you another story that has been carved into my memory and has stayed with me.

There was this little Inuk girl. She was adorable, unmatched in kindness, and as resilient as iron.

Every time we crossed paths, she would tell me how much she wished I were her big sister. Every time, her eyes sparkled with a sincerity that warmed my heart. I was 13. She was 17. She always said I reminded her of her best friend from Nunavut and wished she could have me as a sister. Every word she spoke wove an unbreakable bond between us.

She was supposed to fly to Nunavut for a court appearance related to her legal matters. One day, she returned from juvenile court silent. She walked into her room without a word, without slamming the door, but without obeying the rules either.

Do you know what that is? Abandonment. The loss of hope.

Then, she stepped out of her room, moving so slowly it was almost eerie, as if each step weighed a ton. I was standing by the educators’ office to ask something—I don’t even remember what it was.

She reached me. Stood before the educators. Looked at me. Her eyes were red, and as she stared into mine, the tears began to fall—heavy, silent, like pearls of pain.

She couldn’t hold them back.

I asked the educators if I could hug her. After a brief hesitation, they permitted me.

The first and last hug that ever took place in that centre.

She wrapped her arms around me, but her grip was uncertain. She couldn’t squeeze properly. Her tears soaked my shirt. I could feel her heart—it was slowing, but each beat carried an unbearable intensity.

That moment, thick with helplessness, left an indelible mark on my soul.

There it is. Lost youth. Innocence was shattered into pieces. Why exactly? I don’t know. In truth, I know many things, but I no longer remember this.

The judge extended my stay each time. Before every day I spent in juvenile court, I would pack my suitcase in my small cell. I folded my clothes the way my mother had taught me.

Each fold was a memory, reminding me of what I had lost. Then, I would leave. I would return in tears. Sometimes, the tears didn’t fall, but inside, I bled, feeling each decision stretch out my suffering, prolonging my torment.

My confinement was extended because of my escape attempts. It was hard not to run. It was automatic. Usually, when you’re afraid and tortured, you flee. But I wasn’t allowed to.

I must like complying. I would like to submit. I had to, anyway. Big Brother, the Thought Police​[1], knew I didn’t enjoy complying with the system. They knew they had to extend my confinement to break me enough.

Once, an educator dared to tell me that I had never been there for my little sister because of the “choices I made to end up there.”

Those words felt like hammer blows, unjustly accusing me. But I didn’t even know that confiding my rapes to a school social worker could have led me to this place.

Anyway.

My dad always told me to do everything I could to get out of there as quickly as possible. He said my little sister was still young, and there was still a chance she might forget. Unfortunately, the youth protection institution succeeded, and it lasted far too long for her to forget.

My parents could visit me for just thirty minutes once a week. Once, my father came alone. He said he wanted to show me something.

He pulled out his phone and played a video of my little sister. Her small, soft, and innocent voice echoed across the room. She looked at the camera and asked, “Where is my big sister? Why is she gone? Did I do something to make her leave? Why is she not at home? Where is she?”

Her questions, filled with innocence and confusion, pierced my heart. She said she missed me and wanted to play with me. She wanted to show me things. I told my father never to return to see me ever again.

I got up and ran to my room. I cried again and again and again. Each sob carried me further away from reality. I couldn’t hear anything. I couldn’t see anything. All I could hear was my little sister’s voice, and all I could see was her smile, haunting me.

Could it be that it was all my fault? Darn it. I wanted to die. I couldn’t understand what I desperately needed to understand. Guilt and despair ate away at me.

For months, I refused to take calls from my mom and dad. For months, I wanted to pretend I was orphaned at birth. I didn’t want to acknowledge that I had parents. I didn’t want to accept that I was their daughter. I didn’t want to accept that I was her sister. I didn’t want to accept that I had caused harm. I didn’t want to admit defeat in the face of the system. I didn’t want anything.

For once, I wanted these four beige walls to comfort and adopt me. I wanted someone to come into my room and tell me I had no family. I didn’t want to accept that the little girl in my father’s mobile video footage had a cowardly big sister, one who had let herself be brought down by this parasitic institution.

I didn’t want to accept my helplessness, my inability to fight for her. I didn’t want to accept that my parents didn’t have the socio-economic status that would have given them more credibility in court, in the eyes of social workers. I didn’t want anything.

Reports to the DYP always begin with a 48-hour or a month-long period. But they often end at 18 years of age. Once, an educator told us that every time a girl came here over trivial family conflicts, she ended up in the hands of human traffickers four times out of five. Yet, this truth didn’t stop her from continuing to do her job.

I remember once, during a weekly meeting with my designated educator, he stood up, handed me a large workout ball, and told me to shout at the top of my lungs to hurt him with it. He asked me to throw it at him with all my strength, anywhere on his body. He wanted me to shout everything I had inside.

I took the ball, my hands trembling. I looked at him, searching for an escape. But then I put it down and sat down. I looked at him and told him no sound could come out. I wasn’t allowed to shout. I wouldn’t scream.

He told me I was holding all my emotions in my stomach. I told him I didn’t understand. There was nothing. Maybe there had been something before, but now it was just a void. There was nothing left.

Then, he offered to hug me. I hesitated, feeling a strange mixture of reluctance and need. When he wrapped his arms around me, a flood of emotions washed over me, but the emptiness remained, like a chasm nothing could fill.

I slowly got up. I walked over to him and gave him a hug. The tears started to flow, and soon, his shirt was soaked.
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