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JAFFER

\,._:mn when I started making friends (I let them cheat off my
paper on tests to get them to like me), my family moved to
Unionville, which is right in the centre of Markham. My whole
public school was full of white children whose parents made over
$35 000 a year. By the end of Grade 8, I had encountered another
“Rick” (three of them actually) and I did the same thing again: I
spoke to my teacher who gave them and the class a big lecture and
made the offenders speak with me privately and apologize to me.

When I started high school I was full of renewed hope and
enthusiasm. 1 had won the coveted “Actress of the Year” award in
public school and had become quite popular. Little did I know that
my troubles were just starting. I was the only “brown person” (there
was one black guy) among 2 500 high school students but that didn't
really bother me until one day in Grade 9.

I had almost reached my locker when I saw something
written on it (with marker) in huge black letters. “GO HOME
PAKI" it read, “BACK TO INDIA WHERE YOU CAME FROM."”
I was trembling with rage and tears and I found myself unable to go
near the locker. It would be so embarrassing if anyone realized that
those words were for me. I wasn’t even from Pakistan. Besides,
Pakistanis aren't from India anyway. All sorts of thoughts were
flashing through my mind — I was trying to console myself but it
wasn't working.

Almost every day, throughout Grade 9, I found myself at the
principal’s office complaining about various sayings that kept
appearing on my locker door; and they would send a janitor down to
wipe it off. Then, it appeared as if someone was trying to break into
my locker. [ would find my combination lock malfunctioning or
half-broken. I must have gone through at least 10 locks that year (I
even tried key locks or using two locks at a time but nothing helped).
Then, “they” started covering the locks with masking tape, or taping
all the edges of the locker. Sometimes they would spray the lock with
shaving cream, and once I reached out unsuspectingly to touch my
lock and found it covered with spit.

Life became miserable. My self-esteem just deteriorated and I
had to face the shame of walking up to my locker and having people
stare as I'd try to deal with the latest “prank.” The principal told me
to report my suspects to him but that was useless. Could it be the
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girl in my Phys. Ed. class who was always making [IEINRa
comments about “Pakis?” Or the kids in English who made me trip
whenever I walked into class? Or the boys in Physics who spoke in a
funny accent and joked about wearing turbans and living in straw
huts? Each one of these people was sent to the principal’s office and
still no one owned up to being the culprit behind the “pranks.”

I started getting nightmares about finding my locker full of
snakes and spiders; my nightmares almost came true when I found
my locker without a lock one day. I didn't have the courage to open
it myself because 1 was afraid of what I'd find in there. When my
friend opened it for me she found nothing inside: All my books had
been stolen and exams were in two weeks.

It didn’t occur to me at the time but I wonder why it didn't
strike the principal to change my locker number or provide a
guidance counsellor for me. Why did I spend my class times doing

_surveillance of my locker in the hopes of finding the culprit instead of

the high school providing someone to do this for me?

I guess everyone thought it would stop someday but did
anyone ask me how I was feeling during all this? Did anyone notice
that I was becoming depressed, that I would shuffle my feet and look
down when [ walked or that I didn’t say much because | was afraid
that people would laugh at my accent? Did anyone bother telling me
that it was “they” (the racists) who had a problem and not me? Sadly
enough, no one bothered to do any of this. I had to help myself. And
I didn't know how. All my life I had been taught to turn the other
cheek and to ignore rude people because “they’ll soon get tired and
stop.” But none of these sugar-coated philosophies worked. No one
stopped.

I tried to ignore it when boys in the bus scat behind me
pulled my hair and called me names, but it didn't do any good — it
simply resulted in them laughing as I covered my face and cried into
my hands in front of everyone.

I went through many stages and conflicts in dealing with my
experiences. [ would plead with God to help me and my faith would
keep me going. Then I would go through a period when I'd scorn
God and question His existence, telling myself that if there was a
God then He would not have waited this long and let me be in so
much pain. I believed that I was ugly, that I had nothing worchwhile
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to offer to anyone. Then I would feel delusions of grandeur and think
of myself as above everybody else. I wanted to be unnoticed and
invisible. Then I'd want everyone to give me attention, to see me
like my family saw me: as a beautiful, talented, intelligent,
interesting person. )

In the end, I found myself arriving at a new philosophy, “God
helps those who help themselves.” 1 found the culprit who was doing
all those things to my locker (I saw him while I was doing
surveillance and grabbed the girl standing beside me in the hall,
pleading to her to be my witness) and when the principal arranged for
a meeting between “Mark” and me (and “Mark's” father), I brought
my brother along as moral support.

In that tiny office I looked Mark in the eyes and spoke with
confidence and sincerity. The odd thing is that I felc compassion for
Mark as he sat there in his leather jacket, his fists clenched as he
struggled to get the apology out. He just couldn’t say it and his eyes
looked watery. I found myself crying for the person who had made
my life so miserable.

“Mark, I don't want you to go through this,” I said, “It
doesn’t make me happy to see you get in trouble. I just want you to
understand and I want you to tell your gang, too, that what you did
to me was wrong. It hurt me so much. And it was so unfair. What
have I ever done to you? I don't even know you. And you don't even
know me... so how can you know how clean I keep myself or whether
my father wears a turban or even where I come from.”

Mark and his friends never bothered me again. But I found
myself accempting to change and be more like everyone else. I don't
know if it was for the better, but it helped improve things in my life.
I began to dress in a trendy style and memorized the pronunciation of
various words to improve my accent. And one day, when a guy (who
seemed to have sworn an oath to yell “Paki” across the hall whenever
he saw me) did his regular routine, I turned around and held up my
middle finger. He actually bumped into someone, he was so shocked.
Needless to say, he never did that again.

I'have grown up a lot since then. Today, I can honestly say,
with conviction, that my experience made me into a very strong and
confident person. Instead of letting racism push me into a little shell,
I used it to grow as a person. I have literally made myself ask
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questions in class or speak in front of a large audience. [JEERGIN

And instead of letting myself feel shame, I have developed a love and
pride for my culture and religion and w?ns try to dispel myths and
educate people about it.

My ten years in Canada have taught me that racism will
always haunt and follow you around because there is a lot thar needs
to be done to educate some people, even at university. The task is to
fight ic. You can't let it swallow you and make you a part of itself so
that you start viewing yourself the way it views you. You have to
believe in yourself. And you have to use it to make it into some sort
of a positive experience so that you can grow from it. It's not casy at
all, sometimes it's downright impossible... but you have to keep
fighting.

Because often enough, everything in your life depends on it.
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