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​Foreword
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There are a lot of different opinions on the situation with the refugees, whether they be of Syrian descent or another race or country.

Some panic and assume that they are here to destroy us and our countries, our heritage and lifestyle. Some welcome with open arms- not allowing themselves to think that anything could go wrong. To voice one’s opinion can be met with a sharp rebuke from either viewpoint, so many agree to disagree, or at least stay silent. 

Many also assume that if a few in one nation goes bad, then the entire country is bad, lumping all of them together with those who have done wrong. Others assume that only the refugees were only Syrian for example, and didn’t take into thought that there are many others, many that we don’t even hear about, fleeing from persecution, whether religious or political or refuge from war-torn countries. 

Sometimes we hear backstories, sometimes we don’t, but it’s up to us as individuals not to callously push people away for not being precisely like us, nor for us to be walked on top of by others, nor by our government. 

It’s a delicate line. 
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​Chapter One 
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The best thing about Katy Marsh was that she never asked you to be anything other than what you already were. Elise had figured this out in the first week of Grade 9, when she'd dropped her lunch tray in the cafeteria and stood there in the wreckage of chocolate milk and Tuesday's pasta, waiting for the floor to swallow her. Every head had turned. And Katy — who Elise had never spoken to, who was sitting three tables away with her chin in her hand looking at nothing in particular — had simply stood up, walked over, crouched down beside her, and started picking up forks. She didn't say anything. She didn't make a face. She just picked up forks. They'd been inseparable since.

That was the thing nobody understood about Katy from the outside. They saw the unwashed hair some mornings, the oversized sweaters, the way she sometimes went quiet in the middle of a sentence like a radio losing signal. They didn't see what Elise saw — which was a girl who had been dealt a genuinely terrible hand and was playing it with a kind of stubborn grace that most people never needed to develop because most people's mothers came home sober. Katy's didn't. Not reliably. Not even most of the time.

Elise had been to Katy's apartment on Morningside enough times to know the particular texture of that life. The empties lined along the kitchen counter like a little army. The fridge with its optimistic condiments and not much else. Mrs. Marsh herself, who was sometimes funny and sometimes frightening and always, always sorry afterwards. Katy navigated all of it with the quiet competence of someone who had learned very young that the adults in her life were not going to be the ones doing the navigating.

In exchange, without either of them ever saying so, Elise's house was the place where Katy could breathe. Where there was food and a washing machine and a mother who, whatever her faults, came downstairs in the morning.

The faults were considerable.

***
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THE LINTON HOUSE ON Confederation Drive sat in that particular Scarborough way — solid, unremarkable, the lawn always mowed because appearances mattered to Elise's father even when everything inside was fraying. There were three daughters. Ann was the oldest and operated with the authority of someone who had never quite forgiven the universe for the subsequent arrivals of Elise and Hillary. Hillary was eleven and mostly stayed in her room with her headphones and her hamster and her apparently inexhaustible ability to remain unaffected by the weather system that was their family.

And then there was Elise. seventeen, dark haired, green eyed, built like the women on her father's side — curves that she'd spent most of Grade 9 trying to hide under oversized everything before she'd mostly given up. She was quiet in the way that people mistake for shyness when really it's just watchfulness. She watched. She catalogued. She waited to understand a room before she spoke in it.

At home she mostly didn't speak.

It wasn't that her parents were unkind. They were distracted in the specific way of parents who had produced more children than they had emotional bandwidth for and were doing their best with what remained. Her father worked long hours at the print shop on Lawrence. Her mother moved through the house with the slightly bewildered air of a woman who had expected her life to turn out differently and was still, at fifty-one, adjusting to the news that it hadn't.

Ann was the problem. Or rather Ann was the weather and everyone else in the house was dressed for a different season.

She was twenty and beautiful in a sharp, dissatisfied way, and she had — six months ago, in a development that had reorganized the entire household around it — fallen in love with a man named Daniel who lived in Accra, Ghana, whom she had met in an online Christian chat room and never seen in person. This was 2001. The internet was still new enough that this seemed to some people miraculous and to others deeply suspicious. Elise's parents were in the second camp. Ann was at war with them about it constantly, loudly, and with the particular ferocity of someone who has chosen to conduct an argument about love as though it were an argument about survival.

The payphone at the Scarborough branch of the Toronto Public Library had become Ann's cathedral. She spent hours there, feeding quarters into it, her voice dropping to something private and urgent and completely unlike her usual sharp-edged self. Elise had seen her there once, through the library window, and had stopped walking just to watch — because Ann looked, in those moments, like a different person. Soft. Hopeful. Young.

Elise didn't begrudge her it exactly. She just noted, with the precision of someone who catalogued things, that when Ann was at the payphone, nobody in the house was watching Elise.

***
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WEST HILL COLLEGIATE Institute sat on Morningside Avenue like a fact — large, institutional, the kind of building that had been built in an era when schools were supposed to look permanent. Elise had been walking through its doors for fourteen months and had achieved a comfortable invisibility within it. She knew which hallways were fastest between periods. She knew which bathroom on the second floor was reliably empty. She knew that the cafeteria pasta was better on Mondays than Tuesdays for reasons nobody had ever satisfactorily explained.

She knew Katy, who was her whole social world and entirely sufficient.

They walked to school together most mornings, down Morningside with their breath clouding in the October air, Katy in her enormous army surplus jacket, Elise in the blue wool coat her mother had found at Value Village and that Elise genuinely loved despite or because of this. They talked about everything and nothing. Television. Teachers. The particular social ecosystem of West Hill with its shifting alliances and its dramas that felt enormous from the inside and which Elise suspected she would one day look back on as very small.

They were not, either of them, part of any particular group. They were their own group. Two was enough.

"Ann keep you up?" Katy asked, on a Tuesday that smelled like wet leaves and the beginning of something, though Elise didn't know that yet.

"She was on the phone until midnight. I could hear her through the wall."

"What does she even talk about for that long?"

"I don't know. Love, I guess."

Katy considered this. "Seems inefficient," she said, and Elise laughed, which was the thing Katy could always do — locate the angle that made something bearable.

They pushed through the front doors of West Hill into the noise and the heat and the particular smell of two thousand teenagers in an enclosed space, and Elise was already thinking about the first period when she saw her.

***
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SHE WAS AT THE LOCKERS outside the music room, trying to open one that clearly wasn't hers, laughing at herself with her whole body — head back, shoulders shaking — in a way that immediately distinguished her from everyone else in the hallway who was performing the usual careful West Hill indifference.

She wore a deep red hijab pinned with a small gold brooch shaped like a leaf. Her school bag was enormous and covered in keychains. She was beautiful in a way that was entirely unaware of itself, which was the rarest kind.

"It's 217," Elise said, stopping. "Yours is probably one off."

The girl turned. Her eyes were dark and warm and immediately direct.

"Two-one-six," she said, trying the neighbouring locker. It opened. She turned back to Elise with an expression of such genuine delight that it was almost disarming. "You're a genius."

"It happens to everyone."

"I'm Imelda." She extended her hand like an adult, formal and warm at the same time.

"Elise."

"You have kind eyes," Imelda said, as though this were a perfectly ordinary observation to make to a stranger in a hallway. "Are you busy at lunch?"

Elise glanced at Katy, who was standing slightly behind her, hands in her jacket pockets, watching Imelda with an expression that Elise would later recognize as the first draft of worry.

"We usually eat in the east stairwell," Elise said.

"Perfect," said Imelda, as though east stairwells were exactly where she'd hoped to eat. "I'll find you."

She smiled — at Elise, and then at Katy, who did not smile back — and disappeared into the crowd.

Elise watched her go.

Beside her, Katy said nothing. She had a gift for the particular silence that meant everything.

***
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IMELDA FOUND THEM AT lunch, as promised, navigating the east stairwell with her enormous bag and a container of something that smelled extraordinary. She sat cross-legged on the landing below them without any of the usual social hesitation — no checking whether she was welcome, no performance of not caring whether she was — and opened her container and said "my mother made too much, please help me" and that was essentially that.

She was funny. She was interested in everything — asked Katy about the band patches on her jacket, asked Elise what she was reading, told them about moving from a school in North York where she'd been since primary and how West Hill felt enormous and also somehow smaller. She talked about her family with an ease that Elise found quietly remarkable — her parents, her aunt, her brother Abdul who taught primary school and was twelve years older than her and very serious about everything, which she said with such affectionate exasperation that Elise laughed.

"Twelve years older," Katy said. "So he was basically your parent."

"Basically. He used to quiz me on my homework at dinner. Every night. My parents thought it was wonderful." Imelda made a face. "I thought it was a lot."

"Is he still like that?"

"Oh, completely. He has opinions about everything." She said it fondly. "You'll meet him sometime. He picks me up on Fridays."

Elise nodded. She filed this away without knowing why.

Katy ate her sandwich and watched Imelda with those careful eyes and said, later, walking home, "She's nice."

"She really is."

"Mm," said Katy.

Which was not a disagreement, exactly. But it was something.
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​Chapter Two
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The Scarborough Public Library on Brimley Road was one of those places that had been built in an era when public buildings were supposed to look like they meant something — wide low roof, big windows, the kind of architecture that said *this matters* without saying it out loud. Elise had been coming here since primary school, first with her mother and then alone and then with Katy, and it had accumulated over the years into one of the few places where she felt consistently like herself. Not performing anything. Not navigating anything. Just present, in the particular quiet that libraries offered — chosen quiet, voluntary quiet, the kind that felt like breathing rather than holding your breath.
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