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”Anger can turn our fear into fight 
But it is only true friendship that 

can transform our cowardice into the 
courage needed to do what is right!” 

 

— Sensei Dan
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Go! Now! 
 

In small, misty mountain top village,     
a clan of ninjas slept. Everyone except for one 

particular boy ninja. He was lying huddled on his 

side, fully alert, unable to close his eyes and rest. 

Something was making him terribly uneasy.  

Nearby, the sounds of a small trickling stream 

flowed. Its hush was a calming companion. 

Distant insects buzzed and chirped contently. 

And now and again, a breeze blew and whistled 

through the bamboo-walled buildings in the middle 

of the village.  

Surrounding the village stood a great stone wall, 

which was built to keep out invading clans. Now, it 

was also used to keep out all the monsters of the 

wide-world beyond. At certain spots along the top 

of the craggy wall, ninja sentries would crouch and 
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conceal themselves. Sitting still and watching, 

they would look out, scanning the land — ready to 

sound the village alarm-bells if they spied any 

trouble lurking outside.   

From the floor of his cabin, the boy ninja sat up. 

He peered out the window. Looking at the great 

stone wall, he noticed no guards upon it.  

This was not right.  

Day and night, no matter what — the ninjas 

were always there, always vigilant, always ready. 

He rubbed his eyes and looked again. He saw no 

one, anywhere. He jumped out of bed and quietly 

put on his clothes and weapons. Something felt 

terribly wrong… 

As he crept silently out of his room, he noticed 

the rest of his hut was empty. Where is my family? 

He wondered.  

Moving quick as a shadow, he slipped out into 

the night air to look for them He headed for the 

great stone wall that encircled the village and 

towards its main entrance: a tall, iron gate. There 

should always be ninjas posted there, he thought.  

As he made his way between the buildings, he 

moved through pools of total shadow. At first, he 

didn’t mind. After all, this was his village, the place 

he knew best in the world. He knew every inch of 

this darkened dirt path, so much so that he didn’t 

need any light to know where to swiftly and silently 

place his feet. This village was the place he felt 
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the safest… So why now did he feel so much 

dread?  

Uuuuuuuuuuuurrrrrrrrrr… 

His ears perked. The sound made him freeze 

and crouch low to the ground. It was a long, low 

moaning sound. It was off in the distance, but not 

too far away — definitely outside the village walls, 

but close. He lay still and listened.  

Uuuuuuuuuuuurrrrrrrrrr….. 

                   

 ………….Uuuuuuuuuuuurrrrrrrrrr….. 

It sounded like it was coming from multiple 

sources, not just one. The boy ninja began to 

tremble slightly. It was as if deep down, a part of 

him already knew what was making that sound. 

He crept forward toward the corner of a 

shadowy building. Reaching up over his head, his 

hand felt for the hilt of one of his ninja swords that 

stuck out above shoulders. He gripped its handle 

for strength and courage, but his hands shook 

inside his thin, black gloves and his fingers felt 

weak. Resting himself against the side of a 

building, he peered around the corner. 

His heart pounded in his throat as his eyes fixed 

upon an image in the distance.  Just beyond 

where he was hiding, through the tall iron gate of 

the great stone wall, a crowd of figures slowly 

swayed and stumbled. Now that he was looking 
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upon them, the sounds they made seemed to 

grow even louder. 

Uuuuuuuuuurrrrrrrrrr….. 

Uuuuuuuuuuuurrrrrrrrrr…. 

UUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUU 

RRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR!! 

They were not ninjas. They were not samurai. 

They were not animals. These were ZOMBIES. 

Mindless monsters who stalked the earth, looking 

for live prey to devour. They were once living, 

breathing people. Now, they were just grisly 

shadows — no beating heart, no blood, no 

warmth, no life in their hollow eyes. Their ragged 

bodies were half-clothed, decaying, and torn 

apart. They stumbled and lumbered forward with 

sickening creaks and groans.  

The boy ninja knew what this sight meant from 

the stories he had heard while sitting around the 

village fire late at night. One zombie was easy 

enough to kill, but when hordes of zombies 

invaded a village like swarms of flesh-eating ants, 

they could eat everything and everyone in their 

path. The stories were hard to believe, but now, 

seeing their crazed, inhuman force pushing up 

against the old iron gates, he knew the stories 

were true. 

Their moans suddenly turned into a cacophony. 

Somehow they knew he was there. They could 

see them. How do they know?? I’m dressed all in 

black, standing in the shadows! He thought. 
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Perhaps they could hear his pounding heart or 

smell his fear. They wanted his blood. They were 

craving it. With greater pressure now, they pushed 

against the gate, determined to get in. He watched 

in horror as the first row of undead figures were 

squashed against the metal bars, crammed and 

crushed by the intense force of the horde that 

lumbered behind.  

Standing upright, he drew his two swords. Then, 

something cold and stiff seemed to glue his feet to 

the ground.  He urged his knees and hips to move 

forward, but he couldn’t. His leg were enveloped 

in a black, shadowy cloud. He was stuck.  He 

didn’t know what to do.  

Where is everyone!?  He thought.  

His gaze shot out to the great stone wall and to 

the dusty old alarm bells that hung along the 

ledges. All he needed to do was get to the nearest 

bell and pull down on the rope to ring it. Then, 

within seconds, he would be joined by all the other 

warriors of his clan. They’d all be ready to fight 

together and defend the village. He knew exactly 

what he had to do, but somehow his feet would 

not budge. He looked down at the black darkness 

gripping his legs and felt sick to his stomach.  

He looked away, his face contorting underneath 

the black scarf that covered his head. He gritted 

his teeth. Move!!  His heart pounded as he 

struggled to shift his weight forward, but his feet 

felt like stone.  
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Then, something hopeful caught his eye. From 

amidst the buildings, deeper within the village, a 

flickering orange light appeared. It was another 

member of his clan!  

He opened his mouth to call out but only dry 

whispers came. His weak cry was lost in the 

sounds of wind and fearsome moans from outside 

the gate. No matter! He thought. The orange light 

was coming through the buildings towards him. It 

was a hand-held torch. Someone was using it to 

light their way as they moved skillfully between the 

shadows.  

He waited and held his breath. The sounds grew 

louder as the iron gate began to creak under the 

weight of the swarm. 

Then out from between the buildings emerged a 

lean and quick silhouette. It was… his mother! Her 

stride was fast and sure. Her face bore a fiery 

expression that glowed orange from the light of 

her torch. She was dressed from head to toe in 

the black silk of their ninja clan. He felt so relieved 

at the sight of her that he could only heave a silent 

sob. Tears of joy and relief welled up in his eyes.  

It’s going to be okay, he thought, the village is 

going to be saved!  

She approached him fast and squeezed him by 

the shoulders. Looking him in the eyes, she 

breathlessly uttered, “They’re going to break 

through. There are too many to stop. Get out of 

here! Get somewhere safe!”  
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Her body stood firm and strong before him, yet 

her eyes watered up. It took him a moment to 

understand what was happening. Before he could 

grab onto her, she turned and sped off towards 

the gate.    

She seized a nearby rope and using her full-

force, yanked down on an alarm bell. The sound 

echoed throughout village. All at once, the zombie 

horde turned and pushed even harder against the 

gates, their hunger now insatiable.  

She bent down and hoisted up a wooden beam 

to support the gate. Just as she did, the gates 

burst open. A swarm of undead bodies rushed 

forward like a tidal wave.  

She fell back from the force. She quickly pulled 

out her sword, and sliced down the first few of the 

cold and hungry attackers. But it was no use. He 

felt a dark, crushing weight in his chest. His whole 

body felt frozen.  As he watched his mother 

fighting back, the dark mist that held his feet 

began to billow into a larger cloud, spreading 

across the ground, mixing with the shadows. He 

felt a dreadful sensation, something even worse 

than fear.  

His eyes were wild and frantic as he watched, 

still stuck. DO SOMETHING!  

His mother hurled her torch at the horde. The 

flames seemed to hurt them. Many shrieked and 

crumpled to the ground. But a few seconds later, 
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more pushed on from the endless river of bodies 

flowing through the broken gate. 

She retreated, hacking and slicing, making her 

way back to where the boy ninja was still standing 

like a statue.  Quickly, she turned to him, no 

longer pleading but with a fierce look. “Jacob! Be 

Brave!”  

The words struck a deep chord within him, but 

his body was still stone.   

“Go! Now!!” Her voice erupted as she pushed 

him with enormous force, making him fly 

backwards.  

Now, finally free from the grip of the dark smoke, 

Jacob found himself able to move. He took off, 

running so fast that his feet barely touched the 

ground. As he turned to look over his shoulder he 

saw his mother still fighting off the waves of 

moaning corpses. They lunged at her with their 

jaws wide open, their gruesome arms swinging 

wildly. She swung her torch at them. The flames 

leapt and spread, setting afire the buildings 

around her.  

Jacob glanced back in horror. I can’t just leave 

her!?!     

The thought twisted in his belly, but his feet kept 

running. He ran through the streets of his village, 

darting just ahead of the tides of invaders that 

nipped at his heels. The calm blue light of the 

moon was gone now, replaced by the glowing 

orange light emanating from the inferno that was 



 

9 

consuming the village’s buildings, one by one. The 

sky was blood red as morning crept over the 

horizon.  

As Jacob darted between buildings, the zombies 

began to catch up. He was faster than they were, 

but somehow they managed to weave their way 

into the deeper parts of the old village with 

alarming speed.  

As he passed a small cabin on his left, a zombie 

darted out from behind. It lunged forward, 

sweeping the air with its decaying arms, grabbing 

for him. He ducked his head just in time to dodge 

a flailing arm, but the zombie caught the fabric of 

his hood, causing him to stumble. He turned and 

slashed wildly at the attacker with the sword in his 

left hand. He made a clumsy chop at the zombie’s 

arm, severing it with a messy stroke. From the 

impact of the blade slicing its target, the boy ninja 

lost control of his weapon and it flew off into an 

alley between two houses.  

No time to go get it. He scrambled to get 

backup, charging off at break-neck speed. His 

ears rang with the loudness, chaos, and terror of 

the inferno around him.  

Up ahead was the back of the village, ringed in 

by the great stone wall. He sprinted towards it. He 

suddenly felt the weight of gravity lifting from his 

shoulders. The faster he ran, the lighter he felt. 

With one small hop, he went shooting up into the 

air, up to the height of the roofs of the smaller 
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buildings around him. He was bewildered at how 

he was gaining this strength and speed, but there 

was no time to think. He hit the ground running 

and continued to sprint, moving closer to the wall. 

With another strong jump, he rocketed in the air, 

almost to the height of the lip of the wall. He hit 

the ground again, and launched into an explosive 

run.  

Zombies seemed to appear everywhere: from 

behind him, from the alleyways on the side, and 

ahead of him. They were charging after him, 

shrieking and screaming. He could feel the heat of 

the flames behind them. Some of them were on 

fire as they ran at him, ravenous with hunger.  

He was only a few strides away from the great 

stone wall now. With all of his might he leaped 

high into the air and sailed forward to the top of 

the wall. He caught the edge of it with both hands, 

his torso slamming hard into the brick. 

He pulled himself up. On the top of the wall now, 

he dared to look back. It was a scene from 

hell.  Everything was engulfed in flames, 

suffocated in smoke.  He could not see his own 

house or the houses of his family members. He 

could no longer see his mother. Everything was 

gone. No members of his clan were left alive. This 

place now belonged to the dead. 

He felt the welling up of tears behind his eyes, 

about to burst. He used the scarf that covered his 
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face to dry his eyes.  Then, he heard the sound 

again.   

UUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUURRRRRRRRRRR

RRRRRRR!! 

 Down below just a few feet, he could see 

grizzled arms reaching up the stone wall. The 

zombies were lifting themselves up and over the 

bodies of one another, determined to get to him.  

There was no turning back. Nothing he could do. 

His mother’s words rang in his mind.  

“Be brave... Go! Now!” 

He turned and looked out to the treetops beyond 

the great wall. The land was a thick jungle, lush 

and green. Strange sounds came up from the 

ground on the other side of the wall. Looking 

down, he couldn’t see the jungle floor through all 

the dense leaves. The sight was dizzying. Fearful 

of falling from such a height and wanting to let 

himself just collapse in grief, he allowed himself to 

breathe for a moment.  

Then, an image flashed through his mind: his 

mother fighting the horde, protecting him with her 

last living breath, while he just stood there, frozen. 

The black smoke returned. It wrapped itself 

around him, strangling him.  

Suddenly, a hand grabbed his ankle. He jerked 

forwards and nearly fell off the wall. He swung 

around fast, managing to land on his backside, 

now facing his gruesome attacker. As the zombie 
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opened its decaying mouth to bite his heel, he 

swiftly kicked it in the head, sending it hurtling 

back over the edge. 

He got up swiftly, turned towards the jungle and 

didn’t look back. Leaning forward, he bent his 

knees and leapt. He soared through the air, 

almost flying. As he started coming down near the 

treetops, he reached out and managed to grab 

hold of the stalk of a bamboo tree. The leaves 

ripped through his hands as he slid down, burning 

his palms. He gripped tight until he finally stopped 

falling. Relief. The tree wobbled and swayed 

under his weight. 

There he remained, clutching onto the bamboo 

tree, hanging on for his life. The sounds of the 

jungle came to life around him now. Cool air 

rustled and blew through the trees. The bamboo 

creaked and crackled. He heard the sounds of 

rustling and thudding, moaning and hissing, and 

all manner of other mysterious sounds coming 

from the unseen ground below. 

He was enveloped in darkness. All he felt was 

despair and terror. 

Then suddenly, something stung his face and 

caught him off guard. The shock made his hands 

lose their grip. He felt himself slipping, falling, 

faster and faster, down into the darkness of the 

jungle...  
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Rude Awakening 
  

“Oww!” An elastic band stung his face.  

Jacob, no longer a ninja but a sleepy boy of 11 

years, lay buried under thick covers. He rubbed 

the part of his face that felt the sting of the elastic 

band. He heard Leo’s unmistakable voice, loud 

and deep.  

“Get up, you Lazy bum! Mom has been calling 

you for ten minutes now! Time for breakfast, which 

I will eat if you don’t!”  

Leo did this sort of thing a lot. He was a head 

bigger than Jacob, and he seemed to have made 

it his mission as his big brother to both annoy and 

boss him around.  
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Jacob’s hair was the same as in his dream, long 

and dark, with a thick curtain of bangs that hung 

down, half-covering his face. Right now, it was a 

tangled mess. His room was small, dark and 

silent. His family had moved into this house only a 

week ago. Half opened boxes and plastic 

containers lay all around. The blinds were closed, 

but sharp lines of light burst in as the wind parted 

them now and again.   

Jacob ducked his face under the covers, hoping 

to fall into dreamless sleep. Or at least to hide in 

bed all day. He hoped for anything but having to 

get up. 

It was the first day of school. 

It seemed only a moment later that his covers 

flew right off. He gasped. The surprise of it made 

him breath in some cool fresh air. A chill came 

over him, making him curl up into a ball. The 

bright sunlight made him shut his eyes tight.  

“Just leave me alone, Leo!!” He lashed out with 

a kick, hitting empty space.   

“Today is the day, honey.” It was his mother’s 

soothing voice. Her warm hand on his shoulder 

made him feel like he was going to melt into a 

puddle. Jacob pulled away and buried his head 

deeper into the pillow.  

He felt his body dip lower as his mom settled 

down on the edge of his bed. She was small and 

quiet in the way she carried herself, but her eyes 

were always intensely aware, like she could see 
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right into him.  She looked down at Jacob’s curled 

up body, unsure of what to do.   

“How are you feeling about your first day?” She 

tried to ask it in a way that didn’t sound as 

nervous as she felt. 

No answer.     

“Come on, Jakub.” Something in him melted a 

little more. She said his name in the same way her 

own mom would, yet without the thick Eastern 

European accent. When Jacob’s grandmother, 

whom he called Bubbie, said it, she pronounced it 

like Yeah-kub.   

 “Okay! Let’s go. Up and at ‘em.”      

He shifted in place and curled up even tighter, 

tenser, like an armadillo closing into a ball. His 

chin was tucked down against his chest. “I’m not 

going,” he grumbled.   

She sighed, blowing a strand of wild curly hair 

out of her face. Her shoulders slumped a bit. 

Pleading with him. “We talked about this. And, you 

got to have fun and stay with Bubbie all summer. 

And...”  

He tried to pull up the sheet to bury himself 

again. Seeing him do so made something inside 

her snap. She stood up, standing over him now 

with her hands on her hips. Ferocity came out, 

though she tried to temper it.  

“Jacob! We made a deal. You can’t keep 

running from things and avoiding school. I need 
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you to think of other people. I have to go back to 

work today.” 

He felt some bile in his throat, wanting to spit it 

out. Finally, he turned to look at her. “You don’t 

have to! You decided to!”  

He held her gaze for a moment. On his teary 

face, his mom could see the spark of anger fade, 

replaced by a flood of fear and something worse: 

a feeling of hopelessness, which she hated seeing 

in him. He curled up and turned away from her. In 

his stomach, he could feel a dark-crushing feeling. 

“Yes, I did decide to... After staying home for six 

months last year.”  

“It’s not my fault.” Jacob said in a seething 

whisper. 

“I know that… And you know what? I am glad I 

did.” She sat back next to him on the bed. “I’m 

glad I did, because you needed me and school 

was too hard.” She put her hand on his shoulder 

again. “But… We can’t keep doing this. Running. 

Avoiding people. This is a new school. We moved 

here so that things could be better.”  

He snorted back, “School just sucks. 

Everywhere.” 

She caressed his neck lightly, tickling him. He 

turned his head to see her through his thick wild 

mane of hair. She shot her eyebrows up.  

“You sure of that?”  

He nodded silently, certain. 
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Exasperated, her face furrowed. “Really?! 

What’s the worst that could happen?” 

Staring into the darkness of his imagination, 

Jacob felt the life draining out of him and his body 

getting colder.  

 

In his mind, he saw an image of himself in a 

prison-like school, surrounded by kids who were 

all zombies, slaving away at their desks. He 

looked down to see he was chained to his chair. 

The zombie teacher was stumbling over towards 

him growling.    

…. Uuuuuurrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr...    

 

“Jacob?” His mom rubbed his back. Concerned, 

she nudged his stiff body over on his side. “Where 

did you go?” She brushed his hair out of his face. 

She often asked him this when his mind drifted 

away.     

He refocused his eyes on her. His face was a 

mask of frozen dread.  

“Come here.” She pulled him up and held him in 

a long embrace. He let her, but stayed limp and 

lifeless.  

Holding him, she felt a mixture of guilt, 

frustration, and growing concern. She sighed and 

thought it best to not conceal her feelings any 

longer. “I’m not going to lie to you. We don’t know 

what it will be like. Your father and I believe it can 
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be better, but it could end up being the same as 

before...”   

“Or worse.”     

“Hmm.” She pulled back to hold his head 

clasped in both her hands, facing him eye to eye. 

“I need you to promise me something.”     

He pursed his lips and sighed.     

“I know you don’t feel like it, but I need you to 

fake it if you have to. I need you to just suck it up 

and be brave.” He felt those last two words 

echoing inside him. Be brave. He wanted to be 

that more than anything in the world.  “Show the 

world that you’re not someone who gives up so 

easily. I need you to do this, honey.”  

Suddenly Jacob saw his mom in a strange light. 

Her face shifted a bit and she looked exactly like 

Bubbie, only a younger version: sweet and kind, 

yet also very firm and strong.  

“Will you do this today, for me?” She asked. It 

felt like both his mother and Bubbie were speaking 

at the same time.   

Jacob nodded, pushing back some tears. He felt 

a surge of energy, wanting to show his mom and 

his Bubbie that he could live up to be as 

courageous as they wanted him to be.  
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First Impressions    

 

Jacob’s stomach was swirling with      
butterflies. The morning felt like a whirlwind. As 

they approached the school, Jacob watched the 

kids from inside the moving car. He scanned the 

sea of faces. He knew no one.  

Jacob leaned his head against the glass 

window, hoping to stay safe and warm in the car a 

little longer. Then he heard a familiar sound 

through the glass.  

 

Uuurrrrrr ….  
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When he looked up, the scene had turned grey 

and gloomy. The throngs of kids standing around 

appeared less alive. Looking closer, he noticed 

their skin was pale and peeling. A couple of girls 

turned in his direction. Their eyes looked dead. 

They looked like zombies.  

 

“Jacob?” His mom had that curious and slightly 

edgy tone in her voice that suggested she had 

been talking to him for a while as he daydreamed. 

“Honey, do you get what I’m saying?” 

Without thinking, Jacob nodded. He was trying 

to put on a brave face. On his lap was a tattered 

old army knapsack. It had been a hand-me-down 

in Jacob’s family for a million years or something. 

It was dotted with patches and mending stitches, 

and Jacob had begun to doodle some anime 

sketches along one side of it. 

The car was stopped now. Jacob’s mom leaned 

over toward him from the driver’s seat, and 

restrained herself from covering his forehead in 

kisses. “I know. You don’t want any mushy 

business.” She sighed, clearing her throat.  

“It’s time to go, Honey. Remember what we 

talked about, okay? One step...” She waited for 

him to finish the sentence. 

“...At a time. Got it. Thanks, mom.” He forced a 

half smile as he got out of the car. Though nearly 

blinded by the sun that popped out from behind 
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some clouds, he stared at the name above the 

entrance of the school, “East Toronto Middle 

School”. The building was a big, long, shiny metal 

box with glass windows. It felt like every other 

school he had gone to before, just bigger and 

more polished on the outside. Somehow, he 

imagined it would feel like a prison on the inside. 

In fact, he felt sure of it.  

Standing on the sidewalk, he felt sick to his 

stomach. His feet were frozen in place. If I don’t 

go in, it isn’t happening. Maybe I can go 

somewhere else?  

He turned back to see his mom still idling in the 

car, watching him.  

He swallowed back the dryness in his throat and 

took a big breath in. He clutched the strap of his 

old knapsack with a sweaty palm. Before he could 

lift his foot, someone leapt in front of him.      

“Hey! You must be new. I never saw you before 

and I know everybody. Or almost. Almost 

everybody.” 

There stood a boy, thin as a rake, with spiky 

black hair and thick glasses. “My name is Harold.” 

He reached out to shake hands. Jacob put out his 

feebly and the boy shook it like you would shake a 

snow globe.  

“What’s your name?” 

Jacob didn’t enjoy meeting people normally, and 

especially not when they were right in his face like 
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this. He looked away from this boy’s intense gaze, 

staring at the ground, and mumbling his name in 

response. 

“Your name is what? JACOB? Hey, Jacob!” 

Jacob wished the boy would stop saying his name 

so loudly. He could feel the other kids looking at 

him now. He started moving toward the front 

doors of the school. Harold followed along, still 

blabbing. “I’m the smartest kid here. No offence. I 

bet you are smart too, but it’s just a fact, you 

know. What grade are you in??” 

“Seventh,” Jacob mumbled. He noticed some 

kids going past them giving them more space and 

chuckling. Harold followed the direction of Jacob’s 

gaze, and caught sight of the snickering cluster. 

“Don’t mind them. Most of them are idiots. I’m in 

seventh grade too!”    

“That’s cool,” Jacob kept his head down while 

speeding up, hoping to get inside and shake off 

his new ‘friend’.  

Harold tried to keep up, now talking about 

something else that seemed very important to 

him, but he had a bowed foot that made him walk 

oddly and slowed him down.  

 

 *  *  *  

 

Jacob passed through the front doors by 

himself. Music played over the PA system, like the 
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kind he would hear in an elevator. He turned to 

see a large LCD screen. On it was a video of 

some kids smiling, standing next to the school on 

a bright sunny day.  

A voice that sounded like a fake news anchor 

spoke: “East Toronto Middle School, a model 

school for excellence in learning, paving the way 

for a bright future!”   

The herd of kids in the school video droned 

around mindlessly. Though he could see they 

were clearly not actual zombies, they all seemed 

to be doing what they were told; none of them 

seemed to be thinking for themselves.    

Jacob glanced back through the windows of the 

foyer at the street outside. His mom’s car had 

already pulled away. What if I just find somewhere 

to hide out? Jacob thought. I could tell the 

teachers that I got lost and didn’t know where I 

was supposed to go...  

As if his thoughts had been broadcast on a 

radio frequency, someone seemed to pick up 

his transmission. Standing beside him 

suddenly was an older lady with graying hair. 

She might have been a teacher, but she had a 

quiet quality to her, and didn’t seem like she 

had to be anywhere at that moment. She had 

a large set of round eyes, like an owl. She 

smiled a sweet smile that reminded Jacob of 

his Nonna. She leaned over and reached out 
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her hand to greet him, “Hello dear. I’m Mrs. 

Colombo. You must be…?”  

“Jacob.” He whispered.  Unsure of why he 

felt so shy.  

“Ahhh, yes. Jacob Grotowski-Pirelli.”  

Jacob was surprised. Not only did she know 

his full name without even having to glance at 

her clipboard, but she also pronounced his 

whole last name correctly.   

“I have a sheet here with your locker number 

and all that kinda stuff.” She opened a folder she’d 

had tucked under her arm and handed him a crisp 

piece of paper. “You’re number #34671. 

Remember that? Probably not.” She chuckled. 

“Hang on to that sheet.” Then she stood there 

watching him.  

Jacob’s plan for slipping away and finding a 

place to hide had been dashed.  The knot in his 

stomach was getting tighter. 

Seeing him frozen in place, she added, “So, 

your home room teacher is Mrs. Strickler, like it 

says on the sheet. It also says you have an LD 

designation here.” She paused to tap her index 

finger to her pursed lips. “This means that you 

need to start each day by visiting Ms. Avery down 

those stairs. Turn left and then make a right. You 

wouldn’t want to get lost.” She gave him a good-

natured smile.   
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Harold limped over to Jacob. “I can show you 

where to go!” he chirped.  

“Ah, Harold Chu, welcome back.” It seemed that 

Mrs. Colombo knew everyone by first and last 

name at this school. “You should check in with 

Ms. Avery, too. Would you lead the way for 

Jacob?”  

“Sure!” Harold nodded and Jacob quietly 

thanked Mrs. Colombo. As she turned her back, 

he crumpled the paper she’d given him into his 

backpack.   

 “Hey, Jacob. Pop quiz. Nerds or jocks?” Harold 

asked brightly. 

Jacob rolled his eyes. “Uh. Neither.”  The bell 

rang. Jacob was rattled. “Uh. I don’t want to be 

late.” He started walking away again. 

Harold followed, shaking his head smiling. 

“Okay. I get it. Let’s see. Just say whatever first 

pops into your head, don’t hold back! Samurai or 

ninja?”  

Jacob walked faster to get ahead. The main 

hallway was wide and deep with smaller hallways 

going in every direction. Jacob looked around and 

had to stop in his tracks, feeling completely lost.  

Harold caught up with him again.  

Jacob didn’t want to have to ask for help, but he 

also hated being lost with kids walking around 

staring at him. “I’m supposed to see Ms. Avery.”  
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“Uh, yeah. Okay....” Harold paused to look him 

over. He then leaned in to whisper. “Listen you 

may not want to people to see you going down 

there.”  

“Why?” Jacob’s eyes widened in concern.  

They turned down a smaller hallway now, with 

lockers along both sides. Kids were scurrying to 

get to their classes. Jacob looked around for the 

nearest exit. He felt his face getting hot. He was 

getting light-headed and felt like he was 

suffocating. He wanted to get out of there, fast.   

“It’s the, you know… uh…”Harold came closer, 

and made air-quotes with his fingers. “It’s the 

‘dummy class’.” He looked around to see who else 

was listening. “I mean that’s what the boneheads 

who don’t know any better say about it. But I don’t 

care. I go there too sometimes, to get away from 

the crowd. Ms. Avery is awesome, actually. But, 

you don’t have to go down, unless you want help.”  

Jacob sucked in a lot of air and sighed. 

The boy put his hand on Jacob’s shoulder. “Best 

advice? Come to your homeroom class. Then, you 

can go see her after, right? Who’s your home 

teacher?” 

Jacob fished around in his bag for the piece of 

paper he’d stuffed in there a moment ago. It was 

surprisingly difficult to find. He scanned the 

crinkled page. “Uhhh… Strickler?” 

“Strickler? Yeah, she’s mine too!”  
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Jacob saw a red sign that read FIRE EXIT. A 

man in a janitor’s uniform was blocking that door. 

“Want me to show you the way?” Harold asked. 

Jacob quickly scanned around again, looking for 

any other way out. He saw nowhere else to go.        

“Come on. We don’t want to miss the first class.”  

As they started climbing the stairs, Jacob 

noticed the stairways going to the basement. 

There was music coming from down there. But the 

light was also flickering, and it seemed darker and 

creepier than the rest of the school. He was glad 

to stay away from it. 

“So, you didn’t answer... Samurai or ninja?” 

Harold shot at him, again.  

“Ninja... of course.”      

“Interesting! I prefer samurai myself. Upholding 

a code of honour and all that. But ninjas are 

awesome too...” Harold stopped midway up the 

stairs, “Hey, you ever read the Sam-Ja series?”  

That was Jacob’s favourite anime. Jacob 

nodded, not holding back a grin.  

  “Jacob, this looks like the beginning... of a 

beautiful friendship.” Harold put out his hand again 

to shake Jacob’s. Jacob suddenly had a deja vu 

feeling, like he had heard that phrase or been 

here before, but he couldn’t remember why. 

Harold beamed a lively smile.  

They shook hands. 
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The Test 
 

Jacob and Harold arrived late and     
awkwardly shuffled through the door. Most of the 

other kids were seated already, but there were still 

one or two seats in the back where Jacob might 

be able to lay low and attract as little attention as 

possible.  

Their teacher was really tall — so tall that the 

kids had to crane their necks up to look at her. At 

the moment, she was striding up and down the 

aisles of desks, glancing studiously on her 

clipboard. Her hair was spun upwards into a bee-

hive shaped bun, her nose was long and sharp. 

She had small rectangular glasses and neck 

looked as long as a giraffe’s. Her appearance 
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captivated Jacob. The name on the board read 

Mrs. Strickler.  

Standing very still and off to the side was a 

small woman in a crisp black uniform, her dark 

hair tied neatly back.  Underneath Mrs. Strickler’s 

name on the board, in smaller writing, was: Ms. 

Lee, EA. The two adults looked like polar 

opposites — Mrs. Strickler’s hulking presence 

demanded attention, while Ms. Lee’s quiet 

demeanor made her seem almost invisible. 

“You’re late, boys.” Mrs. Strickler pointed at 

them as she spoke. Her nails were long and 

painted with a light purple nail polish. Jacob and 

Harold both froze as everyone stared at them.  

She made a note on her clipboard. “But just in 

time to hear my speech, which is called: What 

Happens When You’re Late. Take a seat.” She 

pointed at a desk before her in the front row. 

Clearing her throat and nodding at them, she 

waited for them to sit down together and for the 

room to become silent in anticipation.  

So much for hiding in the back! Jacob sighed to 

himself.  

Mrs. Strickler strode across at the front of the 

room and looked out at the class. “You will find 

that I can be challenging, but I do so only because 

high school is just around the corner.” She spoke 

with firm tone. “I will push you all to do your best 

here, but hopefully you will see that I am also very 

fair.” 
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Jacob was not thinking as far ahead as high 

school. He wasn’t even thinking about tomorrow. 

He was wishing he could be somewhere else, 

right now. Harold, meanwhile, sighed deeply and 

nodded while pressing his lips together in a 

serious expression. He was giving Mrs. Strickler 

his full attention.  

“With that in mind, the first thing we need to do 

is a test.” Jacob turned around to see many 

furrowed brows and annoyed looks. “Yes. I know 

you don’t like tests, and that’s okay by me. But I 

want you to understand why do we do them.” 

Harold put up his hand and a couple of girls in 

the front row did too. From the back of the class, 

many of the kids looked at the three keeners and 

rolled their eyes or shook their heads.  

“Let me tell you.” Mrs. Strickler clearly wasn’t 

looking for a response. “TESTS are so wonderful 

because they reveal the truth about what’s really 

going on.”  

She stopped pacing and looked thoughtfully out 

the window, ”You see, in order to serve my role to 

the best of my abilities, I need to understand your 

abilities on all of our core subjects: MATH, 

ENGLISH, HISTORY, SCIENCE.”  

I’d rather die now, Jacob thought, as he 

imagined how badly he would do on each of those 

subjects. He was only good at two things: 

daydreaming and drawing.  
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Mrs. Strickler caught sight of Jacob’s glazed 

eyes and anxious expression. She stepped 

forward, smiling confidently and slicing the air with 

her pointed finger, looking down at him. “Now, 

before any of you pee your pants.” The room 

erupted in giggles and laughter. “Don’t worry, the 

tests you are taking today will not count for your 

grade.” 

Jacob felt sudden relief and his body softened a 

little. The rest of the kids started whispering to 

each other.  

“But...” She then held her finger straight up in 

the air, waiting for them to come to silence again. 

“...Depending on your results today, for the rest of 

the term, the highest achievers will get to sit in the 

back, and those needing the most help will be in 

the front.”  

She preened her hair. Her teaching assistant, 

Ms. Lee, smiled nervously. “This is the way I can 

help you best. It’s only fair this way.”  

 Harold adjusted his glasses and stared up at 

Mrs. Strickler. She was crossing her arms, looking 

proud and determined. Harold wore an expression 

on his face that showed neither complaint nor 

hesitation — he was ready to meet this challenge, 

whether he was nervous or not. Jacob looked at 

him and sunk deeper into his seat, feeling even 

more unprepared.  

A moment later, Mrs. Strickler was assigning 

helpers to give out the actual test. It was a single 
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yellow sheet, with questions on both sides.   “This 

yellow sheet is the first test of five that you will 

take today. It begins with math.”  

Jacob gulped. He hated math. It was his worst 

subject.  

“Remember. East Toronto is about two things: 

excellence and the future... Your future.”  

Jacob looked at the yellow sheet in front of him. 

The numbers never came together to make any 

sense. The equations before him were also longer 

than any he’d done before. He looked at Harold 

who was already diving into the work with a smile 

on his face.   

Why did I let him talk me into coming here? I 

should’ve hid in the bathroom.  

A few minutes went by of Jacob looking around. 

He sucked in his pride, “Uh. Harold?” he 

whispered. 

“Mmm?” Harold didn’t look away, carefully 

noting with his pencil the steps he took to get his 

answers. 

“Can you…”  

“I’m gonna be the first, you’ll see.” Harold 

whispered, eyes glued to his paper. “Did I mention 

that I was gifted?” 

“...Help me?” 

Harold stopped. He looked up from his page and 

noticed that Jacob’s sheet was blank. His eyes 
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widened with surprise. Jacob’s face flushed with 

embarrassment. 

Harold took a moment to consider it, looking 

torn. His eyes met Jacob’s with an expression of 

genuine regret. “Um... Sorry. It’s not allowed. Uh... 

just do your best. It’s not about marks, remember.” 

Jacob hated the idea of being stuck in the first 

row for the rest of the term, having the rest of the 

30 kids in the room staring at the back of his head. 

Or worse, having Mrs. Strickler hovering over him, 

making him look like an idiot for needing help.  

Jacob straightened up and made his most 

convincing, confident pose, puffing out his chest 

and stiffening his chin, “Uh, yeah. Of course,” he 

waved, “No problem. I got this.”  

Once Harold was back at work, Jacob snuck in 

glances at his paper, catching a few numbers here 

and there. He was careful to look away just as 

Harold looked up. One time, Harold almost caught 

him looking, but Jacob managed to move his eyes 

in time and put his pencil to his lips to act like he 

was just thinking. 

There was a squeak of a chair sliding on the 

floor, and then the sound of confident footsteps 

striding toward the front of the class. The sounds 

came from a tall boy who wore a hoodie with a 

golden crest on it. His hair was coiffed up and 

slicked back, held in place with some sort of hair 

product that had a faintly pleasant smell as he 

walked past. Mrs. Strickler was watching the class 
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from her desk, like a mother hen from her perch. 

She raised a curious eyebrow at this boy as he 

strutted over to her desk with his test paper in 

hand. He whispered a greeting to her.  

Jacob was close enough to hear what was being 

said, but he was probably the only one in the 

class; Harold was lost in thought, scribbling away 

at a complicated math equation on the back of his 

test paper. 

“Mrs. Strickler,” the tall boy spoke, slowly and 

politely.  

She crossed her arms, not sure what to make of 

him. He went on. “Mrs. Strickler, your reputation is 

that you’re tough but fair, and you’re willing to help 

those who truly want to learn. Like me. I didn’t 

have you last year, and I am so glad I do this 

year.”   

“Why... Thank you, young man.” She blushed 

with a deeply satisfied smile. 

“Call me Donald.” He shook her hand with a 

gracefulness that looked very much like an adult.  

Jacob found himself fascinated at how this kid 

was able to charm the teacher so quickly.  

Harold looked up from his deep concentration 

and let out a frustrated sigh. He leaned over 

scowling, “I hate that guy.” 

Donald continued to chat up the teacher. He 

moved himself around her desk, taking her 

attention away from the rest of the classroom. As 
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Donald continued to charm her, a strange boy, 

who was a head taller than everyone else, silently 

came over to Jacob and Harold’s table. This boy’s 

size made him seem a bit scary as he loomed 

over them, but at the same time, there was 

something comical about him. He was so round 

and sedate, like a large animal that was heavily 

tranquilized.  

The boy then placed his sweaty, left, fat palm on 

top of Harold’s paper, slowly pulling it towards 

him, as if it was his. 

Harold snapped out of his mathematics trance, 

taken aback. He adjusted his glasses and tried to 

peel the boy’s hand away from his test paper, but 

it stayed put. “Hands off, burrito breath!” Harold 

growled. 

Mrs. Strickler popped her head out from behind 

Donald to see what was happening. “Pablo? What 

are you doing over there?”  

The huge boy turned and looked helpless. His 

response was slow enough for anyone watching 

to see the gears turning in his head as he 

searched for an appropriate answer. Harold pulled 

his paper back while the boy, Pablo, stood and 

began to sweat.  

“Um... Just asking for an extra pen, Miss.” Pablo 

blurted out. Mrs. Strickler opened her mouth to 

respond to Pablo’s stammering answer, but 

Donald interrupted.  
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“Poor guy has no supplies,” he said shaking his 

head. “Not everybody gets the basic supplies that 

they need before the first day of school. My family 

and I are always sure to make our donations to 

the community learning centre around this time of 

year,” holding his palms out dramatically. “It’s the 

least we can do.” 

Mrs. Strickler turned her attention back to 

Donald and his test paper, while Pablo just stood 

there like a lump with eyebrows furrowed. He 

seemed oddly confused and lost, as if waiting for 

direction.  

While Mrs. Strickler was looking over Donald’s 

sheet, the tall boy stared back Pablo. His once 

smiling and confident face morphed quickly into 

an intimidating glare. His squinting eyes seemed 

to be sending an unspoken message. Pablo, 

taking the hint, leaned over the table again, right 

into Harold’s face, this time sounding scared and 

desperate.  

“Uh. Need your paper. Now.” His voice was a 

deep and thudding whisper.  

Harold looked at Jacob, who turned his face 

away and pretended not to notice what was going 

on. After a tense pause, Pablo started to say 

something else in a low voice. Harold turned to 

look up at him.  

“I don’t help cheaters!” He exclaimed, pounding 

his fist on the desk. 
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Mrs. Strickler shot up from her seat now, her 

eyes widening with outrage. Her height was 

impressive when she stood up straight. The whole 

class froze. Donald had faded away to the side 

with a strange expression on his face. It looked 

like he was trying to act surprised, while hiding his 

anger. Just as Mrs. Strickler took in a deep breath 

to speak, there was a quick knock at the door. 

Mrs. Colombo, the receptionist, peaked her face 

in. She was holding a cell phone in her hand and 

had a concerned expression on her face.  

“Sorry to interrupt, Mrs. Strickler,” she said in a 

hushed tone, “but you have an important call. It’s 

regarding a family matter.”  

With a quick acknowledgement to Ms. Lee, Mrs. 

Strickler strode out of the class.  

As soon as the door closed behind Mrs. 

Strickler, the class began to whisper loudly to one 

another. Ms. Lee had a reputation for being 

almost too kind, too easy and forgiving. Ms. Lee’s 

eyes went wide and she began to stammer out an 

instruction to remain silent and continue with the 

test. The students in class didn’t even seem to 

hear what she was saying.  

It wasn’t long before someone got the idea to 

ask someone else for an answer to a test 

questions. Before long, the whole class was abuzz 

with chatter. Ms. Lee, who was trying to move 

about and help individual kids, looked horrified as 

the class quickly erupted into wild rodeo of jeers 
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and commotion, with kids shouting out answers 

across the room. 

While the rest of the class had turned to chaos, 

Pablo and Harold were still in a stand-off. Harold 

had shoved his paper into his pants. He stared 

Pablo down with an expression that said I dare 

you to try and take it from me now.  

Pablo tried to grab for it anyway. Harold 

retreated backwards. Feeling scared to get pulled 

into any of the madness that was going on, Jacob 

slid his chair out to the side of the room and 

watched. 

Pablo lunged after Harold and made clumsy 

grabs at his belt-line. Harold dodged one of the 

swipes and then shoved Pablo in self-defence. 

The larger boy stumbled and tripped over his own 

feet, looking surprised at the force of the little 

nerd’s push. He slammed into the teacher’s desk, 

a heavy wooden table at the front of the room. 

Flapping his arms up and backwards to catch 

himself, Pablo knocked all the papers on Mrs. 

Strickler’s desk, tossing them up into the air.  

Some of the kids jumped over their desks to 

grab at the pages. Ms. Lee tried in vain to stop the 

rush of kids, but they easily got past her.   

“I got the answer sheet!” One boy screamed as 

he held up a blue piece of paper. Others tried to 

rip it out of his hands.  
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Then the door opened again. Mrs. Strickler’s 

voice rose up sharply with intensity, like the sound 

of cracking thunder. 

“What in the world is going on here?!”   

Everyone froze like statues.  

Her mouth was open, her cheeks red as beets. 

Her arms went on her hips.  

The scene was insane. Ms. Lee was on the floor 

trying to pick up papers, looking disheveled and 

ready to quit her job. The mob of students all 

quickly looked away from her, pretending to see 

something interesting on either the floor or the 

wall, trying to casually slink back to their seats as 

if nothing had happened. Harold stood with his 

shoulders tensed, breathing heavily, with his test 

paper still sticking halfway out of his pants. Jacob, 

with his back to the wall, tried to show through his 

expression that he was not at all involved. 

Donald stood by a startled Pablo and helped 

him up from the floor. He spoke up loud enough 

for everyone to hear, “It all started with Harold. He 

pushed over Pablo.” 

“What!?” Harold shot back. “That goon tried to 

steal my test! And don’t you think I didn’t see what 

you were doing Donald, you piece of crap! You 

were trying to  — ”   

 “Harold Chu!” Boomed Mrs. Strickler. Her voice 

seemed to suck the air out of Harold’s lungs. He 

was silent at once. 
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“Well, this is really a terrible start to the year for 

you, isn’t it? We do not curse, and, we do not put 

down other students. Go see Mr. Khumbu.” She 

pointed her finger out the door, toward the        

principal’s office.   

Harold pointed at Pablo, “But, he — ”  

“ — Out… now!” She cut his words off, like the 

crack of a whip. Before Harold could try to argue, 

Mrs. Strickler barrelled towards him, grabbed his 

arm and escorted him out the door herself.  
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The Poo Incident 
 

The midday sky was bright and clear     
at lunch hour. A cool, refreshing breeze swept 
through the large grassy playing field and the 
running track that surrounded it. Jacob rushed out 
of the school as if released from prison, squinting 
and disoriented, but relieved to be free. He walked 
so fast and felt so light, like he might float up and 

fly away. If only he could.  
He sat on the bleachers across the football field, 

as far away from the school as possible. He was 
relieved to notice that almost all of the other kids 
were eating their lunches in the cafeteria. All 
except for Harold, who Jacob could see picking up 
garbage from the grass. He was poking at pieces 
of junk with a sharp stick and putting it into a 
garbage bag.  
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This must be his punishment for getting in 
trouble, thought Jacob as he watched the boy 

wobbling slowly across the field, like a penguin. 
Harold stopped and waved at Jacob. Jacob waved 
back, but he did not go over to talk to him. He was 
happy to have some space to himself.  

Closing his eyes, fond memories of being back 
at home flashed through his mind.  He 
remembered doing a history lesson with his mom 
last spring, when she was homeschooling him.  

 
There was classical music playing loudly. He 

was eating a bowl of cherries. She started 
swaying and dancing. He played at being the 

conductor, moving his hands in sync with the 

melody. They laughed together and then they lay 
back on the couch. They talked about Jacob’s 

lesson, a moment in Canadian history, imagining 

the scene and what was happening. It was so 
vivid, peaceful, and fun. 

 

A gust of cool wind brought him back to reality. 
He sighed and rifled through his backpack to find 

his sketchbook. He took a bite of the turkey and 
swiss sandwich his dad made him. Opening the 
sketchbook, he noticed that his sketches of 
zombies were somehow familiar and comforting to 
look at. The kids and this school felt so foreign 
and chaotic, and all too real.  

A few minutes later, Jacob looked around to see 
clusters of kids coming out for their lunch break. 
Harold also seemed to be moving across the field, 
coming close to him.  
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Feeling his freedom evaporate, Jacob came 
down the wooden steps and walked around to the 
backside of the bleachers. Ducking his head and 
crouching underneath the wooden slats, he found 
a shady spot in the corner that was hidden by the 
metal beams holding up the seats above him. He 
burrowed into the nook, took out his sketchpad, 
and started drawing a samurai. He’d drawn many 
Samurai before, but this one was different; he was 
a limping warrior with a crazy smile. His sword 
was raised to the sky. He began to get immersed 
in drawing the face, when he was jolted by the 
sound of footsteps loudly reverberating through 
the metal above. A bunch of kids took a seat right 
above Jacob, likely not knowing he was 
underneath. 
“Forget it. We don’t need the nerd’s help.” Said 

one boy, whose voice was deeper and farther 
away. Jacob looked through the slats of his 
concealed spot. He could see the boy who’d 
spoken. He was wearing designer athletic clothes, 
he was dark skinned, and tall. The way he moved 
made him look graceful and relaxed. He was 

standing and tossing a football to himself, while 
facing the kids who were sitting above Jacob on 
the bleachers.  
“You got him in trouble, D!” Said another boy up 

above Jacob’s head. Jacob couldn’t see this one, 
but he had a whiny voice. “Look at him picking up 
trash!” He laughed. “Let’s call him Garbage Man 
from now on.”  
“Yeah. But that’s not enough,” said another 

voice in reply. “I don’t think he’s learned his 
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lesson.” Jacob recognized that voice from earlier. 
It sounded like Donald, the boy he’d seen talking 
to Mrs. Strickler during the test.  “Snake,” he 
continued, “we’re gonna do it today.” 

 “What?” Said the whiny voice.  
“The plan.”  
“What plan?”  
“The one we use in case somebody doesn’t do 

what they’re told…” There was a pause and then 
Donald’s voice got sharp, “The poo plan, you 
moron!”  
“Oh, yeah.” The boy next to him said, quietly. 
Jacob kept very still. He could hear this whole 

conversation quite well, and if he suddenly made 
a sound, it would be difficult to explain what he 
was doing down there. He had a creepy feeling. 
He wished he could slip away, but there was 
nowhere to go without being seen at this point.  
“You got the you-know-what?”  
“Oh yeah, D. I got a big bag. It’s fresh too! 

Sitting right there.”  
“Good work, Snake. We just need the nerd and 

the moron…. Not you.”  

“Ha ha! All right.” The boy called Snake laughed 
back. 

The tall athletic boy on the field came closer. 
Jacob could see his face now. He seemed 
uncomfortable.  “Whatever you two are scheming, 
I ain’t a part of it,” he said. 
“Okay, no prob. You don’t wanna be in the D-

Pack, Malcolm, I am sure we can do without you.” 
Donald’s tone sounded calm, but there was a 
threatening edge to it. 



 

47 

Malcolm paused. He took a breath and then 
Jacob watched the underside of the wooden 
boards bend downward as he slowly walked up 
onto the bleachers, to sit with them. “Okay,” Jacob 
heard him say, “but I just can’t get caught.”  
“You worry about your daddy too much,” 

sneered Donald. “But I got you. You play the look 
out. Alright?”  

The other boy, Snake jumped in. “Look, the nerd 
is coming right to us with his trash bag,” he 
laughed. “Haha! It’s like a present wrapped in…” 
“Go get the moron, now!”  Donald barked at 

Snake, who scampered like a squirrel off of the 
bleachers. Jacob could see him running off toward 
the school. 

Jacob felt worried. Something was happening 
and he wanted to get out of there. He didn’t dare 
try to sneak away. They would know that he had 
heard their whole conversation. 

Then, he heard a loud whistle from above. “Hey 
four eyes!” Donald yelled. Jacob glanced up, 
trying not to make sudden moves that might give 
him away. He noticed that Harold was coming 

towards the bleachers. There was an unwavering, 
grim expression on his face as he limped ahead. 

Harold stood his ground, with the spike he used 
to pin garbage firmly planted in the ground. “Uh, 
your insults are pretty lame. Is that all you got?” 
He growled.  
“Hold on!” Donald got up and walked down the 

bleachers. Through the wooden slats, Jacob could 
see the embroidered golden crest on his 
expensive hoodie. “I mean, Harold, I was just 
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kidding with you. When it comes to book smarts, 
nobody’s as smart as you. Right, Malcolm?” Jacob 
could see Donald try to put his arm around 
Harold’s shoulder.  

Harold pushed him away, repulsed. “What do 
you want?”  
“What happened to our deal?” Donald asked. 
“Right,” Harold scoffed. “Uh, you can take that 

deal and stick it where the sun don’t shine.”  
At this, Jacob heard Malcolm get up and stomp 

quickly down the bleachers toward Harold. It was 
now two-on-one. Donald laughed and waved off 
the insult.  
“Normally I don’t let anyone talk to me or any 

member of the D-Pack that way, right my man?” 
Donald turned to Malcolm. “But, I can see you’re 
upset.”  
“I said no.” Harold started walking away. He 

then stopped and turned back with a guilty face. 
He pointed a finger with his eyebrows furrowed at 
Donald. “I made a mistake last year to help you, 
but I am not as scared or stupid any more!” 
“Oooh!” Donald mocked his defiance. “I guess 

we’ll see who’s scared and stupid soon enough!”  
Jacob watched Malcolm, standing still next to 

Donald, with his arms crossed. He wished he 
could read his mind.   

All of the sudden, Snake, the boy who had run 
off, appeared from behind Harold. Jacob had no 
idea where the boy had come from. He had been 
stealthy like a ninja. Jacob could also see Pablo, 
the large boy from Mrs. Strickler’s class, plodding 
up along behind Snake at a slow jog. Before 
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Harold could do anything, Snake had wrapped his 
arms around his shoulders, trapping him. Though 
Snake was short and had a baby face that made 
him appear small, he had a very strong hold on 
Harold, yanking him backwards and off balance.  

Watching from his hiding spot, Jacob felt a 
shiver of fear running down his spine. Malcolm 
quickly walked back toward the school and stood 
at a distance, keeping watch for teachers. Pablo 
ran up to them, his eyes wide and short of breath.  

Pablo arrived gasping. “What’s happenin’?”  
“Time for you to get payback, my friend.” Donald 

said. 
Pablo looked down at Harold, his heels digging 

and scraping uselessly against the grass. He was 
squirming and trying to break out of the firm grasp 
that Snake had on him from behind. The large boy 
seemed a little bit confused. 
“Idiots! Bring him here, out of sight.” Donald 

seethed at them to follow him to a spot hidden 
behind the bleachers.  

Snake lifted Harold off the ground and tried 
carrying him while he kicked and flailed. Harold 

started calling out, his voice hoarse, “Let me GO!!”  
Frazzled, Pablo jumped in to help Snake, 

scooping up Harold’s legs. They walked with the 
boy writhing and fighting them, trying not to 
stumble over their feet.  

Harold called out, “HELP! HELP! Somebody 
HELP ME!!!”  But it seemed that they were far 
enough from the school and any adults for his 
cries to be heard.  
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Jacob’s eyes widened, and he shot up. He 
pressed himself up against a pillar, trying to avoid 
being seen. His body felt cold against the metal. 

As they stood there holding Harold, Donald 
shook his head, “Somebody shut him up, 
PLEASE!” 

 Pablo dropped Harold’s legs. Snake shifted his 
arms to wrap around Harold’s neck in a headlock 
with one arm, wrapping his other arm around 
Harold’s mouth and jaw, muffling his screams. 
Snake then brought him to the ground slowly, like 
a boa constrictor holding its prey.   

Donald came over to Pablo, who was looking 
confused and distressed, “Nobody makes Pablo 
look dumb, and gets away with it, right, Pablo?”  

Donald then turned to Snake, impatiently, 
“Where’s the bag!?”  
“Over there... by the tree.” Snake nodded to a 

few feet behind Donald.  
Donald growled as he bent down to pick up a 

large plastic bag. “Do I have to do everything 
around here?”  

Jacob now looked at Harold, who seemed 

exhausted. He lay there breathing heavily, like an 
animal caught in a trap, having given up on trying 
to escape.  

Donald sneered with disgust as he fiddled with a 
knot in the white plastic bag. “Why did you tie it so 
tight!?” He opened the bag and looked 
immediately disgusted.  

He handed the bag to Pablo. He looked at the 
contents of the bag, looked back at the boy being 



 

51 

held on the ground beneath him, and then looked 
slowly back at Donald. He didn’t seem to get it. 
“Come on, give it to him!” Donald commanded. 

Snake smiled in anticipation. 
Pablo reached into the bag with a blank 

expression on his face. He stared at Harold, who 
started struggling and fighting again. Pablo’s face 
changed, going from blankness to anger to 
looking torn and conflicted.  
“Come on, Pablo. Don’t chicken out now.” 

Donald saw no response, so he walked up to the 
boy, put his hand on his shoulder and spoke 
softly.  “He thinks that you’re an idiot. Are you 
going to let him treat you like that?” 

Jacob winced. He knew what was coming. He 
closed his eyes.  

 
In his mind, he saw a mist of black smoke creep 

around them all. Then he saw a boy dressed as a 
ninja in black, standing next to him. He felt hope 

for a moment, but then he saw the terror in the 

boy ninja’s eyes. Jacob willed him to jump in and 
do something, but the boy ninja was as frozen in 

place as he was.  
 

Jacob opened his eyes again, hoping this was 
all a dream.  

Pablo had reached into the bag with his bare 
hands and pulled out some fresh dog poo. 
Looking down at Harold, he looked possessed, 
like he was under a spell or someone else’s 
control. Harold writhed, trying to move away. 



 

52 

Pablo smeared his chest, neck and face with the 
hot brown mess.  

Watching this humiliation made Jacob want to 
double over and throw up. He held himself up, 
glued to the side of the bleachers, out of view.  

A whistle came from the field, where Malcolm 
had posted himself. Donald came to the side of 
the bleachers to see what was up.  
“Someone is coming. Let’s go!” Donald and 

Snake slipped away quickly. 
Pablo looked up from Harold, and watched the 

other boys leave. He then looked at his hand and 
looked at Harold, as if unsure what he was doing. 
In Pablo’s moment of pause, Harold squirmed out 
from under the weight of his knee, curled himself 
upright and then lunged forward to tackle the giant 
boy.  
“Stop this, right now!” Shouted a man with a 

strange accent. Jacob saw the man striding 
toward the two fighting boys, who were now both 
covered in dog poo. The man wore a janitor’s 
uniform. He pulled Harold off Pablo, who was still 
holding the white plastic bag, but now looking like 

a deer caught in the headlights. Harold was 
shouting and waving his arms at Pablo, still trying 
to fight him as the janitor pulled him away. 
“They grabbed me, Mr. Ganesh! They grabbed 

me and… Look! Look at all the…” Harold was 
livid, trying to rub the poo stains off himself. He 
spun around looking for the rest of his attackers, 
but they were gone. In search for where Donald, 
Snake and Malcolm had gone, his gaze suddenly 
shifted toward the bleachers. 
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Harold locked eyes with Jacob. 
Jacob felt his blood run cold. The black smoke 

felt like it was all around him now. He had been 
spotted. 

 Mr. Ganesh pulled Harold up by the elbow and 
Pablo by his shirt collar. He kept his hands on 
them, keeping them separate at full arm’s 
distance, walking them both towards the school. 
“You two are coming with me. We’ll let the 
principal figure this out.”  

Jacob slid down and curled up into a ball, 
holding tightly onto his knees, burying his head. 
He felt the black clouds closing in around him. He 
tried to block it all out and find some peace, but a 
memory ripped through his mind.  

 
He was in the centre of a circle, surrounded. 

They were mostly boys and a few girls. All were 

taunting him. Shoving and sneering. When he 
tried to see their faces clearly, they all became 

zombies. Disgusting hungry beasts that were 

clawing at him. He fell down into a curled up ball. 
Some jumped on him. Others fell. All their weight 

was pressing down on him, squeezing the air and 
the life out of him. The feeling was intolerable.  

 

Jacob started banging his head against the pillar 
to make the memory fade and disappear.  After 
the third time, he started to feel a sharp pain and 
recoiled. This is stupid. I’m such a coward, he 

thought. He hurried across the empty field back 
towards the school.  The air was chilly as the sun 
disappeared behind some dark clouds.  



 

54 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

55 

Do or Do Not Tell 
 

Ducking back into the school building, 

Jacob tried to find his way back to Mrs. Strickler’s 
classroom. Not knowing his way around, he found 
himself walking right past the main office. The 
office was enclosed with modern-looking glass 
and metal, and automatic sliding doors. In a quick 
glance, Jacob saw Mrs. Colombo on the other 
side of the glass, cleaning up Harold with a towel. 
As he sped up to get past the scene, not looking 
back, she caught sight of him for a moment.  

Jacob walked into his homeroom class and saw 
everyone was clustered in groups. He felt like an 
outsider, an alien who did not belong. The boys 
were snickering and the girls giggling. Ms. Lee 
seemed to be looking for something and         Mrs. 
Strickler was not even  there.  

As Jacob found his seat, certain phrases stuck 
out in the commotion. A few times he heard “Harry 
Poo!” and “Pablo and Harry, sitting in some poo!”  
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How could they be so mean?  

Then he remembered how, just minutes ago, he 
had stood by and done nothing. How he had hid in 
a corner, trying to stay invisible. The thought felt 
like a punch to his belly. 

The afternoon went by in painfully slowly. It felt 
like the longest day he could remember. Staring at 
the large clock in the room, eventually it came to 
3:25pm, just 5 minutes to the end of his prison 
sentence.  

The school intercom clicked on. The soft and 
warm voice of Ms. Colombo filled the air, talking 
about some upcoming school trip. Jacob’s eyes 
glazed over as he tuned out most of the message. 
Near the end, something snapped his attention 
back to the present. 
“...Oh, and would Donald Black, Simon Pellier,      

Malcolm Khumbu, and Jacob Grotowski-Perelli 
please report to the office before heading home. 
Thank you and have a wonderful day!”  

Jacob’s heart was pounding. He suddenly 
wished he could stop the hands of the clock from 
moving. He wished that he could jump out the 

window and leave everyone frozen in time behind 
him. The second hand kept turning, seeming to do 
so even faster now, as if it was chasing him.  

The bell rang. Everyone rushed out to the 
hallway.  

As Jacob walked through the sliding glass doors 
into the office reception area, he saw the three 
boys already sitting there.  All three of them 
looked him over. The red-headed boy Snake, 
(whose real name was Simon according to the 
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announcement on the PA) squinted his eyes at 
Jacob. He whispered something to Donald, who 
sneered and nodded. Malcolm, who sat furthest 
away, looked at Jacob with a mixture of worry and 
annoyance, before he snorted and looked away. 

Jacob couldn’t decide whether to sit down or run 
back out the way he came.  

Mrs. Colombo had her head crammed into a 
filing cabinet as Jacob walked in. She was busy 
rifling through some documents, digging around 
for something, but somehow, without even seeing 
him directly, her arm waved up in greeting. “Hi 
Jacob. Please have a seat. Would you?”   

His heart sank and he sat down. He chose a 
seat to the left of the entrance, far away from the 
other boys. He sat hunched over, his face buried 
in his hands.  

Embarrassed and fearful of the boys, Jacob kept 
his head low. He watched them out of the corner 
of his eye, through the tangle of hair that covered 
his face.  Simon was the closest to Jacob. He 
seemed to notice that he was watching them. He 
made a gesture with his finger to his mouth and 

then a cutting motion to his throat. The message 
was clear: Stay quiet or else.  

Malcolm then noticed Ms. Colombo’s head had 
popped out of the filing cabinet. She was watching 
them now. Malcolm reached past Donald, who 
was leaning back and sneering, and punched 
Simon in the shoulder, interrupting his threat.  

 Suddenly, a warm hand landed on Jacob’s 
shoulder, which startled him. He looked up to see 
his mom standing there. She gave him a caring 
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look and tussled his hair. Concern grew on her 
face as she noticed the bump on his forehead, 
from where he had banged it against the pillar. 
She leaned down to his eye level, inspecting him 
more closely.  
“Jacob, honey, what happened? Are you okay?”  
Aware of the boys watching, he put his arms out 

to shoo her away. “I just fell and banged my head. 
I’m fine, Mom.”  

She sat down next to him.  
Jacob could hear every second of the clock.  
Tick. Tick. Tick. 
Tick. 
Sitting there and waiting felt like torture.  
“I don’t know what this is about!” Jacob looked 

up to make sure the three bullies heard him. “Can 
we just go??” Jacob pleaded.  
“I don’t know either.” Jacob’s mom pursed her 

lips. “But, I’m told it’s serious and we should stay 
to find out.”  

From where they were sitting, Jacob could hear 
into the principal’s office. He could now hear 
Harold raising his voice, but could only make out a 

few words. He heard something about Donald and 
Pablo, and some swear words. He then heard 
Harold loudly proclaim: “Ask Jacob! He was 
there!” The knot in his stomach tightened into a 
fist-sized rock. 

The principal’s door opened. His name was Mr. 
Khumbu. He was short, but solid and strong like a 
football player. He wore a fine grey suit with a 
crisp white shirt and a colourful tie. He had thick 
gold rings on his muscular, but soft hands. His 
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face showed real care and concern. As he walked 
out Harold along with his father, Mr. Khumbu’s 
deep voice boomed a reassurance to them both. 
He spoke with an accent that was strange to 
Jacob, yet it made him feel confident in this man.  
“We’ve taken care to make sure that this boy, 

Pablo, is kept home for a while. Then he’ll be with 
Ms. Avery, under her supervision.”  
“Be calm and respectful, son,” Harold’s dad said 

in a soft voice. Harold looked tense and upset. His 
father had his arm around him gently, trying to 
keep him close.   

Harold broke from his dad and strode fiercely up 
to Jacob. “You saw it all!” He grabbed Jacob by 
the shoulders, bringing his face in close, “You are 

going to tell Mr. K. what happened, right??”  
Jacob bit his lower lip and looked at the ground. 

Harold’s hands dropped and he shook his head in 
disbelief.  

Mr. Khumbu approached and spoke softly to 
Harold. “I promise you, I take this very seriously 
and we will get to the bottom of this.”  

Harold’s dad put his arm around his son again to 

lead him away. As they walked through the doors, 
Harold turned and popped his head back in, 
calling at Jacob, “Don’t be a coward. Just tell 
them!”   

The principal now looked at the boys sitting in 
the waiting area. He sighed and furrowed his 
brow, not sure what to believe. He then turned to 
Jacob and his mom, and with a concerned smile, 
waved for them to enter his office.  
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Before they could sit down, Mr. Khumbu put his 
hands gently on Jacob’s shoulders. He crouched 
down to his eye level. “First off Jacob, I am so 
sorry for this most disturbing event on your very 
first day with us. You know, your safety and 
happiness here are my first priority.” He looked up 
at Jacob’s mom and gestured for them both to sit. 
“Thank you for coming.” 

Mr. Khumbu took a seat. The room was full of 
green plants. The air was rich and humid. It felt 
like a jungle. Jacob felt oddly warm and safe. 
“I don’t want to keep you. I just need to ask you 

Jacob,“ he paused to look at him with concerned 
eyes. “Is it true that you were at the bleachers in 
the back field at lunch?” 

Jacob looked at the floor. His mind raced with 
things that he could say to get him out of this. 

No, I wasn’t there. That was a lie. 

Then he thought, I’m not feeling well. That was 
true, but it probably wouldn’t get him out of there. 

Jacob just shrugged. Mr. Khumbu nodded. 
“Could you please tell me what you saw? And 

who exactly was involved?” 

Jacob froze. His jaw tightened. Images flashed 
through his mind like pieces of broken glass 
smashing on the ground: Pablo’s conflicted face, 
the poo coming out of the bag, Harold fighting 
back and flailing helplessly, Simon holding him 
with glee, and Donald watching, nodding with 
approval, his nostrils flaring.  

Jacob imagined being in Harold’s shoes, 
covered in poo. Suddenly, all the images 
dissolved as he became overwhelmed with 
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feelings of dread and disgust. He shook his head. 
He was not going to let the three boys sitting out 
there make him their next target.   

Jacob felt his face flush as he realized what he 
was going to say. 
“It’s okay, Jacob. You’re safe now.” His mom 

said in a calm, strong voice. “You can be honest.” 
Jacob’s eyes finally shot up to look at the 

principal. 
“I… I don’t know what I saw. I’m sorry.”  
Mr. Khumbu leaned back and pursed his lips, 

exhaling a long breath, like there was nothing he 
could do.  

As they walked out, Jacob looked up to see his 
mom’s reaction and saw something there that he 
hadn’t seen before: disappointment.  
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Winners and 
Losers 

 
Jacob shuffled through the front door  
of his house and into the living room. His mom 
stepped through the door behind him, a large 
paper bag full of groceries in one arm, her purse 
and Jacob’s backpack in the other.   
“Hey beauty! Heyyy Jacob!” yelled Jacob’s dad 

from the kitchen. “Leo and I are starving, so I got 

started on dinner. Did you get the San 
Marzanos?” 
“Hey Honey,” Mom called back, with a loving 

and tired smile. “Smells good in here. Yeah, I got 
your tomatoes. Lots of ‘em! They’re really ripe.”  

Jacob’s nose was filled with the smells of his 
dad’s cooking  —  fried onions, garlic and melting 
butter. Even though Jacob was a picky eater, he 
loved his dad’s pasta sauce. But tonight, his 
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stomach was tight and knotted, as though he had 
swallowed a brick. He didn’t want anything. 

Without thinking, he kicked off his shoes and left 
them in the middle of the living room. He bolted 
towards the stairs, wanting to disappear in his 
room. His mom would usually call after him to 
come back, to put his shoes where they belonged, 
but this time she let it slide. He’s had a hard day, 
she told herself. She bent down to pick them up.  
“This is so good!” Jacob’s dad bellowed. Even 

when he was trying to talk at an indoor volume, 
his voice still boomed and echoed around the 
walls of the house. “I’m making a feast fit for a 
champion tonight! Go ask our son what happened 
at the swim meet today.”  

Jacob tip-toed up the stairs, not wanting to hear 
his dad crow about Leo’s accomplishments.  
“Where you going, ‘lil man?” His brother, stood 

at the top of the stairs, a muscled and shirtless 
athlete, blocking his way. “Dad wants you to set 
the table. Come on...”  

Jacob sighed and turned to go back down the 
stairs. Leo pushed past him and leapt onto the 

living room couch, switching on the TV to watch 
the highlights of an MMA fighting match.  

Jacob considered going back up the stairs now 
that the coast was clear. He heard his mom’s 
voice around the corner. She was saying 
something in a hushed tone to his dad. The last 
thing he heard was his dad saying something with 
surprise and anger. They must be talking about 
what happened. Jacob’s stomach tightened even 

more.  
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At dinner, Jacob’s dad had put Leo’s trophy in the 
middle of the table. It was gold, shiny, and so tall 
that they had to move it to the side so that his 
parents could see each other across the table. 
The rest of the table was covered with big platters 
of saucy pasta, steaming spiced meatballs, and a 
frosting-covered cake that Leo had asked for after 
his swim meet. Jacob’s dad had also splurged and 
bought a tub of raspberry gelato, which was Leo 
and Jacob’s favourite. It all looked and smelled 
delicious. Jacob sat there looking lost in his 
thoughts, pushing some noodles around his plate 
with his fork as Leo talked about his triumphant 
day. 
“There’s no way of knowing for sure that you’ve 

won until you see the stop-clock after you’ve 
finished,” Leo said between big bites of meatball. 
“All you can do until then is swim your heart out 
and hope.”  

Jacob’s dad smiled proudly, and clapped his son 
on the back. “That’s right! Keep your head in the 
game, don’t worry about the outcome, and just do 

your best!” As Leo went for a third helping of 
pasta, their dad looked over at Jacob’s mostly full 
plate. “Everything okay with your food, pal?” 
“Yeah… It’s good. I’m just not too hungry 

tonight, Dad.” 
“Hey! You need to get in a good meal, son,” he 

said. Then he paused, looking over at Jacob’s 
mom. She looked back at him with a tight smile 
and raised eyebrows: an expression that meant 
“leave it”.  
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He smiled warmly, continuing anyway. “You 
need gas in the tank if you’re gonna get 
somewhere, you know?” He chuckled and so did 
Leo. It was one of those things his dad said a 
million times. Usually, it made Jacob smile too. 
But not tonight.  

His dad leaned back, thought for a second, 
rubbed his stubble-covered jaw, and then tried 
again. “Don’t you want some gelato? It’s your 
favourite kind? You know you can’t have your 
dessert if you don’t eat your dinner. I’ve told you a 
hundred times… ” 

Jacob’s mom butted in, talking directly to him. 
“It’s okay if you’re not feeling 100%, Jacob. Don’t 
worry about it, sweetheart.” She put her hand on 
Jacob’s shoulder and gave it a warm squeeze. 
“Do you want to tell us how your comic book is 
coming?” 
“It’s a graphic novel,” Jacob said. “And I haven’t 

worked on it for a while.” 
Jacob had been inspired to draw his own 

graphic novel after reading the Japanese anime 
books that his Bubbie had given him as a birthday 

present. He had drawn a few pages, but it was a 
long and slow process. It took him a long time to 
draw something that he was satisfied with. 
“What’s the difference between a graphic 

book… or whatever… and a comic book?” asked 
Leo, with his mouth half full of pasta.  

Jacob paused. He had trouble finding the words 
to explain the difference to his brother, even 
though he knew there was one.  
“They’re just different,” he mumbled. 
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That night, Jacob had trouble sleeping. He took 
out a small LED flashlight that he kept hidden by 
the side of his bed, and a stack of his favorite 
anime series called Sam-Ja!  It was about a boy 

ninja and another boy samurai. He first pulled out 
a new issue that he recently got in the mail, but 
then put it down. He wasn’t feeling ready for a 
new story just yet. Instead, he riffled through an 
older, well-worn copy he had read a hundred 
times before.  

Every now and then his attention was drawn to 
the sound of his parents voices. Certain words 
echoed more clearly through the air vent that was 
next to his bed. He could hear his mom’s voice 
especially well. 
“Maybe, we should have kept him home longer.” 
His dad’s voice seemed to rise suddenly, “Irena, 

you baby him too much! Sometimes a kid has to 
tell the truth, or even take some knocks before he 
— “ 
“ — I’m not proud of what he did either…” She 

cut him off, trying to shush him. “But, would you 

keep your voice down?” 
His dad growled back. Jacob cocked his ear and 

came closer to the vent, but could not understand 
what he said.  

His mom shot back, “But, he’s not Leo. Our sons 
are not the same. The same approach won’t 
work...“  

His dad’s voice became softer and deeper now. 
Jacob couldn’t hear anything else.  
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Not the same? Jacob thought. She always says 
that we’re the same in her eyes. Jacob closed the 
Sam-Ja! book and tossed it on the floor.  

He felt his eyes tearing up and pulled the 
blanket up over his face. The knot in his stomach 
came back with a vengeance. He buried his face 
in his hands, trying to forget his day, making 
everything go black. 
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NO ESCAPE! 
 

Jacob found himself in the dark. 
He was back at the school. It was nighttime. He 

was standing in the intersection of four hallways, 
each seeming to stretch on forever. There were 
pools of grey light, but mostly black shadows. A 

fiery glare on the floor caught his eye. It was a red 
glow coming from his left. He ran to it and 
discovered an EXIT sign above a metal door. He 

tried desperately to open it, pushing and ramming 

with all his might. It did not budge.   
Then came a grumbling seething sound. He 

turned to look. Nothing but the empty hallway.  

But that sound was getting louder.  
A decayed hand reached around the corner. He 

saw it reaching for him but felt panicked, unable to 

move. His feet were stuck, like they had been 
turned to stone. A familiar feeling of dread filled 
him.  
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The zombie stumbled towards him, clawing at 
his shirt.  

Suddenly, a firm hand grabbed his arm and 

pulled him away.  
Jacob was being sucked backwards. He could 

not see who it was or where they were taking him. 

Pulled to the side, into a small classroom, the door 
was slammed shut behind them, just in time. A 

gang of zombies growled and banged on the 
window ferociously. Jacob felt dazed and 
confused. He wobbled on his feet and caught his 

breath.  
When he looked up, Jacob saw a real Samurai 

standing before him. The warrior was short and 

about the same size as him. Every inch of his 

body was covered in black polished armour. On 
his head he wore a helmet that had sharpened 

horns and mask with a fierce angry expression. 

Two swords, their metal gleaming in the light, 
were holstered on each hip. He was moving fast, 

but with smooth and calm motions. 

“Don’t just stand there! Help me!!” growled the 
Samurai, as he reached for chairs and desks to 

barricade the door.  
Jacob stumbled as he reached for a chair. The 

door seemed to be holding for now, but more 

zombies were piling on. He could see their 
twisted, blood red, gasping faces through the 
glass window of the door. “How do we get out of 

here?” Jacob stammered. The sound of his 

pounding heart was loud in his ears. He was sure 
the zombies could hear it.  
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“There is no escape,” whispered the Samurai, 
turning to face the door. He pulled out his swords 
and raised them in front of him, ready to fight. The 

barricade wouldn’t hold. The horde of zombies 
would break through, it was only a matter of time. 

Jacob would not accept that. With the panic of 

feeling trapped, he spun around, looking around 
for another door. There wasn’t any. He felt dizzy 

and out of control. He feared he might faint and 
crash onto the floor.  

The Samurai came over and slapped him across 

the face. Jacob barely felt it. 
“Snap out of it! I can’t do this alone!” 
Jacob took a deep breath in. The oxygen 

refreshed him. Seeing no windows behind them 

and no hope ahead of them, he looked up. His 
gaze locked onto an air vent cover on the ceiling. 

It was high up. He squatted deep, then with 

explosive force, leapt reaching up for it. In one 
skillful move, he pushed the vent cover aside, 

exposing a way to enter the overhead air ducts. 

He tucked in his knees mid-air and effortlessly 
back flipped before landing in a crouched position, 

prepared for anything.  

How did I do that?  
He barely had a moment to question it before it 

all made sense to him; looking at his hands and 
feet, he saw that he too was covered in black 
clothing from head to toe. His ninja abilities were 

sharp and ready.  

Then the pounding and scraping sounds at the 
door finally gave way to a shattering of glass. One 

zombie burst through the window but got stuck 
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halfway. Multiple other zombie heads and arms 
clawed and pushed through behind. 

Jacob placed his hands, palms up, on his knee, 

urging the Samurai to use him to hop up to the 
vent. After launching the Samurai upwards, Jacob 
leapt up after him. He couldn’t jump as high and 

ended up catching the edge of the duct with one 
hand. His feet dangling in open air, Jacob heard 

the slamming of the door open. Desks and 
classroom furniture flew violently aside as a tidal 
wave of biting, gnawing, moaning zombies filled 

the room. They started to climb on top of each 
other trying to reach him and rip him apart.  

Jacob felt a hand on his tired wrist as the 

Samurai pulled him into the safety of their 

overhead vents. 
They slid quickly through a network of lefts and 

rights, and finally made it to an air vent that led 

outside to the rear of the school. Peering through 
the slats of the vent, they saw the open field, 

empty and deserted.  

“Come on!” urged the Samurai, knocking the 
metal vent out of their way with a kick. They ran 

as fast as they could out into the night.  
Suddenly a pair of zombies stumbled towards 

them from behind a bush on their right side. The 

Samurai drew his swords and slashed them down, 
one at a time. His cuts were relaxed and very 
quick. Jacob kept running. He was now ahead of 

the Samurai, looking back to see him take apart 

the second attacker. “Keep going!” the warrior 
bellowed after him. “I’ve got this!” But behind him, 

more zombies were coming, flooding the field. 
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Jacob turned to keep running, but was stopped 
in his tracks. A line of samurai appeared ahead of 
him, from behind the bleachers. For a moment, he 

felt relieved. More help!  
But something about these samurai made him 

uneasy. They wore a different armour than his 

fighting friend; theirs was red with a golden snake 
crest on their chest. All of them had their weapons 

drawn. Something told him, they were not there to 
help.  

Above the army, standing on the top flight of the 

bleachers, stood an imposing figure. His armour 
was all gold. Next to him was a samurai holding a 
banner flag, flapping in the wind. Jacob was 

somehow drawn to this figure, who seemed to be 

observing the scene without care, appearing 
uninterested. He looked like the lords and masters 

of old Japan that Jacob knew from his anime.   

“AUGH!” The sound of a cry of pain made Jacob 
spin back around. The black armoured Samurai, 

alone and brave, stood in the middle of a ring of 

dismembered zombies. One of them, lying on the 
ground, but not yet fully dead, had taken a vicious 

bite out of his leg. He stabbed it in the head, and 
turned towards Jacob. He signaled he was fine, 
but then he looked up to notice the company of 

samurai standing before them, blocking their way 
out.  
“Oh, great,” the wounded Samurai grumbled. 

The night air blew cold and hard, overpowering 

the moans that rose from the school behind them. 
The golden Samurai turned to face Jacob and the 

wounded Samurai. 
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“We had a deal!” the voice of the golden 
Samurai Lord called out. “And now you shall pay 
for not keeping it!” His voice sounded familiar. He 

reached up to the grimacing face-mask that 
adorned his head, unlatched the sides, and 
removed his helmet to show himself.  

It was Donald Black. The golden boy. The Lord 
of the School. 

The wounded Samurai spat on the ground and 
raised his long sword in the air, digging his feet 
into the grass. He gritted his teeth as he locked 

eyes with the golden warrior.  
“Go ahead! Make my day, dirt bag!”  
Jacob suddenly found himself far away. 

Watching from above. He was hiding in a tree on 

the side of the field. His vision seemed to zoom in 
and out, capturing any detail of the scene that he 

wished to see, but he was apart and separate 

from it now. He felt torn about where he was. 
Relieved to be safe and hidden, while at the same 

time, he wanted to jump out of the tree and stand 

next to the Samurai. He wanted to fight with him. It 
was the least he could do for the Samurai who 

had moments ago helped him.    
Finding himself stuck in the tree, Jacobs stayed 

put. The scene progressed. Now the wounded 

Samurai was all alone, surrounded by the other 
Samurai who closed in around him like a pack of 
wolves. The warriors in blood-red armour taunted 

and mocked their victim, holding him in the centre 

of their circle with sharpened spears aimed at his 
neck. 
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The golden Samurai, now once again wearing 
his ghastly mask, held up a hand to stop his 
minions. As one, they lowered their spears. The 

wounded Samurai’s shoulders slackened, his 
fighting stance now weak and full of fear.  

The golden Samurai stood next to a gigantic 

creature.  
It was full of shadow, as if emanating its own 

darkness. It was a great beast, smelling foul and 
hideous, dripping with some sort of brown, liquid 
filth. Wisps of steam and stench rolled off of it into 

the night air.  
The wounded Samurai was powerless to get 

away. Jacob could feel his helplessness and terror 

as if it were himself cowering before the awful 

beast.  
“Help! Ninja! Help!” the wounded Samurai cried 

out, his strong and steady voice now shaking.  

The beast descended upon the wounded 
Samurai with the speed of a viper. Its hands and 

teeth ripped into him. Strips of his armour were 

torn off and thrown in the air. His helmet and face-
mask came apart and revealed a screaming 

Harold Chu. 
“Please help! Ninja —  JACOB!”  
Jacob clung to the branches of the tree, but he 

lost his grip and suddenly started falling… 
Everything went black.  
He braced for a painful crash landing.  

 

Jacob fell out of bed. He snapped awake. His 
pyjamas and the bed were wet, and smelled like 
urine.    
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THE DEAL  
 

When morning finally came, 
Jacob was curled up on the floor, next to his bed, 
covered in blankets.   
“Time to wake up, honey,” he heard his mom’s 

soft voice say from outside his bedroom door. He 
kept his eyes shut, pretending to be dead asleep.  

 He heard her enter and then stop. She sighed. 
He felt her disappointment. I’m such an 

embarrassment. The thought filled him with a brief 

and terrible desire to just disappear off the face of 
the earth. Things would be better if I didn’t exist.  

She paused, staring at his body curled up on the 
floor, thinking. She started to pull the stained 
sheets off the mattress. She was tired of walking 
on eggshells around him. Jacob’s dad was right 
when he said that sheltering him so much was not 
working.  
“Come on, Jakub,” she pleaded. “I am not going 

to clean this up all by myself.”  
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Slowly, he sat up, feeling like a dead zombie 
himself. He was still wrapped in the blankets, his 
face scrunched, looking quite miserable. Putting 
his hand to his mouth, he coughed.  
“My throat is sore. I think I am getting sick.” He 

feigned a hoarse voice.  
She came over and put her hand gently on his 

forehead and held it there. She tried to look at his 
eyes, but Jacob wouldn’t meet her gaze. 
“Well, you don’t have a fever. What’s going on, 

huh?” 
“My stomach hurts.” 
“Yeah? Hmm... Do you think you’re going to 

puke?” 
“Mmm... Maybe...” He looked up, trying to look 

concerned.  
“Mmmhhm.” She went back to pulling the sheets 

and pillow covers and piling them all on the floor. 
He sat there, waiting for her to comfort him. She 
felt tired of doing so much to be there for him, and 
yet still feeling shut out of his life. “Since you are 
obviously lying to me about being sick, you are 
going to school, my dear.” 

He raised his hand and cleared his throat. 
“Uh, before you tell me more lies, how about we 

talk about what’s really going on? After you get up 
and give me your wet pyjamas.”  

Touching his pyjama pants and shirt, he felt that 
they were still wet and stank from his pee. His 
face flushed with embarrassment.  
“I’m sorry.”  
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“Don’t be. It’s not your fault. It’s out of your 
control. But, please, do get up and stop feeling so 
sorry for yourself.” 

Jacob stood up, feeling exposed. “Turn around 
please.”  
“Really?” She shook her head and sighed, 

“Alright.”  
He took his pyjamas off and felt the cool breeze 

through the window. He ran to one of the boxes 
and grabbed some clothes.  

Now dressed, he turned around, but she was 
gone. Looking around his empty bedroom, he felt 
very alone.  

Jacob came downstairs to the kitchen, and 
found his mom sitting at the table with two 
steaming mugs in front of her. She looked 
thoughtful and serious. He rarely saw her like that. 
Usually, she would try to make him feel better. 
Noticing him, she smiled briefly and gestured for 
him to sit next to her.   
“I made you some of Bubbie’s special tea.” He 

sat down and drank the lemon, ginger and honey 
brew. It did make him feel warm and cozy and 

most of all, very safe, which was not a feeling he 
felt much lately.   
“Listen. I believe you that your stomach hurts a 

lot, and I can tell that you don’t feel good.” She put 
her arm around his shoulders.  “And given what 
happened yesterday...“  

Jacob squirmed and turned his face away from 
hers. She decided to back off talking about it so 
directly. 
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“I’m not going to school.” He felt like he had to 
say it out loud again. Meanwhile, he kept sipping 
his tea, as if he couldn’t get enough.  
“Well, since it’s already 10:00am, here’s what 

we’re gonna do: I’ll make you a deal.“ She paused 
to carefully consider how to phrase this. “First, you 
go to school for an hour and see that resource 
teacher. Miss… Avery? I think? She’s been 
calling, a lot. She really wants to meet you.”  

He looked up for the first time, curious, but also 
nervous.  
“Then, you won’t have to go back to class. We’ll 

go get some lunch together and take the rest of 
the day off.” 

He sighed and smiled, feeling a wave of warm 
relief flushing through his body, like liquid 
sunshine. It was like he just found a safe place to 
hide from the horde of zombies.    
“But…”  
She waited for him to look up again. He noticed 

her intense, wide eyes, which meant that she was 
trying to be tough again. His familiar dread 
returned.    

“Tomorrow you go for the whole morning. And... 
in the afternoon, I made an appointment.”  
“Where?”  
“You and I are going to go somewhere together. 

There’s somebody that I want you to meet.”  
“Who?” he asked.  
“It’s a surprise.” 
Jacob did not like these kinds of surprises. 

“Okay, but what if I wake up tomorrow and feel 
worse?”  
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“We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. Do we 
have a deal?” 

Jacob thought for a moment, and then nodded.  
“Okay. Finish your tea and then let’s get going.” 
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WE MEET AT LAST… 
 

Jacob stood in the hallway at school. 
It was brightly lit. His mom was coming back in 
one hour. They shook hands on it. With all the 
students in their classrooms, the place was empty. 
He hatched an escape plan: I’ll hide in the 

bathroom for the next hour, and then maybe say 

‘Hi’ to this Ms. Avery right before I go so she won’t 
call home again.  

As Jacob stood still in the hallway planning how 

he would make it through this day, suddenly, his 
shadow on the linoleum floor grew larger and 
wider. Someone stood behind him. A finger 
tapped his right shoulder.  
“I know what you’re thinking, right? How to 

break out of this big prison, eh?” Jacob’s stomach 
squeezed into a tight knot as he spun around to 
see Ms. Colombo.  

How did she sneak up on me so quietly? He 

thought.  



 

84 

The school secretary stood with her thick-
framed glasses that magnified her knowing stare. 
The soft wrinkles on her eyes made her look wise 
as she gave him a cheeky smile. Her head 
hunched forward, leaning in to get close as if she 
were sharing secret information with him.  Jacob 
did not know what to say in response. He was 
stunned that she understood how he was feeling. 
“I used to be your age too, once, a terribly long 

time ago,” she said. One of her soft warm hands 
reached over and took his and together they 
slowly started to walk side by side. As they 
walked, she led him towards the small stairway 
that went down into the school basement. Jacob 
recognized that they were headed towards Ms. 
Avery’s class. To his surprise, his stomach 
relaxed a bit. Mrs. Colombo reminded Jacob of his 
Bubbie, who always knew how to instantly make 
him feel better. 

The two of them stopped at the top of the stairs. 
Mrs. Colombo nudged Jacob to continue on his 
own. She didn’t force him. Her body language 
said: Go ahead. You can do it. Jacob looked up at 

her without a word.  
She seemed to be able to read his mind. “You 

may be surprised by what you find, when you dare 
to go where others fear to tread.”  

Feeling encouraged, he descended the steps. 
Near the bottom, he heard the sound of joyful 
music: drums, flute sounds and twinkling chimes. 
His curiosity was peaked. He turned back to see 
Ms. Colombo still standing there watching, with 
arms folded, nodding with pride.   



 

85 

Jacob peaked into the room to see Ms. Avery, a 
bubbly young woman with blonde, short, cropped 
hair jumping around and dancing wildly. A small 
group of kids clapped and danced along. The 
music ended with a saxophone blare. Ms. Avery 
caught her breath and adjusted her glasses. She 
was all smiles.  
“Awesome job, everybody! Thank you. That was 

a super fun dance break!”  
The students then started milling around, putting 

away their instruments and shuffling to their desks 
in the center of the room. A couple of boys sat in 
the corner at computers, sucked into playing 
whatever was on their screens.  
“Game time is over Pedro and Jason. Time to 

get back to THE WORK!” Ms. Avery called out to 
them. One sighed and the other rolled his eyes 
but they both clicked the screens off and came 
back to the work tables.  

The door closed behind Jacob. He took a step 
forward and looked for a place to sit where he 
might not get noticed. Ms. Avery came straight 
towards him.  With an expression of surprise and 

delight, she gave him a dramatic bow, “Aha! You 
must be Jacob. We meet at last!”  

He smiled nervously and mumbled a greeting.  
“I would love for you come this way and sit down 

with me for a moment, I have a few things I want 
to talk to you about. Would you?”  

He nodded and followed.  
She turned her grinning attention toward the rest 

of the students as they began to go about their 
own tasks. “Class, please continue with your 
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individual projects. If you have any questions, 
please knock on my door.” There were chirps of 
agreement and nodding heads as Ms. Avery led 
Jacob to her office, a small room off to the side of 
the larger space.  

It was a cramped little room with a window that 
looked out into the class. Jacob imagined it was 
like that so that she could keep an eye on 
everyone. 

Sitting down with her, he stared at her face, 
trying to figure her out. She’s too happy. Is she a 

fake? Jacob wondered. Or am I just so miserable?  

He felt self-conscious as they sat down together 
and she opened up a file on her desk. There was 
a mess of papers and binders everywhere 
throughout her small office, but Ms. Avery seemed 
to know where everything was — there was 
method to her madness. 
“Listen. I know you are only here for a few 

minutes, and might run away soon!” She cocked 
one eyebrow up, playfully. “So, let’s do something 
that may really be useful to you, huh?”  

He shrugged, not sure what she meant.  

“So, I got this file here.” She opened it up and 
sifted through the pages in front of him. “There it 
is. Your psycho-educational report. What a 
mouthful, eh?” Her expression turned serious 
now, “Jacob, do you know what all this means?”  

He shook his head, but inside he knew it was 
somehow proof of why school was so hard for 
him: that he was really dumb.   
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“It’s not what you think.” She beamed an 
empathic smile, “It actually says that you are very 
smart in two specific areas…”  

He did not expect this. Jacob screwed up his 
face in confusion.  
“Yup,” she said. “Smarter than 99 out of a 100 

kids in these areas. Do you know what you are so 
good at?”  

Again, he shook his head. 
“Well, for one. You are most brilliant at 

something called visual processing. Translation: 
you have a superpower when it comes to seeing 
how things go together and being able to put them 
together differently.” 

Jacob didn’t fully get it but he found himself 
nodding his head. At the same time he snorted to 
himself. What good is that? He thought. 

Everything in school had to do with words: 
reading, writing, listening, and talking. Being 
called on to answer a question in front of the 
whole class was a nightmare, words in Jacob’s 
mind would always freeze up. What good was 
seeing things differently? 

Ms. Avery saw that Jacob agreed, but that he 
seemed troubled. She continued. “I know it sucks 
that we don’t let you use that ability more often in 
this place.” She sighed. He found himself sighing 
also.   
“The second thing you really need to know is 

that you are actually smarter than most kids at this 
school.”  

He looked up to check the expression on her 
face, not believing her. She’s just trying to make 
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me feel better. He remembered a teacher from his 
last school, Missus Rizzo who kept praising him. 
The kids would see that and use it as proof that he 
was a dummy and a teacher’s pet.  

She must’ve seen the look of disbelief in his 
eyes. A gentle expression of sincerity crossed her 
face. “Seriously,” her eyebrows went up and she 
nodded. “Your scores in intelligence are very high. 
Especially, again, when it comes to visual 
information. Meaning you think faster in pictures 
than with words…”  
“So why am I here, then?” Jacob looked out the 

small window at the other students — all of them 
looked like weirdos who did not fit in. He felt like 
he was trapped in a dungeon for dumb kids.  
“Well, because you have some serious 

challenges, too. I’m not going to lie to you about 
those either. Are you ready to hear about that side 
now?”  

He nodded.  
 “Well,” She took a breath and put her papers in 

order. “There are three areas that are hard for 
you. Take a look at my computer here so I can 

show you, yeah?”  
Ms. Avery swiveled in her chair and moved the 

mouse to wake up her computer screen. The 
machine wheezed and hummed loudly. 
“Looks like you have an old computer.” Jacob 

observed, looking at how big and clunky the 
monitor was. 
“You’re telling me,” she chuckled. “But it’s 

perfect for what I need to show you. Now, type 
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something into the search engine and let’s see 
what happens.” 

Jacob paused. Then typed the word ‘ninja’ and 
hit return.  

The screen blanked out and started loading a 
new page. Really slowly. He started feeling 
impatient.  
“So, let’s imagine that your brain is a computer. 

What we’re seeing right now is one issue that you 
experience a lot. You have a slower processing 
speed. Just like this computer, you take longer to 
load up a page.”  

Jacob dropped his head down in defeat. This 
was the truth.  
“It must suck to feel like it takes you so much 

longer to think of an answer or to say something. 
Being full of ideas, like you, I would hate to be 
slowed down like that!  But, remember what I said, 
you are still smarter than most kids here — in the 
whole school actually…”  

He looked up.  
“It just takes you much longer to show it.” She 

smiled and shrugged. “Now, what would happen if 

you opened up twenty windows at the same time.”  
“It would probably freeze up.” Jacob knew the 

answer right away because his old tablet did that 
often.  
“Right, so that’s your second big challenge: it’s 

called working memory. It’s all about how much 
stuff you can hold in your head and do at the 
same time. Like when your mom gives you a list of 
stuff to remember...” 
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He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, she’s always 
reminding me cause I forget or get distracted…”  
“And that is your last great challenge, Jacob! 

You see how smart you are, you already know 
what it is. It’s part of something called executive 
functioning. Which is just a way too complicated 
way of saying — ” 

A couple of kids in the classroom started 
laughing as they cracked a joke between them. 
Jacob turned and looked over to see what it was 
about. Ms. Avery smiled and tapped his shoulder 
to get his attention.. 
“ — How well you can focus yourself and stay 

on track.”  
They both smiled to one another and Jacob 

nodded, noticing how he had just became 
distracted. Normally when he spaced out, adults 
would get frustrated with him and think that he 
was being disrespectful. Ms. Avery seemed a lot 
more relaxed about it. She seemed to really 
understand him.  
“And that’s your tough stuff, Jacob. But, that’s 

just what this file says, after all the tests you did 

last year. What do you think? You know yourself 
best. Is any of this true?”   

Jacob felt like Ms. Avery got what was really 
going on inside his brain. He never felt like that 
with anyone. He didn’t know what to say.  

She smiled and stood up, gesturing for him to do 
the same. She opened her office door, and they 
moved back into the lively hum and chatter of the 
classroom. As they walked, Ms. Avery spoke loud 
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enough for other kids to hear her give a speech 
she was used to giving often.  
“Now, here’s the thing. The strengths you have? 

We mostly don’t tell you in school how awesome 
they are, and we mostly don’t test them to show 
you how good you are at them. But all the 
challenges you have? We beat you over the head 
with them all day, every day, all year long.” 

The other kids who happened to hear nodded in 
agreement. 
“Well, actually not in here. Here, we do things 

differently! Right guys?”  
The room lit up with nods and agreement. A 

couple of kids chuckled and gave a whoop of 
approval.  
“Two things we do that are super important! One 

is to help you figure out how to play the game in 
order to be able to pass up there,” she pointed 
upward, to the rest of the classrooms in the school 
overhead. “And two, even more important, how to 
grow your strengths so you can become super 
awesome at being who you’re meant to be!”  

A girl a bit younger than Jacob, who had been 

waiting for a while, smiling at what Ms. Avery said, 
finally interrupted. “Uh, Ms Avery, I need help 
figuring this out. It makes no sense.”    
“Of course, Emily.” Ms. Avery turned to Jacob, 

“So, that’s it. That’s what we do down here. You 
going to come back sometime?”  

 “Yes.” He said, feeling oddly sure about that. It 
was the first time he felt certain about anything. 
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What’s This Aikido?  
 

The next day, after a full morning      
at school, Jacob and his mom walked into what 
looked like an office building, with lots of mirrored 
glass on the outside. Jacob thought he was going 
to sit and wait at some doctor’s office so he 
brought his anime books and a video player to 
watch episodes of Attack on Titan.  

Defying his expectations, they walked into a 

strange waiting area, littered with gym bags and 
worn clothes. There was a row of lockers off to 
one side, and a few chairs that were mostly 
covered in jackets. There were a few pictures of 
martial artists on the walls, and one very central 
portrait of an old man. He was bald but had a 
wispy white beard, and a childlike grin on his face. 
The words underneath the portrait read Morihei 
Ueshiba. Jacob guessed that was the man’s 
name. He smelled sweat, which reminded him of 
gym class. It was not something he enjoyed.  
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Jacob could hear something going on in the next 
room. The sounds of bare feet moving quickly, 
and many thumps and thuds that sounded like 
bodies falling on the ground. The waiting room 
had a doorway on the left that led into another 
area. He peeked around the corner and caught a 
glimpse of a large room. There were green mats 
covering the floor and blue pads lining the walls. 
Throughout the room, there were teenagers who 
wore white martial arts uniforms and a variety of 
different coloured belts. Jacob knew those were 
gi’s, and that they were traditionally worn as 

pyjamas in old Japan. The teens were all grabbing 
and throwing each other. It looked fast and 
intense, but somehow not violent. They moved 
gracefully and looked like they were both 
concentrating very hard and also having fun. 

Something about the throwing captivated him. 
How the bodies flew through the air and how they 
seemed to bounce back up from the mats so 
easily. Through it all, most students were smiling.   
“Irena? Welcome…” A stranger’s voice came 

from behind them.  

Jacob turned around and met the welcoming 
eyes of a small, lanky and bearded man.  
“Hi! You must be Dr. Freeman?” Jacob’s mom 

shook his hand and the man bowed to her slightly. 
She turned and expected Jacob to hold out his 
hand as she’d taught him. Jacob just stared at 
him, trying to figure out what he got himself into. 
“Jacob! Come on. Be polite, dear!” 

 “It’s alright. We don’t know each other yet. You 
can call me Sensei. Or Dan. Or Sensei Dan. 
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Whichever you like.” The man said, holding his 
open palm out to Jacob patiently. His voice was 
warm and relaxed. Jacob reached out and felt 
Sensei Dan’s handshake. It was not too stiff and 
not too weak. Jacob felt his arm and shoulders 
relaxing a bit.  
“Come on in.” Sensei Dan led them into his 

office. It was comfortable, clean and orderly, full of 
intriguing objects like a wooden sword and a 
Samurai helmet perched on the window 
sill.  Jacob spaced out for a few seconds as 
Sensei Dan spoke to his mom.  

He felt himself transported, like he was stepping 
into some old-time Japanese samurai movie. At 
first, it was like he was in the training hall of a 
master teacher, except the scene was mixed up. 
This man was not Japanese. He was white and 
fairly young. He wore regular clothes and his hair 
was not tied in a bun. Where am I? Jacob thought. 

Then, Jacob’s attention was drawn back to the 
conversation as a video started to play on the 
computer screen. “This is a little movie someone 
made on YouTube about Aikido, the martial art 

that we practice. Jacob, I want you to watch it and 
tell me honestly what you think about it. Ok?”  

Jacob nodded and leaned in to see a black and 
white clip of the same old man from the portrait in 
the waiting room. He was short and looked to be 
very old. He wore a gi and hakama, which was a 

skirt-like pair of pants wore by ancient samurai. 
The quality of the video made it seem like it was 
from a long time ago. The old man was being 
attacked by a bunch of large men with staffs and 
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swords. The images flashed before his eyes. The 
old man was so quick to step out of the way of the 
attacks that the large men seemed to fly off 
balance and in the air every time they tried to hit 
him.  
“That’s the guy who invented Aikido, Morihei 

Ueshiba. We call him O’Sensei. As a child, he was 
really sickly and weak. And yet, he became one of 
the most powerful warriors in Japan…”    

The video then turned into more images that 
were in colour and looked to be more recent. 
There was some video of children taking down 
adults, and then another of a single defender 
evading a whole gang of other men. One video 
was of an attacker lunging forward with a knife. 
Jacob was surprised by how he felt at seeing all 
this. He usually hated fighting, feeling a deep 
dread at the thought of injuring another person. 
But somehow he was mesmerized by how the 
people in the video responded to attacks. They 
seemed so calm and confident. Whatever they 
had, he wished he had it too. Even as the 
attackers flew in the air or were pinned down to 

the ground, they bounced up with a smile on their 
faces. No one was getting hurt. Is this real, he 
thought, or just pretend? 

The video ended suddenly. “So, Jacob, what did 
you notice?” 

Jacob struggled to put into words what he saw.  
“Okay.” Sensei Dan smiled. “Let’s see it in 

action. Come and punch me.”  
Jacob was taken aback by the invitation. He 

didn’t move.  
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”Don’t worry. This is just pretend now. Punch me 
in slow motion. I want to show you something.” 
Sensei Dan asked so casually and with a warm 
smile, it was hard to resist.  

There was a long pause and then Jacob got up 
and pretended to punch at him in slow motion. As 
he did so, Sensei Dan moved his arms slowly to 
block. Jacob’s punch came to a stop. 
“Most people learn to defend themselves by 

blocking, but you gotta be fast enough. If not...” 
He signalled Jacob to try the slow punch again. 
This time, Sensei Dan blocked too slowly and let 
himself get mock punched by Jacob. He made a 
funny sound effect and a distorted face pretending 
to be hit. Jacob smiled and felt oddly powerful.  
“Or… Jacob punch me again please,” Jacob did 

so. This time, Sensei Dan responded by a slow 
motion kick towards Jacob’s groin and a counter 
punch close to his face. “...Or, most people learn 
to fight back and hurt the other person.”  

Sensei Dan, Jacob and his mom shared the 
same expression on their faces, one of mock pain 
and dread. “But, what if I don’t want to hurt you. 

Maybe if I really have to, but even then, I would 
feel terrible about it. At the same time… I don’t 
want to be a victim, either, right?”  

Jacob and his mom nodded.  
“So, Jacob, please punch me one more time.” 

Doing so the third time emboldened Jacob and he 
punched a little faster, out of a sudden burst of 
excitement. The punch just missed Sensei Dan’s 
face, who seemed unfazed, as he pivoted to the 
side. His hands were on Jacob’s arm, gently 
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guiding Jacob’s elbow down which spun his whole 
body around. Jacob suddenly felt like he was 
going to flip over and slam into the table and 
computer ahead of him, but Sensei Dan slowed 
him down to a halt, just before he would have lost 
his balance and fallen over.  
“Ok, you can stand up now, Jacob.” Sensei Dan 

said gently.  
Jacob leaned back up, feeling relieved.  
“What did you learn from that?”  
“That you don’t have to hurt anyone. You use 

their power against them.”  
“Yes! You are sharp, Jacob! That is the secret to 

how O-Sensei could defeat so many people who 
were bigger, faster and stronger than him.”  

Jacob stepped back and fell into his seat, 
leaning forward, eyes wide and listening intently.  
“But… to do real Aikido, is not easy. You need a 

lot of focus to be able to do this in a real fight, at 
full speed.”  

Jacob felt his heart sink. He was always being 
told he was a space cadet. His focus was always 
drifting away. How would he ever learn to do 

something like this against a bigger, meaner and 
stronger boy like Pablo and or Donald?   

Thinking about Donald and his pack of boys 
made Jacob’s mind spin into turmoil. This morning 
he was lucky to avoid them, but what would he do 
when he returned to school tomorrow. And worse 
still, how could he face Harold? The idea of having 
to face his new friend after betraying him tied 
Jacob’s stomach up in knots. His mind started 
replaying the scene again.  
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He was back hiding under the bleachers, feeling 

the cold of the metal against his body, stuck in a 

moment he could not get out of. He winced as the 
word ‘coward’ crept into his mind. The voice he 
heard hissed the word, it sounded dark and mean.  
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THE SWORD 

TEST  
 

“Jacob? Honey?” His mom put a     
hand on his shoulder trying to get his attention. He 
looked like a deer caught in the headlights, with a 
frozen expression of fear and pale skin. “Where’d 
you go?” she asked him as he finally turned to 

look at her, as if waking from a bad dream.   
Sensei Dan was standing up in front of him with 

a bright yellow foam sword in his right hand. It was 
the same kind of sword Jacob used to play with 
when he was in kindergarten.   
“So, will you take this test to see how good, or 

bad, your focus really is?”    
Jacob shook his head automatically. It was 

obvious to him that his focus was really bad. He 
didn’t want to further embarrass himself. Sensei 



 

102 

Dan crouched down to his level, holding the sword 
in between them.  
“I am guessing that you don’t think you’ll do so 

well. When I was your age, I was often 
somewhere else. Parents and teachers were 
always getting annoyed with me, calling out ‘Earth 
to Daniel. Earth to Daniel!’” 

Jacob’s mom rolled her eyes and nodded while 
grinning, covering her face to not make her son 
feel worse.  
“Jacob. Listen. It takes courage to do this and to 

join the rest of the program too. This is a little test 
to see if it is the best thing for you or not.  You 
won’t know unless you stand up and try it.” Jacob 
leaned forward, but stayed glued to his seat.  
“I will make you a promise. If you follow my 

directions, no matter how you do the first time, you 
will get better the second the time. I am betting on 
it. And, if I’m wrong, well, lets call it a day and go 
home, okay?”  

Jacob looked at his mom, who smiled nervously. 
He took a deep breath in and stood up.  

Sensei Dan proceeded to explain and 

demonstrate the two rules of the Sword Test.  
“One, you start by standing in front of the sword 

and move only once the other person lifts the 
sword to strike.” He paused and waited for Jacob 
to nod his head in understanding. “Two, if you get 
out of the way, you win. If you get whacked by the 
sword, you lose. By the way, it doesn’t hurt. 
Ready?” 

Jacob hesitantly gave another tiny nod.  
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“Lets rehearse what you will do first.” He lifted 
the sword slowly and raised his eyebrows 
dramatically to encourage Jacob, “And so 
you’ll…?”  

 Jacob stepped out of the way, taking a small 
step to his left.  
“Perfect. You know what to do. Now, we’ll do it 

for real… Oh, wait, before we start, do you want a 
tip?”  

Jacob gave a much bigger nod.  
“I’ve done this test with hundreds of kids, and of 

those, maybe two have said yes. You are a wise 
boy to ask for help. Especially because, let me tell 
you, no one has ever passed this test on the first 
try.”  

Jacob felt a mixture of pride for being smart and 
also shame for admitting he needed help.   
“Here’s the tip that will help you… But instead of 

just telling you, I want to help you figure it out. It 
has to do with focus. Now, to have the best focus, 
where do you imagine your eyes should look?”  

Jacob’s mom jumped in. “The sword!” She 
quickly clamped her hand over her own mouth, 

not wanting to answer for her son.  
Sensei Dan drew their attention to the bright 

sword and swiped it before them. It passed in a 
flash, a yellow blur. 
“No. Sorry, Irena,” Sensei Dan replied. “The 

answer is not so obvious. When we focus too 
much on one thing, we miss...” 
“...The forest for the trees.” Jacob jumped in.  
“Yes!” Sensei Dan sat down across from Jacob 

and looked very intensely into his eyes. “Jacob, I 
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have to tell you a little story. Do you know about 
anything about Samurai?”  

Jacob nodded. Of course, he knew. “They were 
like knights, but cooler.”  
“Yes!” Sensei Dan smiled and nodded in 

agreement. “And you probably also know that their 
swords were razor sharp. And so, if they got cut 
— ”  
“ — But they had armour right?” asked Jacob’s 

mom. 
“Yes, but they had no doctors, so even a small 

slice that got in between their armour could easily 
get infected and kill them. Some of whom were 
women, by the way. Not many people know that!” 
He smiled, privately delighted by that fact. 
“So, when they went to battle, often surrounded 

and attacked from all sides,” Sensei Dan then 
gulped dramatically and stood up, “they needed to 
have razor sharp focus in order to see everything 
coming at them at once. Otherwise, they would — 
”  
“ — Get killed by ninjas!” Jacob jumped in, 

excitedly.  

“Yes!” He laughed but nodded in agreement as 
well, “or other samurai or bandits. So many people 
were looking to kill them to get to the treasures 
they were protecting.”  

Sensei Dan gestured Jacob to step forward 
now.  
“To be able to have the right kind of focus, to be 

ready for an attack at any time, they used this trick 
to help them see what was coming… I call it ‘soft 
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eyes’. Now make your focus wide and soft, so you 
see everything at once.”  

Jacob stood and stared ahead, his eyes focused 
on nothing in particular. It felt kind of like he was 
spacing out, but at the same time, he was 
incredibly clear and present. He was aware of 
even the slightest movement. He noticed his mom 
shifting in her seat out of the corner of his eyes. 
He almost moved twice, thinking Sensei was 
about to strike.  
“The hard part of this test is you never know 

when it’s going to come. That’s why…”  
WHOOSH!   
The sword came up and struck Jacob on the 

arm as he was midway from escaping it’s path.  
“…you also need something else, besides 

focus.”  
Jacob deflated in defeat, plopping back down in 

his chair.  
 “No, no. Jacob, Get back up. We’re going to get 

better. I promised you, right?”  
Jacob swallowed some of his pride, coming 

back to his feet to face the sword. He could not 

help feel his face flushing red.  
“I am going to keep my promise. Ok, your focus 

was actually really good there. You saw it coming 
and you moved! But, did you know that your body 
did some weird stuff when you tried to step away 
from the blow.” He mirrored Jacob’s awkward 
attempt to block and catch the sword above his 
head while twisting his body to the side. “Why did 
you do that?”  
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“I dunno.” Jacob’s mind was mush. He felt put 
on the spot and defeated. 
“I’ll tell you why. It’s because you were afraid. 

We are all afraid. If you held a sword in front of me 
and made me take a test in front of my mom, I’d 
be afraid too! I’d be afraid of failing. Or of looking 
bad. Or of getting hit! Everybody feels fear.”  

Jacob’s mom nodded to show she agreed.  
“When we are afraid, our mind gets scrambled. 

We make poor choices. You saw the sword 
coming and yet, when we rehearsed getting out of 
the way a few minutes ago, you moved aside 
perfectly. This time, your body got all knotted up. 
That was the fear.” 

Jacob looked around helplessly, wishing he 
could just collapse back into the chair and hide his 
face.  
“Jacob, do you have a way to calm yourself 

when you are afraid?”  
Jacob shook his head. What a stupid question, 

he thought.  I’m a coward. If that’s what you’re 

getting at, it’s true.  
Sensei Dan could see that he was losing him, 

“Jacob, if I teach you something right now to help 
you become calmer and win this challenge, beat 
this test, will you try it? Really try it, like I 
suggest?” 

Jacob’s body nodded but inside his head, he felt 
conflicted. He felt a fire of resentment starting to 
boil over into simmering rage. Why are you 

making me do this?! He shot a look at his mom, 
trying to hide it from Sense Dan, who caught a 
glimpse.  
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“It’s not your mom’s fault. I’d rather you blame 
me. Or you can make a choice. One more time… 
with a tip. Yes or no?”   

Jacob’s eyes narrowed on Sensei Dan and he 
clenched his teeth. “Yesss.” He replied.  
“Ok, now, breathe in through your nose.”  
Jacob seethed a bit more and then took a deep 

breath in through his nostrils.  
“And now breathe out through your mouth… 

Slowing it down.”  
Jacob found that part easier as he felt the heat 

of anger passing through him, like smoke rising 
out through a chimney.  
“Hand on your belly, Jacob. Feel the flow of air 

going in and out.”  
Jacob felt queasy and weird, like his arms and 

legs were getting rubbery and heavy.  I don’t know 
why I have to do this…  
”Keep breathing in through the nose and out 

through the mouth.” Sensei drew the sword in 
front of Jacob again, signalling the test was 
starting again. Jacob shot another look at mom 
and Sensei Dan did a mock strike at that moment.  

“Remember to keep your eyes soft or I will get 
you for real next time.” Sensei said with calm 
seriousness. Jacob knew he really meant it.  

The sword moved back down, its tip resting a 
few inches in front of Jacob’s belly. The longer he 
continued to breathe as Sensei told him to, Jacob 
felt heavier and heavier. His mind felt ambushed 
and nervous, but his body seemed to like this 
heavy slow feeling and wanted more.   

WHOOSH!   
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The sword moved past him.  
Jacob watched it pass by, almost in slow 

motion, from the side. Somehow he had cleared it. 
He found himself a foot off to the left. It was 
unbelievable. It had both happened in slow 
motion, and it also happened in a flash. 

Jacob’s mom jumped from her seat ecstatic, and 
squeezed him a bit too tightly. He had to step 
away to get some space.  

When it sunk in that he had passed the test, he 
felt exhilaration and disbelief. 

They sat down and the interview continued.  
Sensei Dan and Jacob’s mom discussed 

YOUNG WARRIORS, a program that Sensei Dan 
was running and the reason they were there. He 
went over the details with them of the benefits and 
risks, some of the challenges and what they 
needed to do to make it work. Jacob listened but 
felt like he was floating above them now, while his 
body stayed below nodding and agreeing to most 
of what was asked of him.  He imagined himself 
high up, the lone ninja in hiding, watching them 
below, while swaying as he held onto a tall 

bamboo tree.  
Finally, Sensei Dan broke the spell. “Jacob and 

Irena, we’re out of time. I don’t want to put any 
added pressure on you, but we only have one 
spot left, and classes already started this week, so 
you will have to make a decision as soon as 
possible.” 

Jacob looked at his mom, torn and confused.  
Sensei Dan jumped in to add, “It’s okay. You 

don’t need to decide right this very second. I 
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recommend you talk it out, sleep on it and get 
back to me.”  

He turned to Jacob’s mom, “If you do decide to 
join us, I can arrange things with you, Irena, 
and…” Turning to look at Jacob, “You can start 
your first class at the beginning of next week.” 

Jacob’s mom thanked Sensei Dan and looked 
hopefully and nervously at Jacob. Sensei Dan 
reached over to shake his hand and once their 
eyes met, he kneeled down to his level again.   
“Listen, Jacob, I know you want to have more 

courage to face the challenges in your life.  I can 
help you with that. But, you have to say ‘yes’ and 
show up every week to train with me for that to 
happen.” He stood up, “And whatever you decide, 
I am glad we had a chance to meet. I see a 
warrior in you.”  

Jacob gulped down his trepidation, and to 
everyone’s surprise, he gave a solemn bow to 
Sensei Dan.  

Jacob and his mom then walked out and into a 
sun-filled afternoon. 
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Am I a Warrior?  
 
Jacob had struggled his way through 

the rest of his first week. His mom wasn’t open for 
making any more deals, so he stopped asking. He 
kept his head down and spent most of his time in 
Ms. Avery’s class whenever he had the chance. It 
was early in the second week of school when the 
time came to return to Sensei Dan’s dojo for his 
first class.  

   Jacob’s mom heated up some 
leftovers. After that, he was quick to put on his gi, 
the martial arts uniform she had gone to pick up 
from Sensei Dan earlier that day.  It was thick 
white cotton and too large for him. Brand new, it 
was also stiff and puffed out. Even though Jacob’s 
mom rolled up the sleeves and pant legs two or 
three times, he looked like the Stay Puffed 
Marshmallow Man. He tied the bulky uniform in 
place with a crisp white belt at his waist. Looking 
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in the mirror, he understood that he was a total 
beginner.  

 The path from the front door to where the car 
was parked in front of their house felt like it was a 
mile away. The early autumn wind was chilly, too. 
Once they had buckled in and begun the drive, it 
felt like it was taking forever.  

As Jacob’s mom paid for parking, she nudged 
him to walk ahead toward the front doors of the 
mirrored building. He shouldered his duffel bag 
that contained some spare clothes and a manga 
book, and slowly marched toward the entrance. 
Jacob stepped in, glad to be in a warm space, but 
nervous to go in further. He lingered in the 
building lobby, just outside the second door 
labeled “Integra Dojo”. He felt his body tense up 
and his feet freeze in place. Standing there, he 
wondered what the word Integra meant.  

Jacob heard his mom come in out of the windy 
evening behind him. She looked surprised to see 
him stalling there. Not wanting to seem cowardly, 
he pushed himself to open the door and step 
through.  

His first impression was the smell of stale 
teenage sweat and the sounds of raucous banter. 
He had stepped right into what felt like a locker 
room. Looking around the waiting room, he 
noticed right away how tall these teens seemed. 
He felt like a mouse, in comparison. Their laughter 
surrounded him like a pack of wild dogs. They 
seemed to be making fun of one another. He felt 
his face flush with heat, and cast his eyes down to 
the floor. His mind entered high-alert, listening for 
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any sign they were talking about him and his over-
sized gi. As he walked through the thicket of the 
main waiting area, he tripped over a shoe and fell 
onto his duffel bag. Jacob was glad that it 
cushioned his fall, but his face flushed with 
embarrassment.   
“Oops! Someone’s a bit… challenged!” yelped a 

younger teen.  
“Shut it, Jeff,” a calm and booming voice came 

from a tall boy. “You’ve got more left feet than all 
of us combined.”   
“Fair point, Finn,” said Jeff sheepishly. He 

chuckled, and the two teens grinned. Apparently, 
neither of them were bothered by this sort of talk.  

Finn held out his massive hand and Jacob took 
it, feeling himself being pulled up. The tall and 
muscular teen smiled a broad and warm smile. 
“You a Young Warrior?”  

Jacob shook his head, never thinking he was 
much of anything. He then realized that this gentle 
giant was asking if he was signed up for the class 
Sensei Dan taught. Jacob nodded.  
“Fair enough,” said Finn with a knowing smile. 

“When I started, I didn’t think I was much of a 
warrior either.” He patted Jacob on the shoulder 
and leaned in. “Three words for you, my friend: 
don’t look back.”  

Jacob often had an unnerving fear that 
something was happening right behind him, or just 
outside of his field of vision. It usually felt like 
something dangerous or unpleasant, like people 
making fun of him or somebody about to throw 
something at him. Being both anxious and 
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curious, he could not resist turning his head to 
look over his shoulder. There were some boys his 
age quietly waiting to enter the dojo now, in front 
of the band of teenagers. Finn chuckled again. 
“No, no. Not literally. What I meant was don’t 

give up.” Finn nodded with eyebrows up, looking 
for a response.  

 Jacob gulped and nodded. “Uh. Thanks.”  
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Line Up! 
 

Clack! Clack! The sound of wooden 
blocks being struck together.  

Jacob was startled. What’s going on?!  

He had been sitting in the waiting area, half 
daydreaming and half looking around at the other 
students who were talking to one another. 

Jacob shuffled his way toward the entrance of 
the dojo, which was a large room with blue 
padding on the walls and thick green mats on the 
ground. Sensei Dan stood tall at the front of the 
room, wearing a white gi tied with a black belt at 
his waist. He had excitement in his eyes and a 
wide, twinkling smile.   

His voice was calm and deep, “Liiinnne up!”  
There was a brief pause.  
“One…” 
Jacob peered through the doorway into the 

room and saw four or five of the students lining up 
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in a straight line, shoulder to shoulder, facing 
Sensei Dan. Jacob scampered into the room to 
join them.  
“Two… Jacob, bow in when you enter, please.”  
Jacob froze, confused. What does “bow in” 

mean? 
“Jacob,” came a hushed voice from behind him. 

It was Finn. The tall boy motioned for Jacob to 
come over and join him at the entrance of the 
dojo, or training room. Jacob almost tripped over 
himself as he stepped back off the mats. 
“Three…”  
Finn coached Jacob to stand in the doorway, 

face the dojo, and bow to the room, bending at the 
waist with a straight back. “This is to show respect 
to the space, the Sensei, and your fellow 
students,” whispered Finn. 
“Four…” 
Jacob felt his face flush again, like everyone 

was watching him. After making his bow, he 
hustled to line himself up next to the other 
students. He caught a glimpse of Finn back in the 
outer room, looking on, with his arms crossed and 

a warm smile on his face.  
“Five…” 
 Jacob was on the line now, but two boys were 

not. One was dragging his feet and moving slowly, 
and another seemed to be lying down on the 
floor. Maybe he doesn't know the rules yet either? 
Jacob thought. He felt a twinge of worry that these 
boys would get in trouble.  
“Six…” 
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"I know this is part of the thing, but really?" A 
wiry boy muttered under his breath. Jacob had 
heard this boy introduce himself to someone 
earlier. His name was Evan. 
“Seven...”  
"Cooome on," whined Evan. 
The boy who had been lying down, got up and 

joined them. Everyone was on the line now. 
Sensei Dan looked serious. “I'm waiting for you to 
show me you are ready. Standing still. Lips 
closed.” 

There was some elbowing and shushing among 
the students on the line until all eight of them were 
still and quiet. Sensei Dan ceased his counting 
and regarded his students. 
“That took waaaay too long, in my opinion. What 

do you think? Can we do better?” 
"Yes! Sensei!" Shouted a taller boy, who had jet 

black hair and a black stripe on his belt.  
"Ok, Toby thinks so. How about the rest of you?” 

A few students nodded. “Then get outta here. Go 
on, beat it! Off the line! Try again." Sensei Dan 
was smiling. It was clear he was playing with them 

now.  
Jacob noticed he had been holding his breath. 

He now sighed in relief. But all the same, he 
stayed close to the front so that he would not be 
the one everyone was waiting for.  

"Away from the line, Jacob, please. At least, one 
mat’s length. Otherwise it’s too easy, right?" 

Jacob allowed himself a smile and then backed 
up. He kept to himself and focused on the line 
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where everyone was supposed to stand. He 
waited anxiously for the command.   

Evan was trying to talk to Toby who ignored him. 
Toby was standing still like a statue or a soldier on 
guard duty. Two other boys, who also seemed 
new, looked around cluelessly. The round boy, 
who was lying down earlier, was Alan. He was 
keeping his eyes down on the ground and seemed 
nervous. Next to Alan, a small boy named Tim 
was hovering nearby with his eyes on the line. Tim 
reminded Jacob of Harold, due to his size, his 
thick glasses, and intense attitude. He was 
scratching himself and looked uncomfortable in 
the uniform. Just like Jacob’s, Tim’s gi seemed 
way too large for him, with the sleeves rolled back 
at least three times.  

Jacob also noticed Malcolm, the principal’s son, 
and member of Donald’s D-pack. He stood apart, 
leaning against the wall in the corner with his arms 
crossed. He looked over Jacob, his eyes 
squinting. It put Jacob on edge. It was as though 
Malcolm were a jaguar staring him down, waiting 
to pounce. Jacob looked away. 

There was also a girl named Sam. Jacob didn't 
know there would be girls in this class. She 
stepped away from the line and did cartwheels, 
not seeming to care about getting to the line 
quickly. Jacob was captivated by her confident 
way of leaping and flipping over herself. Her wispy 
red hair tumbled wildly around her shoulders as 
she hurled herself through the air. She was taller 
than him and had an impish smile. He didn't want 
to stare at her, so he turned his focus back to the 
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line near the front of the dojo where Sensei Dan 
stood.  

"Line up!"  
Everyone sprang forward and towards the line at 

once.  
“One...”  
Some were fastidious in adjusting their feet on 

the line and adjusting their postures to look 
straight ahead. Everyone came to stillness and 
silence quickly. 

"...Almost two. More like one-and-a-half. 
Beautiful! Thank you!" Sensei Dan bowed, deep 
and with a straight back to the line of students.   

Jacob bowed halfway and looked sideways to 
see what everyone else did. Some bowed deep 
and firm, like Sensei. Some of the new boys 
seemed unsure and slouched as they nodded 
their heads.  

"First things first. Why do we bow?" Asked 
Sensei Dan.   

Silence.  
Toby shot his hand up, eager to show that he 

knew the answer.  

"I wonder what our new students think?" Sensei 
Dan passed over Toby and looked around.  

"It's like some kind weird religious thing from the 
Japan..." Evan blurted out. 

"No religion here, Evan. And please put up your 
hand to speak next time. Thank you. Anyone else 
have a guess?" 

Jacob surprised himself as his hand seemed to 
rise all by itself. He spoke quietly, but clearly. "It's 
a sign of respect?”  
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“Yes, thank you, Jacob. And who do we, as 
Young Warriors, show respect to...?” 

"People who deserve it," said Malcolm. He 
smiled out of one side of his mouth, after saying it. 

Sensei Dan smiled back at him, as if this was a 
joke between them. “As a Young Warrior, it is our 
code to show respect to everyone. Even to people 
who don’t deserve it. But you already know that, 
don’t you, Malcolm?”  

Malcolm smiled and bowed his head a little in 
acknowledgement.  

Sensei turned it over to the whole class.  “Why 
would we do such a crazy thing like that? Why 
would we respect everyone, even the people who 
we feel don’t deserve it?" 

"Because that's who we are!" Sam chimed in. 
She smiled a fizzy and playful smile. 

 “Yes.” Sensei nodded with a pleased look on 
his face. “Sure, it’s instinct to give back whatever 
people give you: someone hits you, you hit them 
back. They insult you, you give a nasty come 
back. But here, we aspire to become something 
more. Something that makes us extra-ordinary. 

We aim to do better, to act with courage and 
bravery, like warriors.” 

Sensei Dan’s gaze passed over every student. 
When he looked at Jacob, he seemed to look 
deep inside him.  “So, now…. lets do better. One 
more time, a deep bow, please."  

Everyone bowed, bending lower and taking their 
time, along with Sensei. 

"Thank you, class. Have a seat, please."  
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The. Most. Important. 
Lesson. Ever. 

 

“There she is…” Sensei Dan looked to 

the entrance of the dojo.  
A strange figure appeared. She was a short 

woman with tattoos on her arms and neck. Her 
hair was purple and tangled into dreadlocks. She 
wore a crisp white gi uniform but her intense 

green eyes, dark skin, and an eyebrow piercing 
made her look kind of wild. Sam was beaming to 
see her enter. 
“Sorry, Sensei! I got delayed with Mr. Robbie 

back there, taking his sweet time!” She gestured 
to another student standing in the doorway behind 
her. 

Sensei Dan smiled and gestured to the mats.  
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“Right.” She bowed in and immediately hit the 
floor, doing push-ups. After the first five, she did 
another five one-handed.   
“Everyone who is late does 10 push-ups,” 

Sensei Dan said to the room. “That goes for 
students and Senseis. Welcome, Sensei Jess!” 

Robbie, a tall, blonde boy walked in. He bowed 
and sat at the end of the line, with air of 
superiority, some distance away from everyone 
else.  

Sensei Dan turned to him. “Welcome back, 
Robbie. Ten push-ups please.”  

Robbie did his push-ups, with perfect precision, 
and a subtle sneer of resentment.  
“Thank you.”  
Robbie looked away.  
Sensei Jess was up now, and stood next to 

Sensei Dan. “Is this the MOST important lesson 
time, Sensei?”  
“Yes, Sensei Jess. It is one of... The. Most. 

Important. Lessons. Ever.” 
Sam, who was sitting next to Jacob, whispered 

out of the corner of her mouth. “He says that 

about every lesson.” She was smiling to herself.  
Sensei Dan turned to the class. “When you look 

at Sensei Jess, you may not know it right away, 
but she can be quite dangerous.” She smiled 
when he said that. “Imagine for a moment, that 
she is the bad guy. Or rather… the bad gal.”  

Sensei Jess jumped into the role with gusto, 
cocking one eyebrow up, raising her fists and 
moving around Sensei Dan menacingly.  
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“And, so, first, the biggest mistake we can ever 
make...” Sensei Dan then turned his back to 
her.  “...Is this. Why is this a problem?”  

Robbie shook his head. Toby put up his hand.  
Evan blurted out. “Ha! The girl’s gonna kick 

your…” 
“Ten push-ups, please, Evan. Time to focus and 

show more respect.” Evan reluctantly fell forward 
and started struggling with his first push-up.  

Malcolm uncrossed his arms and put up his 
hand. Once chosen to speak, he spoke softly. 
“One: cause you can’t see nothin’. Two: cause 
you can’t use your hands or feet to do nothin’.”   
“Double points for Malcolm!” Sensei Dan 

retorted.  
To illustrate the lesson, Sensei Jess unleashed 

a series of strikes and kicks on Sensei Dan from 
behind. She moved in a flash and fury, but she 
landed her strikes lightly on his body, showing 
how much control she had. She was moving fast, 
but she was not harming him. To finish her attack, 
she came in to choke him from behind. Sensei 
Dan then slid down and around to put her into an 

arm lock. She countered with a flip and a throw. 
He flew into the air, and hit the ground tucked into 
a ball. He returned standing a moment later, still 
smiling. 
“Okay. That didn’t go so well for me. You get the 

point? Even though there’s always a way to 
escape or counter.... NEVER. GIVE. YOUR. 
BACK!”   

The line of kids nodded. 
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Jacob was a bit awed by the display. I could 
never do that!  He thought.  

Sensei Jess took up a stance and faced Sensei 
Dan again, ready to administer more attacks. 
“The solution to this problem is simple...” Sensei 

Dan now turned to face Sensei Jess. He rested 
his hands down by his sides. “Even if you have no 
skill… Even if you’re just an ordinary untrained 
person, and your opponent is a master.”  

Sensei Jess shot a punch. Sensei Dan stepped 
out of the way. She went in for a roundhouse kick, 
swivelling her outside leg towards his belly. He 
slipped out of the way again, then swiftly he slid to 
behind her, facing her back and walked 
backwards toward the doorway. 
“If you face your partner. You can see what’s 

coming and move. 99% of the time, whether 
you’re a black belt like me or you’re new and don’t 
know anything, going bye-bye is the smartest and 
bravest thing to do!” Sensei Dan pointed his finger 
toward the dojo’s exit. 

A bunch of hands went up right away. Sensei 
Dan chose Evan who was quick to argue.  

“You never walk out on a fight. Only cowards do 
that!“ 

Hearing that, Jacob’s stomach turned. 
He tuned out the sounds of the room, and stared 

off into space. He stared at the light blue-grey 
pads on the walls.  

 
They looked a lot like the colour of the sky on 

the first day of school at lunchtime, when Harold 

was dragged behind the bleachers. Jacob had 
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stood frozen and watched as Harold fought to 
defend himself, and lost. Jacob had done nothing 
—  he had taken the coward’s way. It was like 

what had happened in the past was now playing 
itself as a movie in front of him. Harold was 
struggling to escape. Jacob saw himself wincing, 

his body stiff and huddling behind the cold metal 
pillar.  

 

Jacob’s mind became frozen, stuck on repeat, 
playing the awful scene again and again.  
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Un-Freezing 
 

“Jacob. Jacob?” Sensei Jess was 

crouching in front of him now. His body was 
frozen. She touched his shoulder and the scene 
evaporated like steam from his dad’s pasta sauce, 
disappearing into the air. His gaze shifted and he 
looked into her radiant green eyes. It felt like he 
was face-to-face with an exotic animal.    

All the other students were standing and moving 

in sync together, following Sensei Dan’s directions 
for the warm up.  
“Take my hand,” she whispered to him. He did. 

It was warm and her grip was strong. She pulled 
him up to his feet right away. “Just breath and 
move,” she said. “One breath at a time. That’s it.” 
She stayed next to him reminding him to focus on 
Sensei Dan and what they were doing.  

They did some front rolls and back rolls, with 
their spines rounded against the soft mats on the 
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floor.  There were a few other new moves that 
demanded Jacob’s whole attention in order not to 
screw up or hurt himself. After a few minutes of 
this, Jacob felt like he was starting to be back in 
his own body again.  
“Now, to test what we learned earlier!” Sensei 

Dan called Toby to come up in front of the rest of 
the students. “In a moment, Sensei Jess will 
attack Toby. She’ll move in a straight line towards 
him, like a train coming to bowl him over. His job 
is to face her at all times AND then to step out of 
the way of the attack. To get off the track. Can you 
do that, Toby?” 

The senior student smiled proudly and nodded.  
Sensei Dan stepped back. Toby and Sensei 

Jess bowed to one another calmly. Then, right 
away, she leapt towards the student in a quick 
attack. He stood his ground. Jacob imagined the 
boy on actual train tracks, and the train was 
getting closer. A moment before her outstretched 
palm could knock him back, he pivoted and 
stepped out of the way. He stepped off the tracks 
at the very last minute, his face almost grazed by 

Sensei Jess’s attack. As she passed through 
where he was standing, Toby kept turning to face 
her, and tapping her on the back with his palm as 
she passed.  
“Usss!” He said, pumping his fist with pride. 
“Usss!” Sensei Dan replied, nodding with 

approval. He then turned to the class, “Never turn 
your back. Always face your attacker. Okay. 
Partner up, and GO!” He clapped firmly to 
encourage them to move right away.  
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The new boys stood about, awkward about 
pairing up, but Sensei Jess jumped in to take 
Alan, who seemed petrified of her. Toby took Tim, 
who was still complaining about his “itchy” gi. 
Jacob could not help but frown when he saw Evan 
as his only option. His first thought was, No one 

else wants to train with me.  

“What’s wrong?! You afraid of me?” Evan 
barked.  
“No,” Jacob replied, shaking his head. 
Evan suddenly ran at him without warning. 

Jacob didn’t expect it. Evan knocked him hard on 
the chin with an upward thrust, and Jacob went 
falling backwards. He flailed, trying to regain his 
balance, but he still tripped and landed on his butt.  

For a moment, Jacob was in shock, feeling like 
he had stars circling around his head. Then, the 
sharp pain in his chin shot him back to where he 
was. His butt was sore and everyone stopped to 
look at him. He wanted them to look away.   
“What?!” Evan shrugged at the class. “He wasn’t 

paying attention. He’s a total space cadet.”  
Sensei Dan came forward and put his hands on 

Evan’s shoulders, standing squarely before him. 
His eyes were wide and his nostrils flared. Jacob 
imagined that he would explode or tear Evan 
apart, but instead, Sensei Dan seemed focused 
and calm, yet incredibly intense like a tiger who 
has just caught his prey. 
“Evan, eye to eye, please.”  
Evan squirmed from side to side and then 

settled to return his Sensei’s gaze.  
“Did you bow to Jacob before you attacked?”  
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Evan shook his head, “But — ”  
“ — No buts. Where you paying attention to the 

fact that he was not ready to receive your attack?” 
Evan curled his lips, rolled his eyes, and made a 

big sigh, “No, Sensei.”   
“I want you to step out for a bit. I don’t trust you 

to practice right now — ”  
“ — But I love Aikido! I’m great at — ” Evan tried 

to protest. 
“ — You’re taking a break,” Sensei Dan 

interrupted. “And then, before you return to 
training, I expect you to act like a warrior and 
make this right with Jacob.”  

Evan took a sharp inhale and stomped out of the 
dojo. He plopped himself on a chair outside in the 
waiting room.  Jacob watched the boy doing 
something with his hand, while slowing down and 
lengthening his breathing. It looked like he was 
calming himself down or something.  
“Everyone else, please continue training. And, 

please... attack only after you have bowed to one 
another!” 

Jacob sat there, feeling a bit better, but also 

wishing that his mom was still there so he could 
convince her to take him home. There were still 
ten minutes left in class. Sensei Dan came over 
and leaned down to look Jacob in the eyes.  
“You okay?” He asked. 
Jacob felt stuck. He didn’t want to be seen as 

weak or a coward, but he also didn’t want to get 
up. He felt defeated.  
“I’m sorry that you got knocked down like that. 

I’m guessing you’re banged up a bit.” 
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Jacob nodded.   
“How about we practice together for a minute?” 

Sensei gave him his hand. When Jacob took it, 
Sensei Dan did not pull him up to his feet like the 
Sensei Jess had earlier. He held it firmly instead, 
while Jacob used it to pull himself up. They bowed 
to each other. 

 “Now that we are both ready, I’m going to attack 
you.” Sensei warned. 

Jacob gave a tiny nod and Sensei came at him, 
fast. Jacob looked like a deer caught in a car’s 
headlights. Sensei slowed down as he 
approached Jacob, ready to knock him 
backwards. At that moment, Jacob, felt like he 
was waking from a dream. 
Even as he felt his body lift and lean back, he 
stepped off the line and pivoted to the side, letting 
the attacking arm continue past him. The sudden 
movement felt good, like he had been stuck 
underwater and all of a sudden he reached the 
surface for a gulp of air.  

As the blur of Sensei Dan whizzed past him, 
Jacob tried to turn his body and tap his teacher’s 

back, but he was a moment too late. His hand 
missed.  
“That was great!” Sensei Dan was delighted and 

offered his palm for a high five. Jacob slapped his 
palm, but he was disappointed that he missed 
tapping Sensei’s back.  
“It’s alright.” Sensei seemed to read his mind. 

“It’s just your first day!”  
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He then turned and asked Sam to come over 
and stand in his place. “Now, you’re going to 
attack Sam...” 

Jacob took a gulp. He bowed and came at her 
nervously. As he got closer, he slowed down and 
lowered his attacking arm, not wanting to hurt her.  

Sam stopped him from going further. She 
furrowed her eyebrows, disappointed, “Come on! I 
can take it! Give me all you got!” She teased. 

Jacob went back to his original position, bowed 
and tried again. This time he felt like he was 
floating on clouds as he raced towards Sam, 
trying to throw her back. He felt a weird rush of 
emotions. To his surprise, Sam didn’t get out of 
the way. Instead, she let Jacob finish the attack, 
knocking her backwards. She let herself land on 
the ground and flipped herself into a back roll over 
her shoulder. A moment later, she was standing a 
few inches from him with a proud I-told-you-so 
kind of smile. Jacob’s jaw dropped. He was 
captivated by her skill. Evan interrupted them. He 
was standing there with a frown of regret.  
“Jacob. I’m sorry. I was trying to show off.” Evan 

muttered. “I should’ve bowed first and let you 
know I was coming.”  

Jacob gulped. He never had someone apologize 
to him like that. Evan looked like he meant what 
he was saying.  
“Thanks,” he replied.  
Without a word, Sam had gone back to her 

original training partner. Jacob turned to face 
Evan, ready for him to attack again.  
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Between Friends 
and Family 

 

It was the end of class and the 
students and the instructors bowed to each other, 
tired and smiling. Everyone seemed uplifted. 
Jacob was ready to go home.  
“Please bring your parents in,” Sensei Dan said 

to the class. 
Jacob forgot about this part of class. He 

followed the crowd into the waiting area, looking 
for his mom, but instead he found his dad 
standing there.  
“So, how was it, kiddo?” His dad called out in his 

loud voice that carried across the room. Jacob let 
a smile leak out. He went over to meet his dad, 
who chuckled as he tried to tell him to keep his 
voice down.  
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“Dad, you also need to take off your shoes and 
bow in the doorway, facing the dojo.” Jacob’s dad 
looked a little confused, but he grinned as he 
bowed and went to sit down on the mats beside 
Jacob. 

All the parents and kids settled back into the 
dojo and sat on the floor. Malcolm was the only 
one without a parent in attendance. Evan had two 
moms, they seemed very relaxed and kind.  
“Okay. Thank you, everyone for coming,” Sensei 

Dan addressed the room in a warm voice. He 
launched into the lesson taught earlier and 
demonstrated it with Sensei Jess for the parents 
to see. 
“Now, I need a volunteer so we can all see how 

this lesson applies to real life. Not just fighting and 
self-defence. But, where it is even more important: 
between family and friends.” 

Jacob got up. He didn’t even remember putting 
up his hand or in being chosen, he just did it. 
Suddenly, there he was at the front of the room, in 
front of twenty parents and kids.  
“Ok, now, Jacob here is going to pretend to be 

my friend, who really wants to tell me something 
important. And I will do what we saw earlier…” 
Sensei Dan gave Jacob his back, pretending to be 
preoccupied with an invisible phone in his hand. 
Jacob was first unsure about what to do. He then 
noticed his dad, trying to loudly whisper.  
“Go on, just try to talk to him!”  
Jacob got it. “I gotta tell you... Uh, something…” 

He started acting the part, tapping Sensei on the 
shoulder. Sensei played the part of someone who 
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was totally absorbed by what was on their phone, 
being partially available. Jacob became more 
determined, and tried even harder to get his 
attention. People watching started to chuckle and 
smile.   

Sensei Dan stopped the role-play. He pointed to 
Jacob. “What might this person be feeling if I’m 
behaving this way?” 
“Like he’s not worth it.” Robbie suddenly spoke 

up.  
Evan moved to blurt out something but one of 

his moms eased him back. Sam held her hand up 
and waited patiently until she was chosen.  
“They might feel hurt,” she said.  
“Yes, and also…?” Sensei Dan continued.  
“Dissed,” Malcolm offered.   
“What a lousy friend!” Sensei Jess couldn’t help 

but add. 
“Yes,” said Sensei Dan, with a smile. “And often 

we don’t mean to make others feel this way.  All of 
these bad feelings, caused simply by turning our 
backs.” 

Sensei thanked Jacob, who returned to sit with 

his dad. Jacob was pleased with himself as his 
dad put his arm around him and gave him a 
squeeze.  

Sensei Dan continued to speak to the group. 
“Now, let’s fix this. I want you to face me, put your 
hands together and give me your full attention. 
Once again: your hands together and your eyes 
on me, please.” 

 Everyone was silent and staring at Sensei with 
hands clasped together at the waistline.  
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“We call this ‘Hands & Eyes’. Thank you.” There 
was a moment of silence as Sensei Dan beamed 
a great warm smile.“Your last challenge, before 
you take this skill home and hopefully practice it 
throughout the week, is to do Hands and Eyes 
with your son or daughter right now. And then to 
tell them something both positive and truthful 
about how you feel about them.”  

Jacob felt uneasy, but when he turned to his 
dad, he noticed how much more nervous his old 
man was. His dad was shifting in his spot on the 
cushion, sweating slightly. 
“Let’s all try it now, for three whole breaths!” 

Sensei Dan prompted.  
Then, a moment came when Jacob felt his dad 

really looking at him. It felt strange and 
uncomfortable. Jacob felt like he had his dad’s full 
attention. It was a nice feeling, but also really 
awkward. He felt like his dad could suddenly see 
right into him. Jacob imagined his dad seeing him 
as a coward and a weakling, and most of all, a 
terrible disappointment. 

A swell of tears burst out of Jacob. 

Jacob’s dad put his big palm on Jacob’s 
shoulder. His voice was little more than a whisper, 
but his words filled Jacob’s ears.  
“I know what you’ve been carrying around... And 

I guess I just want ya to know that I love you, son. 
You hear me?”  

Jacob took a breath and steadied himself. He 
held his dad’s gaze, and he nodded. A meditation 
bell sounded. The sound of its deep tone hung in 
the air for a few more seconds.  
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“Thank you, for facing one another,” Sensei Dan 
said. “Please do this five times this week.”  
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Joining the  
D-Pack  

 

Later that week, Jacob went down 

the dim-lit stairs to work in Ms. Avery’s class. 
When he saw that Harold wasn’t there, he decided 
to stay there all morning. He was keeping his 
head low. He was too ashamed to face the boy 
who used to be his only friend.   

At recess, he had to go to the bathroom. He 
waited in the dim-lit stairway, behind a door, 
looking through the wire-meshed window. He was 
holding his legs closed tight, feeling like he was 
going to burst, watching until the main horde of 
students had passed. As he opened the door and 
made ready to bolt for the bathroom, someone 
placed a hand on his shoulder and made him 
stop. Jacob turned and found himself breathing a 
few inches away from Donald’s face. 
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“Nice backpack, loser.” Donald said with a scoff. 
Jacob could feel sweat on the one hand held 
underneath the strap of his raggedy old army 
backpack. “Come on. We’re going this way.” 
Jacob felt his feet starting to move, trying to keep 
up with Donald’s confident pace as he led him 
down the hall. Malcolm and Simon followed on 
either side.  

The four of them walked side-by-side taking up 
most of the hallway. The few remaining kids in the 
hallway got out of the way as they scurried toward 
their second-period classrooms. Jacob was hyper 
aware that they were looking at him with surprise 
and interest as they passed. Donald seemed to 
read Jacob’s mind. 
“You’re totally not cool,” he said with a chuckle. 

“But, relax. You have potential. If you weren’t such 
a coward, I could make you be cool.”  He seemed 
to be waiting for Jacob to respond. Donald’s smile 
really was charming. Jacob felt oddly uplifted by 
Donald’s insult. He looked back at Donald, 
clueless. Donald was studying Jacob’s face 
intently. He seemed to soften then, and casually 

laid an arm across Jacob’s back. Jacob was 
surprised by how relaxed Donald was, as if the 
two of them had been friends for years. 
“You just have to, y’know,” Donald squeezed his 

shoulder. “show us you have the balls to do what 
it takes.”  

Jacob tasted metal in his mouth. It tasted like a 
mixture of thrill and terror. No one had ever talked 
to him like this. He felt like he was in some kind of 
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movie. It was a feeling like he was special, but 
there was also an aftertaste of distrust and dread.  

Even though there was no sign of danger about, 
his mind suddenly jumped back to the scene of 
what happened to Harold.  

 
He could see him being smeared with the brown 

poo and shouting as he struggled. Jacob’s vision 

started to cloud over with wisps of the black 
smoke... 

 

“Hey, stoner!” Jacob’s attention snapped back to 
notice Donald standing in front of him now, 
eyebrows raised, waiting for an answer. They had 
come to a stop in front of some lockers where 
another group of kids were hanging out. Nobody 
seemed to be concerned about the fact that they 
were late for class. Jacob wondered if they were 
just going to skip this next period. 
“So, you want to stay a laughing stock, or join us 

and be one of the D-Pack?” Donald demanded in 
a cool tone. 

Jacob gulped down his fear and mumbled, “D-

Pack?” 
“Is that a question or an answer?” 
“Answer.” Jacob shot back.  
“Good.” Donald appeared to be satisfied. He 

flicked his eyes away, back down the hall. Jacob 
guessed that meant it was time for him to leave. 
“Join us at the prime table for lunch. Enjoy the rest 
of your morning, space cadet.” 
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Choosing 
Sides 

 

Jacob’s stomach was in knots for 
the rest of the morning. He ran into the bathroom 
and sat in a stall for what felt like a very long time. 
He heard other boys come in and out. Some 
stayed for a while to joke and chat, others just 
came and went. Eventually, with no one around, 
Jacob crept out of the stall. After washing his 

hands, he looked in the mirror. A strange looking 
kid with wild hair and a shirt buttoned-up 
crookedly looked back at him. Jacob took a deep 
breath out, wondering if Donald and his buddies 
would make fun of him for the things he was 
noticing about how he looked. He fixed his shirt, 
and tried using some water to slick back his 
messy hair back.  Now he saw a strange looking 
kid who also looked like a wet rat. He decided it 
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was hopeless, and shook his hair back into the 
shaggy mess that he usually had. 

He was disappointed to have arrived at the 
cafeteria only a little bit late. Donald and his group 
were sitting at their usual spot, a table in the far 
corner, which oversaw all the other tables. 
Malcolm was on one side of Donald and Simon 
was grinning on his other. Two other boys hung 
out opposite them, quietly watching and nodding, 
listening to whatever the three cool boys had to 
say.  

Jacob now stood before them. Nobody looked 
him in the eye, but Donald nodded at him and 
gestured for him to sit. Jacob took his army 
knapsack off of his shoulder and sat, looking 
around at the group of boys who hung out with 
Donald. Now more than ever, he wondered why 
he was there.  

One boy had a leather jacket that he proudly 
wore even indoors. It had some fashionable rips in 
the shoulders that he claimed happened during a 
fight. Another kid looked like he was almost as 
rich as Donald. He also wore designer clothes, but 

he didn’t have his own cell phone like Donald did. 
Jacob looked at his own torn-up army knapsack 
with embarrassment. What do I have? He thought, 

feeling out of place.  
“What a dorkus maximus!” Simon snickered, 

pointing out an overweight boy who wore a fancy 
baseball cap.  
“What about that one?” Asked another member 

of the D-Pack, who spoke with his mouth full.  
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Donald chewed on a lollipop in one corner of his 
mouth, seeming to be deep in thought. “This 
school is full of losers. Come on, D-Pack. Find me 
‘the one’.”  
“He’s got the worst B.O.”  
“Her mom is white-trash.” 
 Malcolm tapped Donald on the shoulder and 

pointed to the far end of the cafeteria. A girl 
walked in and they all stopped. She was new to 
the school. Her face was dotted with pimples, 
which were visible from across the room. She kept 
her eyes down and sat by herself at an empty 
table.  

Donald’s face formed a grin, like the day he took 
Harold out to the back of the school. “Ding. Ding. 
Ding. We got us a winner, boys.”  

Jacob was uneasy. Yesterday morning, this new 
girl had sat beside him in Ms. Avery’s class. She 
seemed super nervous. Jacob remembered a 
moment when he searched for a pencil, having 
forgotten his backpack somewhere and this girl 
just reached over and lent him one.  
“Why her?” Jacob asked.  

Donald studied Jacob for a moment, then his 
tone changed, “Because, she is a total loner. A 
sad puppy. And you... You are going to do 
something ‘nice’ for her. Right?” 

The pack of boys snickered. Jacob noticed 
Malcolm looking away, uneasy.   

Jacob didn’t get it. Donald explained, with an 
innocent shrug, “This is a test to see if you have 
the balls to walk up to her and...”  
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Simon was scribbling on a piece of scrap paper, 
with a devilish smile. He showed it to Donald, who 
shut his eyes tightly and made a face like he was 
hurt. He then smiled broadly, nodded, and folded 
the note tightly. He handed it to Jacob.  
“Don’t open it. Just be a good guy and give it to 

her.” 
 Jacob was suspicious. Everyone at the table 

now glared at him.  
“You’re not a sissy? A wimp? A coward, are 

you?” Donald cocked his eyebrows up and 
opened his arms, waiting for an answer. 

Jacob froze. The words felt like a shove over the 
edge of a cliff. His heart was racing. His mind felt 
like it was floating from his body.  
“Earth to… space cadet! Earth to space cadet!” 

Jacob hated it when people called him that. 
Jacob spun his head to look around. The faces 

of the other boys were sneering and mocking, like 
the zombies in his nightmares, ready to bite and 
rip him apart.  

His head shook from side to side. It did so by 
itself, like he was a puppet on strings or a robot on 

remote control. With the same automatic feeling in 
his motions, Jacob turned and started walking 
towards the other side of the cafeteria, closing in 
on the nice girl who was sitting on her own. As he 
took each step, a greater feeling of dread washed 
over him. Sweat poured down his armpits and into 
his palms, moistening the packed paper in his 
grasp.  

He realized he was terrified. Something was 
really wrong.  
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This realization of how he felt reminded him of 
how he had felt while standing with Sensei Dan, 
getting ready to dodge the foam sword. He felt 
very alert and back in his body now. He was back 
in control of his legs, and he slowed them down to 
walk at a very slow pace. He bought himself a little 
bit of time to think. He was careful to keep his 
back to Donald’s table.  

His fingers opened the note. Trying to look 
casual as he slowly walked, he glanced down to 
see the bold, clear print on the scrap of paper.   
 
YOUR FACE LOOKS LIKE A PEPPERONI 
PIZZA!  
YOU GOT CHICKEN POX!  
STAY OUT OF OUR CAFETERIA. 
WE DON’T WANT TO CATCH YOUR DISEASE. 

 
Jacob’s heart sank as he read those words. He 

looked up to see that he was just a few steps 
away from this poor girl. Gritting his teeth, he 
knew what he had to do, and he got ready to do it. 
His fists clenched tightly and then loosened. He 

out breathed long and slow as he got to her table. 
She looked up. 
“Hi,” he said, with a smile. She returned the 

greeting with a smile. 
Jacob then kept walking.  
He threw the note into a trash bin and changed 

course, headed toward the exit as quickly as 
possible. His legs wobbled slightly as he picked 
up his pace. He hoped maybe the D-Pack didn’t 
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notice what he’d done. Maybe they were 
distracted? Maybe they didn’t see?  

But Jacob sensed they were watching him at 
that moment. He was not looking back to check, 
but he knew he had failed their test.  

His body slammed into the cafeteria doors, 
which were heavier than he expected. He leaned 
in to force them to open, feeling awkward and 
weak. He fell through the opening and out into the 
hallway.  

It seemed suddenly darker and colder outside 
the cafeteria. The fluorescent lights above 
flickered. He shut his eyes as he ran forward, 
feeling the dark cloud of smoke surrounding him. 
His eyes stung and his throat welled up, then 
came a woozy nauseous feeling. His legs felt 
weak and wobbly. The ground underneath him 
seemed to be crumbling. He could not push away 
the image in his mind of the earth opening up 
before him, as if an earthquake was ripping up the 
world and he was on the edge of a cliff, about to 
slip and fall. It was so vivid and real, as if he was 
going to tumble into a chasm of endless darkness. 

Jacob blinked his eyes hard and forced his mind 
to stay in the present. He leaned forward and 
pushed on, despite how he felt and what he 
imagined. He was at the bathroom door now. 
Feeling weak as he pushed his shoulder into it. He 
wobbled and then ducked back into the same 
bathroom stall he was in earlier.  

Hunched over and covering his face, vivid 
images flashed through his mind. His body was 
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frozen again. The scene was so clear now. He 
could not erase it from his mind.  

 
He was standing in a circle of kids. Pushed into 

the middle by hands he could not resist. As he 
stood there, surrounded, a flush of hot wetness 

flowed down his legs. His pants were darkened by 
the pee. The eyes of everyone around him 

widened. Everyone could see it. As their faces 
sneered with disgust and laughter, their skin 
turned gray and withered. Their mouths hung 

open in twisted moans. The zombie horde 
moaned and mocked him. 

 

“Psssssss!”  

“Pee boy!”  
“Urrrrrrr... he couldn’t hold it!“ 

“Hahahahahaaa! Grrrrooossss!”  

 
Jacob felt suffocated by the crowd. He was 

trapped. Why won’t they just leave me alone!? He 

dove into them, fighting to escape. Some of the 
zombies shrieked and pushed him back in. Others 

growled and grabbed his shirt, pulling and shoving 
him, ripping his collar. His legs collapsed as he fell 
to the ground.  

The dark smoke came and surrounded him, 
choking off any air. He stopped breathing. He 
gave up holding on. He just wished it was over… 

His mind floated above the scene. He saw his own 

body now curled up into a ball below as the 
zombies clawed at him. He saw the smoke 

swirling and wrapping around him. It was dark and 
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shapeless, yet it whispered clearly in a voice that 
seemed eerily familiar.  

 

“ Nobody likes you…You’re a coward… an 
embarrassment.” 

Hearing a couple of boys laughing as they came 
into the bathroom, Jacob sucked in a gasp of 
fresh air. His eyes flicked open, as he 
remembered where he was.  

 
The dark cloud was creeping back to follow him 

and wrap itself around him.  
 

Suddenly, an instinct to fight took over. He 
punched the door of his stall, hard. Oowww. His 
knuckles hurt from the impact.  
“What the — ” he heard a voice say from outside 

the stall. 
 Jacob rested his forehead against the plastic 

wall. He stood up and shook off some of the 
terrible, sick feelings he just felt. Then, he pushed 
the stall open and walked to the sink where the 
two boys stood looking at him oddly. Ignoring 

them, he started splashing cold water on his face.  
Looking in the mirror, he saw the same boy with 

the same wild hair and same old shirt. But he also 
noticed something else emerging. Heat filled his 
face and chest. Something looked different. He 
looked slightly more focused and sharp. He saw a 
small glowing fire in his eyes. The dark cloud 
started to pull away and fade into the background.  

Jacob remembered the innocent and nervous 
face of the girl with the zits as she sat by herself. 
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He thought of the awful note that Simon had 
written, crumpled, sitting in the bottom of the trash 
bin, where it belonged.  

I did the right thing! Jacob realized.  
Closing his eyes to splash his face some more, 

he saw the scene of the empty black chasm 
again. This time, he was standing on the other 
side of the opened-up earth. It was behind him. 
Looking forward, he noticed a few shapes — they 
looked like people, both kids and adults. Their 
features were blurry, but somehow he knew that 
they were on the same side as him. They too had 
crossed the chasm. 

The bathroom door opened and a couple more 
boys walked in. Jacob snapped out of his 
daydream and darted out. As he turned into the 
hallway, his shirt soaked from sweat and water, 
Jacob ran into Ms. Avery carrying a stack of 
binders. She skidded to a halt, but their near 
collision made her drop everything.  
“Sorry, Miss Avery,” Jacob muttered, crouching 

down to help her collect her things.  
“No worries. Accidents happen, Jacob!” Her 

usual expression of sweet bubbliness faded as 
she looked him over. Her forehead furrowed with 
concern. “Everything okay?” 
“Uh.” Jacob didn’t want to seem like he was 

hiding anything, but he also didn’t know what to 
say. He took a gulp. “I think so. I made a choice to 
do the right thing.”  

She paused to take in what he had just said and 
then she smiled.  
“How did it feel?”  
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Jacob marvelled at how much better he felt. It 
was wonderful to admit out loud that he had done 
something right, for once. Not only right, but 
difficult too. His chest heaved and his body shook 
off the last of his dread. The two of them stood, 
Ms. Avery holding her stack of binders, and Jacob 
standing a little bit taller. 
“It felt good.”  
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Harold’s Back 
 

The next day, Friday, started with 

Jacob’s alarm blaring long enough that it set off an 
echo, pounding in his head. Finally, he burst out of 
bed. Enough! He screamed on the inside. He 

arose from bed grumbling under his breath, like a 
bear coming out of a long winter sleep.  

The rest of the morning was a blur. Jacob felt 

more alive and less afraid, but he wasn’t sure 
why. There was a cold chill and a fog in the air, 
but he felt a warm heat inside his chest and a 
desire to get going.  

This was a welcome scene to his mom and dad.  
The fear of running into Donald and his posse 

again, and especially the fear of eventually seeing 
Harold, only seeped in as Jacob was sitting in the 
car and saw the school building as they turned the 
corner.  
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“You call me, if anything goes down, don’t 
hesitate, okay?” Jacob’s mom held his gaze and 
slipped a cell phone into his pocket. His parents 
never gave him a phone before. They didn’t want 
him using it for games or to tune out from school. 
It was also not allowed by the school system. The 
deal they made was that he would keep it hidden 
and on vibrate alert.  

Jacob nodded and sighed as he turned to enter 
the front doors. He could have slipped in through 
the back, but he knew it would be pointless to try 
and avoid whatever was coming.  

Jacob walked through the main doors. There 
was a large open space in the foyer, with lots of 
big windows and glass cases that contained 
trophies, various students’ arts projects, and some 
old plaques and photographs. Beyond this brightly 
lit area were the locker-lined halls of the school. 
He heard the bell and saw kids scamper to get to 
class. His usual mode was to run and not be late, 
but he didn’t feel like it today.  

Harold appeared from out of nowhere. In fact, 
he had been waiting on the side of the doors, 

patiently, for Jacob to come through.  
Harold’s face was blank, but his gaze was 

locked firmly on Jacob’s eyes. His empty 
expression showed small hints that there was a 
very strong emotion brewing underneath.  
“You didn’t back me up,” he said. 
Jacob froze, stunned. He wanted to keep 

walking, but instead, he turned towards Harold 
and forced himself to meet the boy’s intense gaze. 
This is what a warrior does, right? He reminded 
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himself. His heart was pounding. He sensed the 
dark cloud of that sickening feeling billowing 
around him.  
“You know who I hate more than Donald and 

Pablo?” Harold’s face flashed disgust. “You.”  
The dark cloud quickly wrapped itself around 

Jacob now, squeezing the life out of him. You hate 
yourself too, don’t you? You should… Whispered 

the voice in Jacob’s head.  
Harold softened a bit, maybe out of pity for him.  
“I thought you were my friend,” said Harold. “I 

thought you were better than them!” He turned 
and started walking away, limping along on his 
uneven legs. The sight reminded Jacob of a three-
legged dog who wandered the alleyways behind 
his house. The mutt was often looking for scraps, 
yet backing away from anyone who tried to 
approach him, having learned to keep to himself. 
Over many weeks, Jacob befriended the stray dog 
and named him Scrappy, because he was tough 
and always ready to defend himself.   

Out of sadness and compassion, Jacob’s hand 
reached out to stop Harold.   

“I’m sorry.” He said weakly.  
Harold stopped, standing with his back to Jacob. 

He sighed, and then continued to walk away. 
You don’t deserve any friends.  Spoke the 

monster from the dark cloud. Jacob let his hand 
fall feebly back down. Jacob stood there for a 
while, feeling deflated and lower than low, wishing 
he would just melt into the ground and disappear.  

No one would miss you. No one would care, 

hissed the darkness around him.  
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Finally, he shook out of it and took hold of 
himself.  

At least, I had the courage to face him.  

The darkness grew silent, it’s grip loosened, but 
still lingered, hovering around him. He made his 
way to class, raising his head a little, expecting 
the day to last a very long time.  
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Know Your Enemy 
 

Jacob’s mind and heart were full 
from his first couple of weeks at this new school. 
The weekend was a relief. All Saturday, he was 
left to do his own thing, which ended up being 
eating a few bites of cereal and watching 
Japanese anime videos.  

On Sunday morning, instead of having to go to 
church with his brother and dad, his mom drove 
him out to the suburbs to visit his grandmother, 
Bubbie. Her house was far out on the end of a 
curved road, with a vast forested ravine behind 
her backyard.  

She had made him a sponge cake, served him a 
big slice, and encouraged him to draw his heart 
out until lunch. He sketched and made some 
pictures from his Young Warriors class.  

Surprisingly, his appetite was back.  
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They didn’t talk about school, but Jacob’s 
grandmother was aware of what was going on 
from his mom. Jacob sensed this when he noticed 
that she was being especially quiet and extra kind 
to him.  

After lunch, they sat on a comfy couch on the 
porch. It was closed in by screens to keep the 
bugs out, but it felt light and fresh. The backyard 
was green, tree-covered and peaceful.  

Bubbie served Jacob a big bowl of fresh 
blueberries, his favorite fruit. He gobbled them all 
up in the 5 minutes it took her to find and return 
with a dusty old album in her hands.  
“It’s time you got to know your grandfather….” 

She said and then sighed deeply.  
Jacob’s grandfather died when he was four. 

Everyone in the family spoke of him with affection, 
but none of them said much about his mysterious 
life. She slowly opened the aged book, every page 
was full of old photographs. “I know you probably 
don’t remember him, but…”  
“Actually, I think I do remember him,” he said.  
Her eyes glanced up from the album in surprise.  

“One time… I was wandering out back, in the 
woods…” He shook his head dismissively. “It must 
be made up, cause I was really little and mom 
would never let me out of her sight, right?”  
“Nor would I, at that age,” Bubbie smiled 

warmly. “But tell me more. I think that what you 
are remembering may have actually happened.”  
“I was alone in the forest and seeing some kind 

of wild animal… a wolf, maybe it was…”  
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“From what I heard, it was a coyote. Pretty scary 
for a ‘lil one…”  
“Yeah. I was terrified. And then I felt this hand 

on my shoulder and…” Jacob all of a sudden felt 
confused by the rest of the memories flashing 
through his mind.  
“There’s more, isn’t there?” She nudged him to 

continue.  
“He... Grandpa, Zayda I mean…?”  
She smiled at him and nodded.  
“Zayda made a sound and the coyote came to 

him... like he was its master.” Jacob shook his 
head again, not able to believe what he was 
seeing in his mind’s eye.   
“From what I heard, you both played with that 

little beast. It was kind of his pet, you know.” She 
sighed as she remembered her husband. “He 
spent a lot of time out there in the woods, 
becoming friendly with all the animals. You 
weren’t alone. He took you there sometimes, but 
probably wandered off every once in a while. He 
was always wild and looking for new 
adventures....” She squeezed Jacob’s shoulder 

with affection. “...like you.” 
Jacob squinted. “Me?”  
She giggled to herself and shook her head. “The 

boy who hates school. Who would rather live in 
his stories of adventure and heroism. Yes, I am 
certainly talking about you!”  

They laughed some more and looked at the 
many pictures of Jacob’s grandfather. He was a 
tall and lanky man with a warm and mischievous 
smile. Every photograph seemed to show him in a 
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strange and different place: there was one where 
he was in a desert, wearing what looked like 
military clothing; one standing in front of a snow-
capped mountain, next to a dog sled. In one 
photo, he was in an old Japanese dojo, wearing a 
white gi uniform, like the one Jacob wore for his 
first class a few days ago. In the picture, Zayda 
was kneeling next to a very short, old man, with a 
bald head and a white goatee. 

All of this fascinated Jacob. And, feeling so 
comfortable snuggling next to his Bubbie on the 
couch, he became quite sleepy. He could hear her 
voice telling another story, but the words stopped 
making sense. They began to sound very distant, 
as if she were farther and farther away…. 

 
Emerging from a thicket of bushes, he was 

running, terrified and almost out of breath. 

Something caught his foot as he ran, and 
SLAAAM! He fell face first into the dirt. Looking at 

his hands, he saw the black outfit  — he was 

dressed like a ninja again.   
He noticed himself lying on a well-worn path. 

Then he felt something poking his side.  
It was the tip of a wooden walking stick.  
Jacob jumped up and stood facing an old man. 

He had a bald head and a white haired goatee. 
The man was short and carried a giant pile of 
wood sticks tied to his back. The cluster of wood 

was easily three times the old man’s size. He was 

a stranger, yet he seemed oddly familiar.  
Jacob was about to speak, but then they both 

heard the sound of footsteps marching closer. The 
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old man put his finger to his mouth to hush Jacob 
and gestured for him to follow as they stepped off 
the main path. He quickly unrolled the wood and 

spread it on the ground loosely. Then he pulled 
Jacob towards him as they lifted some of the 
wood, and slid underneath. Hidden behind the pile 

of sticks, they were perfectly disguised.  
The sound grew louder as a group of samurai 

appeared from around the bend of the path. They 
marched in twos, side by side. As they passed, 
Jacob could see their full armour, with heavy 

packs and weapons. As the line continued 
marching for some time, it became clear that they 
were a small army. 

All of a sudden, a samurai leader on horseback 

barked a command. The army stopped in perfect 
unison, with the thundering sound of a hundred 

heels stomping into the dirt at once. The 

commander wore all red armour, the colour of the 
blood of his enemies. He leapt down from his 

horse and pushed some of his samurai aside. He 

came closer to where Jacob and the old man were 
hiding, looking around with quick snaps of his 

head. His movements were intimidating, with his 
chest out and face forward, as if sniffing the air to 
find hidden prey. Being a few feet away from 

them, Jacob could see the fierce look of the 
commander, out for vengeance and blood.  

Jacob felt his heart beating in his chest and his 

breath going faster. The old man’s hand came 

silently over Jacob’s mouth as they lay beneath 
the stick pile. He looked at Jacob and emphasized 

breathing through his nose. Jacob silently followed 



 

162 

the old man’s lead and his breathing slowed. His 
pounding heart began to settle down. 

After a long moment of tense silence, the 

commander seemed to lose the scent that had 
made him curious. He barked another order and 
the army continued marching through the hills. 

Soon, they all disappeared down another bend in 
the path. 

When the way was clear, Jacob and the old man 
came out from under the sticks.  
“Wow! That was scary!” Jacob exclaimed. The 

old man started to gather his pile of wood together 
again.  
“Sometimes you fight. Sometimes, hiding is 

better.” He spoke softly, like the sound of water. 

The old man tied his ropes around his bundle, and 
hoisted the wood onto his back once more, 

seemingly without effort.  “...Be smart and know 

your enemy.” 
Just then, they heard a twig snap.  Again, the 

old man gestured Jacob to stop and be silent.  

The sound was not the same as the orderly 
marching noise that the samurai had made. It was 

shuffling, dragging and groaning. Jacob felt a 
familiar fear sink into his gut.  

There was a zombie stumbling through the 

forest: a tall, broad-shouldered rotting corpse, with 
eyes grey and a gaping mouth. It was lumbering 
quickly towards them.  

It wasn’t alone. 

Another was coming toward them from a 
different direction, and three more appeared from 

behind them. There was a horde of zombies 
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appearing out of the forest, surrounding them from 
all directions. As the bellowing and growling 
undead closed in on them, the old man leaned in 

close to Jacob and whispered in his ear. “Don’t 
worry. Be still. Relax.” 

The old man then crouched down and picked up 

a couple of rocks from the ground. He threw one 
against a tree nearby.  

THWACK!  
All of the zombies heads cocked and turned to 

follow the noise. Jacob noticed for the first time 

how their greying eyes seemed blind. The 
creatures were relying on their rotting ears to 
guide them. 

The old man wound up and threw the other rock 

against a tree farther off in the distance. 
 KLUNK! 

The horde now shifted their direction, following 

the sound. The old man threw a few more rocks, 
farther and farther into the hills, arcing through the 

sky off into the distance. The zombies followed the 

sounds, moving away from Jacob and the old 
man, being drawn out into the woods. 

Eventually, they were clear and safe.  Jacob let 
out a big sigh. The old man turned to him and 
grinned.  

“With zombies, distraction is best. Be smart and 
know your enemy….”  

They were walking together on the path now.  

Jacob felt a strange closeness to the old man. 

Something about him kept nagging his mind. 
Where do I know him from?” 
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A third surprise came in the form of a deep roar 
of laughter. The woods echoed with the sound 
and startled Jacob.  

The old man stopped and put his arm out, 
protectively. At once, he had put down his bundle 
of wood and gestured for Jacob to stand back.  

A strange figure bounded along the path and 
stood before them. He seemed jolly and comical. 

He was short, round, with a wild red beard and 
curly hair. His clothes were tattered and 
mismatched. The strange little man bowed deeply.  

“Why, hello, good friends. I be Simon, and I 
come to collect a toll from thee.” His voice was 
clownish and raw. It ground on Jacob’s ears like 

sandpaper. 

The old man had a serious expression; his gaze 
focused on the little man’s every move.  

Observing the old man, the stranger’s face 

darkened and a knife slipped out from his side 
pocket. His demeanour changed from that of a 

comical little clown to a dark and sinister troll. His 

pupils changed, taking on the narrow slits of cat’s 
eyes. He sauntered slowly toward Jacob and the 

old man, approaching to within arm’s reach. The 
blade glistened in the sun, sharp and long. The 
little man pointed the tip towards Jacob’s throat.  

“I’ll cut him up, I will…” he grumbled. The 
stranger grinned a horrifying grin of sharp and 
decaying teeth.  

Jacob suddenly felt himself being pushed back 

as the old man stepped in front of him to block the 
knife.  
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The bandit took a swing at the old man with his 
jagged blade and hit nothing but air. He tried 
again, this time stabbing forward swiftly, but the 

old man’s walking stick whipped around and 
blocked his arm with a solid impact.  

The blade fell from the bandit’s hand, as he 

howled.  
The old man slipped under his outstretched 

injured hand, and came around with a second 
blow to his head, fast as a shadow.  

CRACK! 

Jacob was stunned by how quickly the situation 
went from being surprising, to being odd, to being 
dangerous. And now, it seemed to be over. He 

was standing still, feeling his heart pounding, 

trying to make sense of what happened. 
The old man seemed to return to his calm and 

gentle movements right away, carefully dragging 

the knocked out bandit and propping him against 
a tree.  

The old man then came over to Jacob, who was 

still stunned. He placed a soft hand on Jacob’s 
shoulder, facing him, eye to eye.  

“Sometimes you can’t hide from them, and you 
can’t distract them. If that is the case, you must 
not hesitate. Respond to the problem head on, 

immediately and with courage.”  
The old man made a strong fist and shook it in 

the air, yet his entire face beamed a warm and 

gentle smile. He then gathered up his bushel of 

sticks and loaded it onto his back, using his 
walking stick to support himself.  
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A moment later, Jacob blinked. He looked to his 
left, then his right, then all around him. The old 
man was gone.  

His voice whispered in Jacob’s ear, like the 
sound of the wind. 
“Know your enemy….”  

 

Jacob’s mom was caressing his face, trying to 
get him to open his eyes, He was usually pretty 
hard to wake up.  
“Honey, you’re too big to carry… It’s time to go 

home….”  
The sky was a dark purple and blue now. He 

had fallen asleep on the porch. His Bubbie had 
covered him in blankets. She stood behind 
Jacob’s mom, smiling.   
“He’s had a lot to make sense of in these last 

few days. Maybe he can spend the night here?”  
Jacob’s mom was about to protest, not wanting 

him to miss more school.  
Jacob opened his eyes and sat up suddenly. “I 

know… ” 
“What is it… dear?” asked Grandma.  

His eyes went wide and darted around, 
searching for something. He shuffled up off of the 
couch and went to the coffee table where the 
photo album was. Jacob’s mom had a confused 
expression while Bubbie seemed curious. 

Finding what he was looking for, Jacob held up 
a particular photo. “Here!” he gestured to the 
picture of his grandfather with the old man in the 
dojo. His mother and grandmother leaned in close 
to have a look.  
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“There, next to Zayda. That’s Morihei Ueshiba. 
The founder of Aikido.”    
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Drawing It Out 
 

The weeks did not go by quickly,   
but they were not quite as painful as Jacob had 
feared they would be. His school days were long 
and difficult, but he somehow got by. His Young 
Warriors training was exhausting and challenging, 
but he was becoming a bit more confident on his 
own two feet. 

It was mid-week, the morning after an evening in 
the dojo. Jacob awoke feeling rested. He usually 
slept very deeply after training. 

 
The house seemed quiet. But looking at his 

clock, he saw that it was only 7:45am. He got 
dressed and came downstairs. His dad was 
watching an Italian soccer game.   
“Where’s mom?”  
“She’s at work. Hey, wanna watch this with me, 

Jake?” Jacob usually felt a bit annoyed when his 
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dad called him by that name. Today, he didn’t 
mind.  
“No thanks. I gotta go to... “  his voice trailed off 

as he noticed himself about the say the word he 
hated most. School. His dad turned to look at him. 
Jacob’s face betrayed a bit of confusion and 
concern. 
“Hey, don’t worry, son.” He slapped Jacob on 

the shoulder. “I’m taking the morning off, so, I’ll be 
takin’ you to you-know-where... Bada bing, bada 
boom!” He focused back on the game. “Oh, come 
on boys, get it up the field!”  

 
* * *     

 
Jacob made it just in time to hear the bell. He 

felt strange to be back. It felt very familiar and he 
wasn’t sure he liked that.  

Coming to the end of the hallway, he was 
thinking about whether to go up the stairs to Mrs. 
Strickler’s class or down to see Ms. Avery. His 
body seemed to have a mind of it’s own this 
morning because he didn’t pause, his legs just 

started taking him left. As he walked down the first 
few steps, he heard a murmur of snickering and 
laughter, coming from just behind him.  

Jacob spun around and saw Simon, the red-
headed boy, also known as Snake, pointing his 
phone right at him, with a twisted grin on his face. 
“Keep going, weirdo.” A couple of boys Jacob 
didn’t know were hanging over his shoulder 
laughing like hyenas.  
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“Off you go to the Dummy Dungeon!” One of 
them guffawed in a deep voice. 

A girl who was walking by, slowed down and 
approached them to see what they were doing. 
She was covering her face, trying to stop from 
laughing. “That’s so mean!” She shook her head, 
but smiled as she leaned in to look at Simon’s 
phone.  
Jacob’s face flushed with embarrassment. Then 

a flare of rage filled him as he turned to run back 
up the stairs. The boys quickly dispersed and ran 
off, laughing. The girl remained, smiling nervously. 
Jacob felt like he wanted to punch something. He 
gave her a dirty look instead and then turned to 
make his way back to the basement. 

 He sat down at a table, his shoulders slumped 
in defeat. As the rest of the students took their 
time to find their seats, Ms. Avery came over to 
Jacob and put her hand on his shoulder.  
“Hi Jacob.” She waited for a moment.  
“Hi,” he whispered back.  
“It seems like you’re having a down kinda 

day….” She sat down in the empty seat next to 

him and waited for him to look up at her. His head 
tilted up a little, eyeing her through his tangle of 
hair.  
“Would drawing help?”  
He nodded.  
He spent the next hour drawing zombies. 

Zombies watching him from behind a fence, 
hungry for his flesh. Zombies following him home. 
Zombies walking aimlessly in the halls of the 
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school while he hid behind corners. The morning 
went by quickly. 

When Ms. Avery put her hand on his shoulder 
again and leaned in to see, he covered up his 
page, embarrassed by his current drawing 
obsession.  
“It’s okay. I like zombies too,” she reassured 

him. He looked up and moved his hands away so 
that she could see the pages. She smirked. “I 
mean I don’t ‘like’ like them. But, I do think 
they’re…  interesting, in a creepy kinda way.” He 
was surprised at this. He nodded in agreement.  

She sighed and sat down next to him again.  
“I saw what happened earlier in the stairway.”  
His face flashed in surprise. How did she know?  
She smiled and tapped the side of her head. “I 

have a video camera outside our stairwell. I know 
what some kids think of this place. They call this… 
“ She gestured to the room, “The Dungeon of 
Doom… or The Basement for Dummies… Or 
something along those lines. But, they’re just 
afraid. I think of that stairway as the Gauntlet of 
Fear,” she leaned forward to whisper proudly. 

“Only the brave make it down here.” 
He was torn: he felt happy and safe to be able to 

do his schoolwork here, but also like a loser to 
everyone else upstairs.  

Ms. Avery read his face. “The question is,” she 
pointed down at his zombie drawings, “do you 
want to be a zombie fitting in with the horde, or do 
you dare to be brave and find out who you are and 
what makes you stand out?” 
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He made a big gulp. Looking at his drawings, he 
knew the answer.  
“Jacob, I need to ask you for a favour.” She 

squinted her eyes, “It’s ok if you say no, I just can’t 
think of anyone else who could do this.”  

He felt himself sitting up straighter, with his 
chest out in pride. He wanted to do something to 
be helpful for her.  
“What is it?” He asked timidly, not wanting to 

disappoint her if he couldn’t do it.  
“You know that boy who attacked Harold?”  
Jacob felt the blood draining from his face. He 

just looked back at Ms. Avery, not answering, but 
nodding along.  

She continued. “I figured this might be a scary 
thing to consider, but I really believe that you may 
be an excellent person to reach out and actually 
help him. He feels pretty alone in the world, and I 
guess I imagined that you might relate.”   

Jacob’s eyes suddenly scanned around 
frantically searching for Pablo. He found him 
sitting on the other side of the room. He was trying 
to play with two other boys who were ignoring him. 

Jacob watched as Pablo’s body language 
changed. His shoulders slumped down as he 
turned around, lumbering over and slumping down 
at a desk in an empty corner of the room. 

He looked like an outcast, someone unwanted. 
Jacob could not help but see him as a sad beast. 
Like a giant troll, from some fairy-tale, who first 
appears fearsome, but is really just sad and alone. 
Jacob turned to Ms. Avery, unsure of what would 
happen.  
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“I’ll try,” he said.  
She beamed a great smile. Standing up on a 

chair, she directed her voice to the rest of the kids, 
sitting around and talking.  
“Hear this, my wonderful students! Inspired by 

Jacob over here, I am making a dare to all of us to 
be more brave! The Challenge of the Day is this: 
we’re going to draw or create something that we 
are afraid of.” She stepped down and thought of 
something to add, “Or if that’s too hard, it could be 
something that we don’t like. Should be pretty 
easy, no?”  

The room lit up with activity as kids started 
drawing. One girl took out some play dough and 
started building a figure. Standing next to Pablo, 
Jacob was filled with surprise and confusion. The 
fear that gripped him earlier washed away, but 
now, looking at Pablo, he felt more and more 
weight on his shoulders and in his heart. He felt 
sorry for the large boy. 
“Wanna draw?” Jacob asked.  
“My drawing sucks!” Pablo spat out. He looked 

at Jacob and made a sad face and shook his 

head. “Sorry, not you! Just mad.”  
“It’s ok. I used to suck at it too. Is it okay if I sit 

here and draw next to you?”  
Pablo nodded. He then lunged forward and 

snapped up a sheet of paper from the stack that 
Jacob brought over. The boy started drawing right 
away. He was pushing the crayon so intensely 
that he ripped the paper, quickly becoming 
frustrated. As Pablo turned beet red, Jacob 
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imagined steam coming out of his ears and his 
eyes bulging out like in an old cartoon.  

Despite Pablo fuming and banging the table, 
Jacob felt drawn to stay seated next to him. He 
felt strangely calm.  
“It happens,” Jacob said. “Try to push more 

gently…”  
“Gently…?” Pablo stopped, bewildered.  
“Yeah.”  
“Everyone tells me to be more ‘gentle’...” Pablo 

snorted to himself and kept drawing.  
Jacob handed him another sheet of paper. The 

two sat next to each other drawing for a good long 
time. They were mostly silent, except for every 
few minutes when Pablo would snort, grumble, or 
sigh dramatically to himself.   

Jacob kept looking out of the corner of his eye at 
what the big kid was drawing next. He felt a tug of 
curiosity pulling him into Pablo’s world.  
“What’s that?” He finally asked.  
Pablo stopped, moaning loudly as he leaned 

back to look at his paper. Jacob leaned in to get a 
look at the whole picture.  

“That’s the ogre.” Pablo pointed to a big round 
figure in the center of the page.  
“What are these guys doing?” Jacob wondered 

out loud pointing to the little stick men surrounding 
the ogre.  
“Stupid little morons throwing rocks at him.”  
“Oh….” Jacob felt a sense of deja vu - 

remembering how he imagined Pablo earlier. He 
started looking at this picture as if the ogre was 
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actually Pablo. How could it not be? He thought to 
himself.  
“What about this?” Jacob asked about the dark 

circle in the corner of the page.  
“That’s his cave. He lives there. Better go back, 

ogre!” Pablo said this as if trying to will the figure 
on the page to move.  

Jacob saw sadness on Pablo’s face. “What does 
the ogre need to feel better?” Jacob surprised 
himself by the question that came out of his 
mouth.  

Pablo looked puzzled and then his eyebrows 
shot up quickly. He grabbed a crayon and then 
leaned in so close to the page, Jacob could not 
see.  

A moment later, Pablo leaned back. “There!”  
Now there was a red stick man on the ogre’s 

shoulder.  
“Who’s that?”  
“Donald. He the ogre’s only friend.” Pablo made 

a fist and pounded the table so hard that it shook. 
He was grinning. “He helps the ogre smash the 
bad kids!”  

Jacob noticed something else that was on the 
picture that wasn’t there before. He pointed to the 
black squiggly line around the ogre’s leg. “What’s 
that?”  
“Chains. The ogre did bad things, so he goes to 

jail.”  
Jacob felt a heat rising inside his face. “Did 

Donald tell the ogre to do bad things?”  
Pablo nodded. “Yeah! Donald tried to help the 

ogre and tell him what to do, but it went bad.”  
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Jacob noticed his own fists clenching. “Pablo, 
listen.”  

Pablo turned to look at him, his eyes droopy and 
sad. “What?”  
“Can I draw something… on your picture?”  
Pablo shrugged, looking sad and unsure.  
Jacob pulled the page to him and started 

drawing something on the ogre’s other shoulder. 
He pulled back quickly and turned the page to 
Pablo again.  
“It’s an angel. A real friend.” Jacob had drawn a 

stick man with a halo and added horns to the 
Donald stick figure.  

As Pablo stared at the picture, emotions danced 
on his face: first confusion, then surprise, then 
hurt, and then the furrowed brows of 
determination. All of a sudden, Jacob observed 
that Pablo no longer looked like a helpless little 
child trapped inside a giant’s body. Instead, he 
looked a bit older and wiser.  

Pablo looked up and nodded. “Yeah. A real 
friend.”  
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INTERCEPTED 
 

Jacob stood in the hallway watching 

the office. His palms were warm and slightly 
damp. His left hand held tightly onto a folded 
piece of paper. It felt like there were eyes 
watching him from all around — as if the walls and 
the lockers themselves were spying on him. He 
took a long breath out and waited. 

The paper in his hand was destined for Mr. 
Khumbu, the principal himself. Jacob had written 
down the truth about what happened to Harold, 
and that it was Donald who was really pulling the 
strings. He also named the bully’s accomplices: 
Simon, the mischievous red-headed boy who was 
mocking him earlier, and the principal’s own son, 
Malcolm. 

Jacob was very careful to make sure no one 
would know the note was from him. He typed it out 
on the computer, printed it out, and erased the file. 
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That part of the plan was a success, but now there 
was a problem. Jacob needed to drop the note off 
without anybody seeing him. But, Mrs. Colombo 
was sitting at her perch in the front office, always 
watching, like an owl.  

The main office was off to the side of the 
school’s entrance. Jacob remembered this area 
keenly, as it was what he first saw when he took 
his first nervous steps into the building a week 
ago. Now, if felt like months ago. The main office 
was fronted by a set of automated sliding glass 
doors. The space itself was one large open room 
with a few doors off to the side that led to the 
smaller offices of the principal and vice-principals.  

Mrs. Colombo seemed to be always hovering 
there, like a mother hen tending to a nest. There 
always seemed to be a phone ringing, along with 
the beeping and buzzing of printers. Mrs. 
Colombo moved quickly, quietly, and with 
certainty, swooping from one task to another. 

Jacob imagined what might happen if word got 
back to Donald and his D-Pack that he was the 
one who told on them. The image of a dead rat in 

his locker popped into his head and sent chills 
down his spine. He didn’t doubt that Donald would 
do that to him or much worse. This could ruin my 
life, he thought, sweating dripping onto the paper 
in his hand. He was weighing whether or not to go 
through with it.  

Don’t chicken out, he told himself. A warrior is 

supposed to be brave.  
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Jacob was sweating all over now. But, I’m not a 
warrior… He found himself shaking his head side 

to side.  
A voice inside replied — A warrior is defined by 

their actions. A warrior does what is right.  

He swallowed some saliva and watched tensely 
as Mrs. Colombo finally stood up and carried a 
stack of papers into one of the vice-principal's 
offices. She closed the door and disappeared from 
sight.  

This was his chance. His heart was pounding, 
like it was going to burst out of his chest. He 
started walking as smoothly as he could toward 
the sliding glass doors. They didn’t open until he 
was right in front of them. Mr. Khumbu’s office 
was only a few steps away, towards the left. All he 
had to do was slide his note under, turn around, 
and get out. 

Sometimes you fight, sometimes you hide… 
Jacob suddenly heard the old man’s steady and 
calming voice in his head. Sometimes you must 

respond with force and courage… As Jacob slid 
the note underneath the door, he whispered to 

himself “…Know your enemy.”  
As soon as the paper left his hand underneath 

the door he darted back toward the sliding glass of 
the office entrance. He moved toward it so fast 
that the sensor didn’t have time to see him and 
open.  

Jacob’s face hit the glass with a loud 
BUUNNNNGGG. The sound vibrated through the 
main foyer.  
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He stumbled back a step as the doors slid 
politely open for him. He heard a chuckle from 
somewhere off at the other end of the hallway. 
Scared of being seen, he lifted his right arm over 
his face and quickly darted away.  As soon as he 
turned the corner, he touched his face, his cheek 
bruised and his nose stunned.  

 
* * *     

 
Moments ago… the person who had been 
chuckling was Malcolm. He was taking a drink at 
the water fountain in the hallway, when he heard 
the sound and looked up to see Jacob’s stunned 
expression facing the glass doors.  

As Jacob covered his face and ran by, a light 
bulb went on in Malcolm’s head. It registered that 
Jacob was the weird new kid he had been seeing 
so much of lately. 

Malcolm was standing there wondering why 
Jacob ran away so fast when he saw the door to 
the principal’s office open. Mr. Khumbu, his dad, 
stepped out and looked around, as if expecting to 

see someone. He held a small piece of paper in 
one hand, and he looked down at it with a puzzled 
expression. Looking up again, he saw Malcolm. 
“Malcolm,” he tried to say his son’s name with 

concern, but it came out in a stern tone. “Why 
aren’t you in Mr. Rutherford’s class?” 
“I was just getting a drink, Da....” Malcolm 

caught himself mid-word, then rolled his eyes, 
remembering the proper school formalities. “...Mr. 
Khumbu.”  
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“Well come in here for a moment, would you?” 
Malcolm entered the principal’s office, with its 
clean carpets and thriving potted plants. The boy 
sat down in a chair opposite his father’s desk. Mr. 
Khumbu closed the door, and slowly made his 
way to his own chair, seemingly lost in thought.  

Finally, he looked up at Malcolm with an 
expression of curiosity on his face, or perhaps 
something else.  

 “Malcolm,” he began, slowly, “if you did… If you 
knew something was — ” He paused. “If 
something happened that was wrong, you know 
you could tell me about it, right? As your father, I 
always want you to know you can trust me.” 

Malcolm shifted in his seat uncomfortably. 
“Yeah… I mean, sure Dad. Of course. Is there 
something…?” He didn’t want to say anything, but 
he wondered if this strange question had 
something to do with the folded up piece of paper 
on his desk. 
“Good. Glad to hear it. It’s just that I’ve been 

hearing a rumour, and I wanted to double check 
something… You know you can tell me if you saw 

Harold Chu being bullied, and that I wouldn’t 
punish you if you had… If you had said something 
untrue, earlier… about you and Donald playing 
football on the other side of the field when that 
happened.” The principal, looked uneasy as he 
folded his hands together over his stomach. “I just 
wanted to be sure that you know you that have no 
reason to lie about that… Or anything, really.” 

Malcolm wasn’t sure if that was a question or 
not, but he decided to answer it like it was. “Of 
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course, Dad. You don’t have to worry about that. I 
haven’t heard any rumours about me and 
Donald…about anything…”  

Then Malcolm had a thought. He slowed down 
to think it through, looking over his dad’s face.  
“But you know, some kids do get a little jealous 

of us. You know… Maybe that’s why people have 
been saying stuff about us. Like that kid... That 
new kid. What’s his name? The one with the crazy 
hair that covers up his face, in Mrs. Strickler’s 
class?” 
“I believe you mean Jacob.”  
“That’s right. Jacob.” Malcolm made a face that 

looked sympathetic and thoughtful, which covered 
up what he was really feeling at that moment. 
“Well, I know that he and that Harold kid are pretty 
tight. And Jacob was trying to hang out with me 
and Donald for a little while, but it didn’t work out. 
Nothing against him, but you just can’t be friends 
with everybody. Maybe he just wants to get us in 
trouble or something.” 

Mr. Khumbu and Malcolm both studied each 
other’s faces, trying to grasp at what the other was 

thinking. 
“I get it. Thanks, Malcolm, for letting me know 

your perspective. You’d better get back to class, 
son.” 
 
 



 

185 

BLINDSIGHTED 
 

After eating his lunch, Jacob felt      a 

weight lifted off his chest. He was outside, running 
around trying to catch a flying disk. Instead of 
skulking inside or doodling, he decided to go out 
to enjoy the sunny day. Gradually, he found 
himself joining some boys who were playing, just 
for fun. They were on a wide-open green space at 
the side of the school, with a good-smelling 
breeze blowing gently.  

He tried not to show it, but he was feeling some 
glee and pride, especially when he discovered 
that he could throw the frisbee in a way that made 
it go straight.  He imagined he was charging the 
disk with a golden energy from his core, a warm 
spot just below his bellybutton — what Sensei 
Dan called his ki. Connecting with his core, he 

whipped the disc out with his whole body, sending 
it flying. He wasn’t sure if this was some sort of 
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magic, or he was just making it up because it felt 
cool to do, but it was working so far. The frisbee 
flew quickly and far across the field, high up his 
time. Having felt like an awkward klutz most of his 
life, it was a thrill to feel like he could do 
something and not feel like a loser. 

Having made a solid pass, Jacob was keenly 
watching all around him. He scanned over the 
expressions of his playmates. They seemed to be 
smiling and genuinely enjoying playing with him. 
Then, wishing he could share this moment, he 
looked about to see if Harold was nearby to invite 
him to join.  

Jacob’s world suddenly spun upside down as he 
flew sideways over himself. He landed face down 
into the muddy grass. His ears were ringing with 
the sound of a sinister chuckling that was 
unmistakable. He shook himself out of shock and 
turned over to look up and see Donald with a 
jeering and menacing smile. He held a football 
under his arm. 
“Woops, I guess you gotta watch where I’m 

going, huh?” He snorted. 

Other boys came near to see what would 
happen next. Jacob was not amused. He stared 
intensely at the boy with the fake smile, standing 
over him. 

They both noticed the gym teacher, Mr. McKay, 
watching with interest, but from a distance, 
drinking his coffee on the steps of the school. Mr. 
McKay was known for being passionate and loud. 
Often, he went on for too long, telling wild stories 
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to everyone. This time, he hollered at them from 
across the field.  
“Everything okay, boys?!”  
Donald, the master of deception, called back, 

“Just an accident, Mr. McKay!” He lowered his 
hand to Jacob, in a show as if to help him up. 

What could happen? Jacob thought as he 
accepted Donald’s outstretched hand. He kept his 
legs steady so as to lift his own weight himself. As 
he stood up, relieved, he suddenly felt incredible 
agony in his hand. Donald was pressing a pain 
point in the meaty part of his palm, between his 
thumb and first finger. Jacob wanted to scream 
out, but from afar, it looked like they were just 
shaking hands. With everyone watching, he broke 
the contact between them and shoved Donald 
back.  Suddenly, Mr. McKay’s coffee flew out of 
his mug as he leapt forward and started marching 
across the field towards them.  

Donald put his arms up to show that he wasn’t 
doing anything wrong, feigning surprise and 
confusion to the crowd that was assembling 
around them. Before the teacher could break 

through the circle of kids, Donald was leaning in 
closer, his words biting into Jacob.  
“You’re gonna regret walking out on the D-Pack 

and ratting on us,” the boy muttered in a low, 
cutting voice.  “I promise to make your life a living 
hell.” 

A chill ran down Jacob’s back and the world 
turned a bit darker. Was it a cloud blocking the 
sun or just him squinting? Jacob his skin had 
goose bumps and his core was shivering, but he 
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stood his ground. The crowd of zombies didn’t 
bother him today. Not taking his eyes off of 
Donald, he brushed himself off and broke out of 
the circle, walking away. He tried to look unfazed, 
but his hand still hurt, and he started to feel how 
bruised and achy he was on his left side from the 
crash. With every step he made, his fear was 
fading. A small but growing fire was burning inside 
him.  

He didn’t get very far before Mr. McKay grabbed 
him by the elbow.  

The rest of the hour, Jacob spent explaining to 
the principal what happened.  

Mr. Khumbu seemed to be listening very 
carefully to what Jacob told him, but he kept 
asking questions about things Jacob had already 
said, making him repeat himself two or three 
times. Jacob started to get annoyed.  

Eventually, the principal paused to think about 
things. He then called Mrs. Colombo and told her 
to invite Donald into the office, too.  

Jacob’s body tensed as Donald came in with his 
chin up. His face was contorted in a pouting 

expression, trying to look sad and hurt. His eyes 
were teary as he stared directly at the principal. 
Donald’s finger shot out towards Jacob without 
looking at him, pointing in blame. 
“Sir... Jacob shoved me, hard. I bumped into 

him by accident and he just lost it!” 
Jacob felt a spark of heat growing in his face 

and chest. He started to say something to defend 
himself, but Mr. Khumbu put out his hand. 
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“Wait, my friend. You’ve had your say. Let 
Donald speak, please.”  

His voice was so deep and calm, but at this 
moment, it was infuriating to Jacob. It was like the 
man was trying to make him not feel how he felt. 
Jacob noticed that his fists were clenching. The 
fire inside him was burning brighter now.  

Donald stepped forward, crossed his arms, and 
huffed, “I hope you don’t tolerate this kind of 
violence, sir. I’ll be telling my dad...”   

Mr. Khumbu rubbed his face with his hands. He 
had that tired and perplexed look of what-should-I-
do-with-you-boys? Eventually, he cut off Donald’s 
explanation. 

 “I understand how each of you feel,” said Mr. 
Khumbu, “and given what Mr. McKay says he 
saw, you both need to make this better.”  

Donald sighed, nodded, and turned around to 
put out his hand to Jacob. He had that evil grin, 
which Mr. Khumbu couldn’t see because Donald 
turned his body to block it from his view. Jacob 
refused to take the bait. I’m not getting burned 
AGAIN.  He thought as he crossed his arms in 

defiance.  
Mr. Khumbu frowned and shook his head. Jacob 

felt the principal’s disapproval directed at him. 
This is so unfair! 

The anger inside was boiling over. Fearful of 
losing control, Jacob shot up and walked out of 
the room.   
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TEXTING ON FIRE 
 

Jacob pushed the heavy glass front 
doors and burst out of the school building. He 
couldn’t wait to get as far away as possible, but he 
also didn’t want to draw attention to himself and 
get in more trouble. So he slowed down his pace, 
keeping his head up, trying to look natural, like he 
was not running away and skipping school. When 
he turned the corner of the street, he burned 

rubber, speed-walking down the sidewalk.  
When he got to the end of the street he stopped 

at the crosswalk, breathing heavily. He looked at 
his phone. It was 1:45pm. Unless he turned back 
now and went to class, he was totally skipping 
part of his school day and someone was definitely 
going to notice. 

Jacob stood there staring at his feet on the 
sidewalk, frozen for a moment. He worried about 
his parents finding out, he worried about their 
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anger, and most of all her worried about seeing 
the looks of disappointment on their faces. But 
even still, his body refused to turn around and 
walk back to school.  

Seeing the cars pass beside him in the direction 
he was walking, he felt urged to keep going. He 
leaned forward and continued walking with haste 
and fury down the street. 

 
Brrring! Brrrriiiiiinnnng! 
 

His phone was set to only accept calls from his 
mom. The ringer was set to the sound of an old-
timey telephone. The ringer was supposed to be 
off when he was in school, but he’d forgotten 
again. 

He kept walking just as it stopped ringing. Phew. 
He sighed with relief. 

 
Brrring! Brrrriiiiiinnnng! 

 

He tensed up again as he noticed a police car 
approaching from the road ahead. He knew it 

would look weird that someone his age was out of 
school by himself at this hour. He darted behind a 
bush on someone’s front lawn.   

 
Brrrriiiiiinnnng! 
 

“Come on!” He cursed the noise under his 
breath. He pulled out the old flip phone. He didn’t 
know how to make it stop. His mom had called 
twice now. He decided to reply with a text.  
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Jacob 
1:46pm 
“What is it mom!?” 
 
Ding! 

 

The phone chimed with the sound of a bell to let 
him know there was a text response. How do I 
turn the sound off?  Jacob thought, gritting his 
teeth. Annoyed, he tried to move the volume 
switch on the side, but it was stuck. 

 
Mom  
1:46pm 
“Just checking in. It’s your break time  
between 3rd and 4th period, right?”  
 
 Jacob didn’t know what to say in response. 

For what felt like a long while, he didn’t say 
anything at all.  

 
Ding! 

 

Mom 
1:49pm  
“You there?” 
 
Jacob 
1:51pm 
“I’m fine. Busy.” 
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Jacob started walking quickly again. He sprinted 
to the next corner, not wanting to be seen or 
stopped by anyone. Holding the phone open in his 
hand, his fingers squeezed some of the buttons.  

 
Jacob 
1:52pm 
“Grfwlkj@%^9” 
 
Ding! 

 
Mom 
1:54pm  
“What’s going on? I got a missed call 
from school, but can’t reach anyone  
there yet.”    
 
Jacob wondered what he should tell her. He 

sighed unhappily and sat down on a nearby tree 
stump on someone’s freshly-cut front lawn. The 
neighborhood was fairly quiet and empty.  

He replied. 
 

Jacob 
1:55pm 
“I ate school!” 
 
Jacob 
1:55pm 
”**HATE!” 
 
He waited this time, wondering what she was 

writing. It felt like forever.   
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Ding! 
 

Mom 
1:59pm 
“I understand how you feel. But,  
what’s going on??”   
 
The last thing Jacob wanted to do was to have 

to explain it all in words, and especially now. He 
pressed down hard on the phone keys. 

  
 
Jacob 
2:00pm 
“Grrrrrrrr!!!” 
 
Ding! went his phone again, loudly. That noise 

unnerved him. He looked around, feeling exposed.  
 
Mom 
2:00pm 
“What’s up? TALK TO ME, please!” 

   
 She added a concerned-looking emoticon. 

Where’d she find that? Looks just like her, he 

thought.  
He sighed, knowing this conversation was not 

going to end without him opening up to her. He 
planted his elbows on his knees and started 
moving his thumbs, writing what came to his mind 
first.  
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Jacob 
2:01pm 
“I want to kill somebody!” 
 
Ding! 
 

 

 
Mom 
2:01pm 
“What?! Why? Who?”  
 
Jacob 
2:01pm 
“This guy Donald.  
I hate him.  
He’s evil.”  
 
He waited for a while. He imagined there was 

nothing she could say or write to make him feel 
better, but it felt good to get it off his chest. Finally, 
her reply came.  

 

Ding! 

 
Mom 
2:03pm 
“Where are you exactly?  
I’m coming to get you!”  
 
Jacob shot back up to his feet, ready to start 

walking again.  
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Jacob 
2:04pm 
“No. Donut!” 
 
Ding! 

 
Mom 
2:04pm 
“I’ll find you and get over there  
asap…” 
 
Jacob 
2:05pm 
“PLEASE DON’T!!”  
 
Brrring! Brrrriiiiiinnnng! 
 

The phone rang again. Jacob refused to answer 
it.  

 
Ding! 

 
Mom 

2:07pm 
“Pick up the phone!  
At least tell me where you  
are!” 
 
Jacob didn’t like it when she worried so much.  
 
Jacob 
2:07pm 
“Walking… home.”  
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Ding! 

 
Mom 
2:08pm 
“Ok. STOP! Right. Now.” 
 
He saw the city bus coming down the street 

towards him. It was his back-up option for getting 
home if his parents ever couldn’t pick him up. His 
mom had made sure that she put bus tokens in 
his wallet, in his backpack, even in his shoes 
underneath the in-soles. Just in case. Partly, she 
did this because she was a worrier, and partly, 
because Jacob lost important things all the time. 
He found a spare token in his shoe’s insole. He 
managed to get the sneaker back on just as the 
bus wheezed to a halt by the corner. He stepped 
in to pay his fare. Then he sat down and pondered 
about what he would do next.  

 
Jacob 
2:10pm 
“No. I’m on the bus.”  

 
Ding! 
 

Mom 
2:10pm 
“What intersection?!”  
 
They had sent the texts at exactly the same 

time. 
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Jacob  
2:10pm 
“I’m on the bus now.  
RELAX, mom!” 
 
Ding! 

 

Mom 
2:11pm 
“I CAN’T RELAX! You’re talking  
about killing this boy and you’re 
not in school! And you’re on the  
bus! Which bus!?”  
 
He wrote back in rapid fire.  
 
Jacob 
2:11pm 
“The 54. Like you taught me.”  
 
Jacob 
2:11pm 
“I know where to get off 2.”  

 
 
Jacob 
2:11pm 
“You need to be at work.” 
 
Jacob 
2:12pm 
“Hey! At least I’m not talking  
about killing MYSELF, right??” 
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Ding! 
 

Mom 
2:13pm 
“Sigh. OK.”  
 
Jacob sighed also. He sat back and stared out 

the window, making sure he was paying attention 
to the landmarks, not wanting to miss his stop. He 
had at least ten minutes, so he opened up his 
phone again.  

 
Jacob 
2:15pm 
“AAT…” 
 
Ding! 

 
 

 

Mom 
2:15pm 

“What?!” 
 
Jacob 
2:15pm 
“And another thing…” 
 
Jacob 
2:16pm 
“I’m not a little kid any  
more. I’m going to keep  
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going to Aikido even if  
Leo thinks I suck at it.”  
 
Ding! 
 

Mom 
2:17pm 
“You mean the Young Warriors?  
OK. Great!” 
 
Mom 
2:17pm 
“What??? He said that!?” 
 
Jacob 
2:18pm 
“He thought it.”  
Ding! 

 
Mom 
2:19pm 
“Leo can be such a jerk sometimes.” 
 

Jacob 
2:19pm 
“Finally you uhgree!!” 
 
Ding! 

 
Mom 
2:20pm 
“I said SOMETIMES. 
 We can ALL be jerks 
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 sometimes.” 
 
Ding! 

 

Mom 
2:20pm 
“PS - you need to use spell check.”   
 
Ding! 
 
 

 

 
Mom 
2:20pm 
“PPS - The key is under the  
plant by the side entrance.  
I’ll be there ASAP.” 
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BLENDING 
  
A few hours later, Jacob was sitting 
on the mat at the dojo, in a line with all the other 
students. They sat looking ahead at Sensei Dan. 
A lesson was being taught about something Jacob 
found interesting, but his mind kept wandering. It 
was stuck on a moment from earlier that day, 
when he was knocked over by Donald.  

How did it happen? I was on the look-out... He 
thought to himself. How can I make sure that 

never happens again? I can’t always face every 
direction, all of the time! Frustrations churned 
through his mind.   
“This is ridiculous!” Blurted out Evan, who was 

sitting next to him. 
Sensei Jess frowned at him. Sensei Dan turned 

his body to face Evan, curious and open. “How 
so?” he asked. 
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“Well, you expect that if someone is invading our 
space that we can just use our voice to tell them 
to stop. Seriously?? That. Does. Not. Work!” 
“I hear you, Evan. Anyone else feel this way?” 
About half of the other kids put up their hands. 

Jacob felt perplexed. What are we talking about? 
Sensei Dan gave a knowing nod to Sensei Jess. 

She took his cue, and clumsily stepped in way too 
close to his face to demonstrate the point. It 
seemed innocent and harmless. 
“Please step back, Jess.”  
She did so. 
“Thank you.”  
Then, she got in his face a second again. This 

time, she had her chest puffed out with an 
obnoxious expression. 
“Get out of my face, please.” He said more 

firmly.  
She pulled back, reluctantly.  
“That might work sometimes, right?” Sensei Dan 

asked to the assembled students. 
Sensei Jess came back yet again, leaning 

forward, strutting aggressively with her chest 

puffed out even more.  
“Most of the time, we don’t have to respond 

defensively. Often, our ‘attackers’ are just showing 
us attitude. They’re not a real threat.”  
“I wouldn’t let that go,” mumbled Malcolm.  
“I know. We’re all proud, and sometimes our 

pride makes us respond to a simple attitude as if it 
were a real threat. But we are here to learn to be 
bigger, wiser and more skillful than that, right?”  
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“Yes, Sensei!” Toby replied strongly. He was 
sitting up straight, with his thumbs tucked into his 
advanced stripe belt. 
“So, skillfully, we let it go. That’s what a warrior 

does. When we’re called upon, we defend the 
powerless, but besides that… We don’t have 
anything to prove, right?” 
“But — ” Evan jumped back in. 
“ — But,” Sensei continued, “of course, 

sometimes there are people who don’t respect our 
space, and who actually want to hurt us. Hopefully 
this is rare, but sure, it can happen.”  

Sensei Jess approached Sensei Dan again. Her 
body language was serious, cold, and hard. She 
seemed to be seething, like a snake ready to 
strike.  
“Pause.” Sensei Dan said. Sensei Jess froze in 

place, like a statue.  
“How can you tell this is a dangerous situation?”  
The young warriors observed for a moment. 
“You just feel it in your gut,” Sam answered.  
“And her nostrils are flaring,” added Tim, the 

quiet boy who hardly ever spoke.  

“Her fists are clenched,” Jacob noticed. 
“Yes, all of you are right. Put all these signs 

together, and you may sense that something 
dangerous is coming. Then, you are ready.”  

Sensei Dan sat down on the mat. Sensei Jess 
stood looming over him. “Let’s pretend I’m really 
small, so that I‘m also at a physical disadvantage.” 

Sensei Jess then struck with a jab so quickly it 
looked like a flash whipping towards Sensei Dan’s 
face. She missed. Sensei Dan barely moved at all, 
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and yet he was out of the way of her strike, and, 
somehow managed to flip her over.  

Sensei Jess flew in the air in a blur of 
movement. She tucked into a ball, rolled forward, 
and got to her feet in the space of a heartbeat.  

Jacob’s jaw dropped.  
“It’s called blending.” Sensei Dan said. Sensei 

Jess repeated the whole event, this time in slow 
motion. “You see it coming and them you direct 
the flow of the attack away from you.” 

A few minutes later, Jacob and Malcolm were on 
their knees on the mat, facing each other down. 
Before Jacob could find a way to switch partners, 
Malcolm had bowed. Jacob bowed back, without 
thinking. 

Then, suddenly, the other boy’s arm reached out 
to knock Jacob’s chin backwards. Jacob 
remembered what happened with Evan during his 
first class. He knew he was supposed to get out of 
the way, but his feet were stuck under him. Since 
his body wouldn’t move out of the way of the 
strike, he tried to hold back the force of Malcolm’s 
arm. It was too strong.  

Malcolm followed through and tipped him over, 
sending him backwards. Jacob landed with a 
THUD, bumping his head on the mat. For a 
moment he felt disoriented and helpless, like a 
turtle on its back.   

Malcolm stayed over him, quiet and 
expressionless. Jacob noticed Malcolm’s nose 
sneering slightly, but then his face was blank 
again, like he was trying to hide something. Jacob 
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got up slowly, feeling embarrassed and frustrated. 
This isn’t fair. What am I supposed…  

Malcolm attacked again without pause. Jacob 
tried to swat the arm away with both of his hands 
as it approached him. Too late to change his 
response, he realized his timing was a moment 
too soon. The motion made Jacob go off balance, 
leaning too far forward. Malcolm noticed this and 
used it against him, swaying him to one side and 
making him fall face down this time.  

Malcolm shook his head and scoffed.  
Jacob lay there for a moment. How did I get 

thrown down!? He growled in frustration and shot 
back up.  

Sensei Dan came over to watch.  
Jacob focused his growing fury at Malcolm and 

chose to attack him this time.  
Malcolm stayed calm and confident, where he 

was.  
As Jacob’s arm came closer to Malcolm’s face, 

he suddenly felt sucked in, losing his balance and 
falling onto his face, yet another time. I hate 
this!  Jacob grumbled, lying on the mat for a 

moment.  
 “Jake?” Sensei Dan crouched down and 

chimed in. “Want a tip?”  
Jacob nodded.  
“Ok. Two things you could do. Put your hand out 

when you’re falling… And, watch what Malcolm is 
doing. He knows something you don’t.”  

Jacob cursed under his breath as he got up. “It’s 
Jacob.”  
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Sensei Dan was already out of earshot, but was 
looking over to see what they would do next. 
Malcolm noticed Sensei’s gaze. He gave a guilty 
look, rolled his eyes, and cleared his throat.  
“Want to know what I’m doing?” He spat out, not 

sounding like he really wanted to help. 
Jacob sighed and nodded.  
Malcolm’s chest puffed up a bit. “Ok, It’s like 

being a rock and having the water flow towards 
you. You let it slide off and continue to flow around 
you.”  

Malcolm asked Jacob to attack him more slowly 
now. As he did so, Malcolm’s arms joined Jacob’s 
arms with a light touch, “This is blending.” He then 
guided him just a little off to the side, just enough 
to make Jacob lose his balance. “And this I call 
goin’ with the flow. Got it?”  

Jacob nodded. Malcolm didn’t wait a moment. 
As soon as they bowed, he attacked again. It 
seemed to be even faster. This time, Jacob saw it 
coming. He focused on his breath and relaxed his 
arms.  

Blend with him first. Then, go with the flow.  

His arms made contact first, then his hips and 
the trunk of his body turned. Malcolm’s eyes 
flashed with surprise as he went off balance, 
falling over to Jacob’s left side. The boy landed 
smoothly and rolled back up. He tried to hide 
being impressed.  
“Not bad.” Malcolm coughed under his breath.    
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Flipping the Tray 
 

Ever since he briefly joined Donald’s 
D-Pack, the cafeteria became a place that Jacob 
avoided like the plague. He had gotten used to 
eating lunch in one of his hiding places. He would 
sit in the back of his empty art class, or find in a 
nook in the library behind one of the book 
displays. When he felt that he was alone in one of 
these places, he would sit, draw, and eat a 

sandwich he had brought from home.  
But today was different. Jacob was looking for 

Harold. He walked through the doors of the 
cafeteria and adjusted his eyes and ears to the 
busy scene of hundreds of kids chatting, eating, 
and fooling around. Kids from every grade were 
crammed in together in a long room with windows 
on one side. It looked like endless rows of tables 
as far as he could see. It was more than a month 
into the school term now, and everyone seemed 
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to have found their group of friends, except for 
Jacob. 

Jacob’s eye spotted Harold sitting at a table with 
some younger kids. The boy had a glum posture. 
His head was drawn down, and he was slowly 
eating some mushy looking food. Jacob got a tray 
of some mystery meat, spinach, potatoes and 
cranberry juice, and made his way towards 
Harold.  

Halfway across the busy room, he nearly 
bumped into Donald, who had strutted over to 
intentionally stand in his way. Jacob’s sneakers 
squeaked as he abruptly stopped himself. 
“Watch out klutz!” Donald announced loudly. 
 Even though they didn’t actually touch, Donald 

brushed himself off with a look of disgust, as if 
trying to clean himself of Jacob’s germs. The 
confident boy stood tall, wearing white clothing 
from head to toe. The only colour on him was the 
shining gold chain around his neck and a 
matching gold crest on the front of his hat. The 
sunlight from outside bounced off his glinting 
chain, flashing in Jacob’s eyes, making him 

squint.  
Simon and three other boys in the D-pack soon 

joined Donald. They formed a wall blocking 
Jacob’s path. Malcolm was one of them, but then, 
he stepped a tiny bit to the side, breaking from the 
wall. He shifted from side to side, looking around a 
lot, trying to keep a cool uninterested expression 
on his face.   

Jacob tried to turn and go to left, but Donald’s 
cronies blocked his path. He suddenly felt the heat 
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of anger rising up inside his chest, making his face 
flush. He felt like steam would coming out of his 
nostrils any second.  
“Hey, it’s our old buddy, the weirdo!” Donald 

grinned. “How come you don’t sit with us 
anymore, huh?” With a fake smile, he held his 
hands out in a welcoming gesture, as if to show 
that he meant no harm.  

Jacob was not fooled by Donald’s act this time. 
There was nothing kind or welcoming about this 
conversation. He was also becoming aware that 
Simon was circling around behind him slowly. 
Jacob felt him disappear behind his back. Jacob 
turned a little, adjusting to keep an eye on Simon. 
The boy was holding a slushy in his hand, and 
sucking the icey drink through a wide straw.   

Donald seized on that moment of Jacob’s 
divided attention, and with a small flick of his wrist, 
flipped Jacob’s lunch tray upwards. The edge of 
the tray hit Jacob on the chin, and then fell back 
down to how he was holding it before. A plastic 
bowl hit the ground with a bang. Bits of slimy 
green spinach and splashes of cranberry juice 

stuck to Jacob, oozing down his shirt and jeans. 
The rest of his lunch now sat in a gross 
multicoloured pile on his plastic tray, with a lake of 
cranberry juice around it.  

There was a small commotion from around 
them. A dozen or so kids had clustered nearby to 
see what had happened. They stared at Jacob in 
shock. He could feel how they were about to start 
laughing and mocking him.  
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“Oh no!” said Donald, holding back a big grin. 
“Why do we keep bumping into each other, eh?” 

Jacob was stunned. Everything went out of 
focus for a moment. His mind burst into hot and 
furious thoughts. You’re such a moron. You 
should’ve blended.  He then shook his head. No, 

I... Now heat rose into his face, making him feel 

like he would explode.  Without any hesitation, 
Jacob flipped the tray back towards Donald.  

There were audible gasps. 
All the remaining food left on Jacob’s tray was 

now splashed all over Donald’s bright white 
clothes — green slop on his hoodie, cranberry 
juice dripping down his pants. Taken off guard, 
Donald squirmed and leaned back. He had no 
words, his mouth just hung open. The look on his 
face was disbelief, then a cold and steely rage. 
The other members of the D-Pack just stood 
silently and stared, as if waiting to be told what to 
do.  

Before Donald could snap out of his 
speechlessness, a large and firm presence 
descended on the stand-off. It was Mrs. Strickler. 

She stood looming over them, her face intense 
and tight. She was pointing her long fingers with 
absolute authority. “Donald and Jacob! Don’t you 
dare make any more of a scene. I am 
disappointed in the both of you.” 

Jacob’s face scrunched. I didn’t start this…   

Donald raised his index finger to protest.   
“Uh. Before you open your mouths, I saw 

everything. You can either march straight to the 
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principal’s office, or make up and clean up this 
disgusting mess right now. What’s it going to be?”  

Donald scanned around the large space seeing 
all the kids staring at him. The cafeteria had 
become unusually quiet. Some faces looked 
confused, some nervous, but many of them were 
hiding laughter behind their hands. Jacob caught 
sight of Harold and saw a wide grin on his face.  

Donald stood still like a statue. Then, his chin 
curled and his chest welled up. His eyes looked 
about to burst in tears or rage, or both.  

Malcolm stepped in next to him.  
“It was… just an accident, right, D? Jacob?”  
Jacob gritted his teeth and nodded. Donald now 

looked like a volcano about to explode.  
“It’s alright,” Malcolm patted Donald on the 

shoulder. “I got a hoodie you can borrow.”  
Donald brushed him off. He then cleared his 

throat loud enough for everyone to hear and his 
eyes narrowed as he gave Mrs. Strickler a mean 
look. “My daddy will hear about this!” He stormed 
out of the cafeteria.  

Mrs. Strickler looked shaken by Donald’s 

defiance. She bellowed after him, “Donald Black, 
you come back here!”  

Malcolm went up to her and whispered 
something to her alone. Then Jacob heard him 
add, “I’ll help clean up.”  

Mrs. Strickler adjusted her tightly pinned hair 
and made a declaration, “Alright then, clean this 
up you two, right now.” And then she walked 
away.  
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Jacob had gotten some napkins and was 
cleaning himself off.  

Malcolm bent down to help Jacob clean up the 
mess on the linoleum floor. Neither of them spoke 
to one another.  

When that was over, Jacob got a new tray of 
food. He started to walk towards where Harold 
was sitting. Suddenly, he felt a hundred eyes on 
him and his shirt soaking with grease stains. The 
expressions on their faces were not the usual 
ones he was used to. Instead of seeing zombies 
hungry for his humiliation, he saw kids who looked 
wide-eyed and surprised, some others even 
seemed to be smiling. A few quietly nodded to him 
as he walked past. 

He wasn’t used to this sort of attention, and 
didn’t know what to make of it. Jacob looked away 
and around for Harold, who could not hide his 
delight at what happened. But as Jacob sat down 
next to him, Harold turned his attention back to his 
lunch, with no expression.   
“What do you want?” The lone boy grumbled.  
“Nothing. I…” Jacob felt a heavy weight inside 

his chest. “I guess I want you to, uh… forgive me, 
or something.” 

Harold turned and looked at him, looking 
perplexed. “For what? Stabbing me in the back? 
Being a coward? Or almost becoming a part of the 
Dork Pack?”   

Jacob sighed and swallowed his pride. “All of 
that.” He felt a swell of heat rising in his face, 
furrowing his brow.  
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Harold finally looked up at Jacob. He looked at 
his eyes, half-concealed behind a tangle of hair, 
and saw that he was sincere. Harold sighed, then 
winced, not sure he was ready to forgive him just 
yet.  
“And I want to start actually being your friend,” 

Jacob added. “I… I don’t have… I don’t have any 
real friends here.” Jacob looked away, finding it 
even harder to admit the last part.  

After a long silence, Harold coughed out a reply. 
“Alright then.”  
“Really?” Jacob looked back at Harold.   
“I guess I can give you one more chance,” 

Harold tried to make a scowl, but it felt like an act 
now. “Besides, I don’t have any friends either. 
We’re a couple of round pegs in square holes.” He 
smile leaked through now. 

Jacob didn’t get the expression.  
“We’re both outsiders, you know, who don’t 

really belong,” Harold explained.  
“Yeah,” Jacob nodded. “Ain’t that the truth.” That 

was something Jacob’s dad often said.  
Jacob realized he was starving and started to 

eat his lunch. Chewing the unknown meat on his 
plate, he looked himself over and noticed what a 
mess he was. But inside, he felt a hundred times 
lighter.  
“Oh hey… Can I call you Harry?” 
“It’s Harold.” 
“I know, but Harry sounds more tough. You are 

pretty tough, you know.” 
“My intelligence is my greatest asset, not this.” 

Harold raised his fist and flexed the stringy 
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muscles on his arm. “Okay. But only you get to 
call me Harry. And, I just saw you stand up to 
Dweeb Face over there, so it appears you’re more 
tough than you look too. How about I call you… 
Jake?” 

Jacob screwed up his face. “I prefer Jacob…” 
“I’m not asking, Jake.”  
“Ok, Harry.” 
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Why Did I Wait 
So Long…? 

 

Only 14 minutes until three o’clock 
on Friday. Another crazy week of school was 
almost over. Jacob was sitting next to Harold, in 
Mrs. Strickler’s class. He had borrowed a pencil 
from one of the kids who sat nearby, having 

forgotten where he had left his tattered backpack 
earlier in the day. Did I leave it in the cafeteria? Or 

downstairs in Ms. Avery’s?   

The P.A. system crackled to life and let out a 
static hiss.  

 
“JACOB GROTOWSKI-PIRELLI, PLEASE 

PROCEED TO THE PRINCIPAL’S OFFICE.  
 
REPEAT  —    
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JACOB GROTOWSKI-PIRELLI, PLEASE 

PROCEED TO THE PRINCIPAL’S OFFICE. 
THANK YOU.” 

 
Jacob walked down the hallway feeling unsure 

and a bit nervous. His eyes zoned out on the rows 
of lockers. A few        decorative jack-o-lanterns 
had been put up on the walls, and there was a 
poster advertising a Halloween Dance, coming up 
in a few weeks. 

Jacob arrived at the office feeling unsure and a 
bit nervous.       

Walking through the sliding glass doors, he was 
surprised to find his mom and brother were there, 
talking to Mrs. Colombo. His mom’s brow was 
furrowed, and her eyes looked cloudy and sad. 
Leo looked antsy, like he was about to run a 
sprint.  
“Hi honey, get your stuff okay? We have to go 

right now.” Her voice was calm but firm. She 

means right now?  
“Where? What?” Jacob was surprised and 

confused to suddenly have his mom there in his 
school. 

Jacob noticed tears leaking from his mom’s 
eyes. She tried to hold herself together, as she 
leaned in and whispered. “You have to trust me.”  

He nodded. 
Leo rushed them both along. “Okay, let’s get 

outta here!”  
Jacob’s mom drove faster than what Jacob was 

used to. Leo was in the front seat leaning back 
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and explaining to Jacob. “It’s probably not a big 
deal. Happened before, right mom?” Leo didn’t 
sound sure. Their mom stayed focused and didn’t 
answer. She sped up to make it through a yellow 
light at an intersection. “Anyway, I don’t think we 
need to panic. But, we gotta see Bubbie right 
away cause...”  

Jacob was too full of dread to ask any 
questions. His stomach felt hollow and shaky. 
They were headed to the city hospital. 

Once they arrived, they had to park the car, and 
then jog through a maze of hallways and 
departments. When they found Bubbie, she was 
lying asleep in a bed in a small room shared with 
two other patients. There was a curtain that 
enclosed her section of the room, leaving only a 
tight corridor of space around her. Jacob, Leo, 
and their mom huddled close, surrounding her. 

Jacob took his Bubbie’s hand. It was much 
cooler to the touch than it usually was. 
“There you are!” Jacob’s dad burst in between 

the curtains, sweating. 
Jacob’s mom shushed him to keep his voice 

down, but then turned to him and melted in his 
arms. They hugged for a long time.  

After another round of hugs with his sons, 
Jacob’s dad stood still alongside the family, 
encircling Bubbie as she slept. Jacob kept his 
Bubbie’s hand held firmly in both of his own, 
warming her fingers with his palms.  
“Anybody say what’s going on, yet?” Jacob’s 

dad whispered in his deep voice. 
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Jacob’s mom shook her head, not taking her 
eyes off of her own mom, who lay very still, 
breathing slowly.  
“Anyone ever notice how hospitals really smell 

like something gross,” Leo’s nose curled. He was 
fidgeting. “I’ll be right back!” He rushed off 
somewhere and returned a few minutes later with 
a cardboard tray of lemon tea, and some scones 
for everyone. Bubbie loved scones and tea.   

At that moment, Bubbie squeezed Jacob’s hand 
and opened her eyes. She looked groggy, as if 
waking from a restless sleep.  Noticing them all 
watching her with looks of concern, she fixed up 
her hair and asked for an extra pillow to help her 
sit up properly. “Well, you didn’t… You didn’t have 
to come all this way for little ol’ me.”  

The whole family chuckled together, but there 
was still a sense of fear present.  
“What did they tell you? That I was on my death 

bed?” She joked with her usual what’s-the-big-
deal attitude.  

Jacob’s mom looked really shaken now, tears 
streaming down her face. “They said that you had 

another fall, and that you were in surgery and…” 
Bubbie squeezed Jacob’s hand, then let go for a 

moment to reach out to his mom to reassure her. 
“Yes, I know the nurses here. These sweethearts 
get concerned because not everyone wakes up 
when they have a procedure like I just did. And 
being a widow and my age… Scary, right?” 
Bubbie looked somberly at them for a moment in 
silence.  
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“Come sit, all of you.” She patted the mattress. 
Leo and Jacob and mom sat on her bedside.  
“You too, Frank. I’m your elder so I get to boss 

you around too.” 
“I’m afraid I’ll tip the bed over,” he joked, as he 

dragged a chair closer and sat at her feet.  
“Now listen carefully.” They all knew her as a 

natural storyteller, but this felt more serious and 
sincere than her usual anecdotes. “I ain’t gonna 
live forever. I know I live on borrowed time these 
days and it could end any moment now, right?”  

They nodded in silence, relieved that she said 
what they were all thinking.  
“But hear me now — I aim to pass a hundred if I 

can. And I ain’t done with you all yet. Hmmm. 
Everyone is always telling me I should let go of 
some things and stop imagining that I’m still 30 or 
something.” She sighed deeply. “Well, I think they 
got the first part right, living alone can be 
hazardous for me. That’s why I was going to sell 
the house… But now I’m thinking... I’ll just give it 
to you all.”  

Jacob noticed his mom and dad’s expression. 

They were taken aback, confused and then 
surprised. 

 “What’s the matter? You are my favorite family. 
And the only ones who actually enjoy visiting me.” 

Bubbie chuckled weakly. There was a silence 
held by a warm rush of pleasant feelings held 
between them all.  She seemed tired, but she was 
trying her best to say everything that was on her 
chest.  
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“And also, lets be honest, moving every few 
months is not a great lifestyle for any young 
family. 

Jacob’s dad looked down, seeming to take this 
statement as a failure on his part.   
“It’s not your fault this city is so unaffordable. 

And believe me, I know what it’s like to be forced 
to uproot yourself. So, it is my wish here that you 
take the burden of the house off my shoulders. It 
is all yours. With one condition...”  

She looked over at Frank to see what he would 
say. “...That you let me stay and live with you as 
your guest... At least until I get too old and crabby 
to be good company.”  

Jacob could see his dad’s face was tense, as if 
he was holding a deep well of strong feelings 
inside. Jacob’s dad cleared his throat and took a 
breath, seeming to be at a loss for words.  
“That would be… an honour,” he said, finally.   
“Psst, don’t tell the other relatives that you’re my 

favorites, okay?” Bubbie grinned.  
They laughed.  
“Now, my dearest, Jacob. Come closer.” She 

squeezed his hand again and pulled him in to be 
within a few inches of her face. “Everyone, would 
you give us a minute?” 

Jacob’s mom finally smiled, now reassured that 
her mom was looking and sounding alright. “Sure, 
Mom,” she said. She turned to Leo and Frank. 
“Let’s go and figure out what we’re doing for 
dinner.” 

As they stepped out, Bubbie took a few breaths, 
getting ready to say something. “Listen closely, 
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Jacob… your Zayda wanted you to have 
something when you got old enough. He hoped it 
would give you courage. Reach over to my bag 
and get it will you, sweetie?”  

Jacob grabbed her purse bag from beside the 
hospital bed. Bubbie reached in and handed him a 
leather-bound book, closed tight with a key clasp. 
Jacob was fascinated with the look and feel of it. It 
seemed weathered and the pages were yellowed. 
It smelled old.   
“This was his last journal,” she coughed. “He 

said he was writing it just for you to read.”  
Jacob held the artifact tightly in his hands, 

suddenly remembering the old man in his dreams, 
the one whose voice gave him confidence and 
strength.   

She made a pained face. “I’m sorry.”  
He looked at her confused.   
“I realize now that I waited too long to tell you 

about this. What if I didn’t wake up today? You 
might have never gotten to read it.”  

She sighed deeply and stared out the window as 
the sun was setting and an orange glow hit the 

sides of the hospital towers.  
“Why did I wait so long? I guess... Well, your 

Zayda... He was a kind and good man… But he 
was also a wild one, especially when it came to 
his warrior stuff.” Jacob was riveted with curiosity.  

Bubbie continued, “It’s true he studied Aikido 
with O’Sensei, but he also studied with a school of 
ninjas back in Japan. He left me in Kyoto for 
weeks at a time while they would go into the 
mountains together.  Anyway, I think I waited so 
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long to give this to you because… I thought it was 
too dangerous for you to read it.” 

She shook her head and wiped a tear away. “I’m 
going to honour his last wishes now. He told me 
specifically, ‘when Jacob is old enough to meet his 
enemy’... which I don’t really understand, but…”  
“I do. I mean I did.” Jacob jumped in, “I have met 

my enemy.”  
She locked eyes with Jacob and her face 

became very sad looking. It was like she could 
see all of his fear, his shame, the struggles he had 
been carrying. Somehow she could see it and it 
was like she was actually feeling it with him now. 
Her eyes were moist and she took a deep sigh. 
“I’m so sorry for everything you’ve been through, 
my dear.”  

Jacob could not help it. He burst out into tears. 
The terrible weight of being alone in the world was 
cracking and breaking off in his chest. It was both 
painful and freeing as he fell forward, burying his 
head in her belly. He sobbed. She rubbed his 
back and sang him a song, whose strange words 
he did not recognize but it felt like honey to his 

ears.  
Jacob’s mother stood silently nearby. Her 

moistened eyes were locked on the journal in 
Jacob’s hands. She had a knowing look on her 
face. Jacob felt the weight of the leather book in 
his hands, like an anchor keeping him from 
drowning in his tears. Eventually, he wiped his 
face with his sleeve.  
“Bubbie, you are the best.”  
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She smiled a great big smile of pride and joy 
and wiped more tears from her eyes.  
“Well now. It’s good to let it out. No?”  
He nodded.  
She gestured to the journal in his right hand. 

“You’ll need a key to open it, right? Well, being 
such a clever man, he hid it. I know it’s in our 
home somewhere, but I tried and tried, and 
haven’t been to find it myself. He said the guide to 
finding the key was in a quote from one of his 
favourite books, The Little Prince. He made me 
memorize it.” 
“What is it?” said Jacob eagerly.  
His mom stepped forward and spoke,  
 

“And now here is my secret,  
a very simple secret;  

it is only with the heart  
that one can see rightly,  

what is essential is  

invisible to the eye.” 
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FRAMED 
 

Monday morning, Jacob could feel 
something was happening when he walked in 
through the front foyer of the school. He was 
getting intense looks from every kid he passed. 
Something felt different, but not in a good way. 
The zombies are hungry today… he thought. They 
can smell my warm blood. 

There was a cluster of kids hanging out beside 

the main hallway entrance, some sitting and 
staring at their phones. Some had angry 
expressions and were mumbling swear words. 
“Look at this… What the f — !” 

Jacob shrugged and continued walking down 
the hallway toward the staircase that led down to 
Miss Avery’s classroom. He looked down to re-
adjust the strap on his army backpack and as he 
did so, somebody bumped hard into his shoulder. 
Jacob stumbled backwards and looked up, 
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confused and surprised. The boy who he bumped 
into was staring right at him, sending daggers 
through his eyes. 
“You think you’re funny, Skunk?” The boy 

barked at him. Jacob’s mouth opened but no 
words came out. He had no idea what he meant. 
“Steer clear of me and my friends!” The boy glared 
at him for one more hard moment, then turned 
and stormed off down the hallway. 

Jacob stood dumbfounded. He slowly started 
back towards the stairwell. Skunk? What was that 

all about? 

As he went down towards Miss Avery’s class, 
another student was walking up the stairs, 
keeping her eyes to the ground. This was the 
same girl with the acne in the cafeteria. Jacob still 
didn’t know her name, but he recognized her face 
as she looked up and saw him. She looked terribly 
sad, with red puffy eyes, as if she’d been crying. 
When she met Jacob’s gaze, another look, 
something like shock or anger, filled her 
expression. She walked quickly past him without a 
word.  

Jacob entered Miss Avery’s class to find a 
different feeling in the room than usual. Instead of 
the vibrant noise and creative buzzing that 
typically dominated the airwaves, there was a 
quiet tension as most students stared at an iPad 
or a few computer screens together. Some looked 
really upset, one girl was crying. Miss Avery 
caught sight of Jacob as he stepped through the 
door, and quickly walked over to him.  
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“I’ll speak to you in my office please, Jacob.” It 
wasn’t a question. Jacob followed her into her 
office and sat down. 
“Before we talk about it, I want to show you 

something.” She sat down at her old computer 
and opened her internet browser. Her eyes looked 
intense behind her glasses as she clicked and 
typed. Finally, she turned the monitor toward 
Jacob and stared at his face intently. 

On the screen was a personal page from 
SmilePage, the social media platform that was 
available to all students at East Toronto Middle 
School. Each student could create one or more 
profile pages that showed personal info, interests, 
and pictures. The website was meant to allow 
students to message each other and set up school 
clubs or study groups. This profile page however, 
was clearly something different. 

The profile photo was what caught Jacob’s eye 
first. It was a selfie, taken in a mirror of one of the 
school washrooms, and it was of a person 
mooning the camera. All that could be seen was 
the person’s butt, not their face. Jacob was 

confused and shocked to see the person was 
clearly wearing his tattered army backpack. Jacob 
stared at the screen, gradually feeling more dread, 
as Miss Avery watched him. 

Jacob leaned closer to the screen, trying to 
make sense of it. The profile read: 

 
NAME: The Skunk 
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INTEREST: SPRAYing losers with my 
stink-juice! 

 
Below the profile info was a wall of posts, 

tagging different students. Everyone tagged 
meant they would see what was written about 
them. When he started reading each post, he felt 
woozy, like he wanted to throw up.  

 
Phil Michaels’ mom is white trash! She’s 

so poor she steals from thrift stores! No 
wonder Phil always looks like a homeless 
kid. SPRAYED!!! 

 
Pablo Sanchez is so dumb, he can’t even 

write! I saw him try. Looks like a 4-year-old 
did it! SPRAYED!!! 

 
He leaned over and hit the SCROLL DOWN 

button on Miss Avery’s keyboard. There were 
dozens of vile and disgusting posts. In a panic, he 
looked for his own name, bracing himself to read 
what awful thing had been written about him.  

He got to the bottom to discover that none of 
them were about him. It almost looked like he was 
the only one spared. 
“This is… Awful,” said Jacob, finally.  
“I know,” said Miss Avery. “I also can’t believe 

that this came from you.” 
Jacob looked at her sideways and froze. Me? 

What? Of course I didn’t.  
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And then it hit him, like a series of punches to 
his head and belly. He felt the world around him 
swirling.  

She put a hand on his shoulder. “I wasn’t sure at 
first, but now I know that you had nothing to do 
with this.” 

Jacob shook himself out of his daze and leaned 
forward again. He clicked the STUDENT 
CONTACT INFO tab at the top of The Skunk’s 
homepage, looking around until he found it, right 
there, in black and white….  

 
EMAIL: jgrotowski-pirelli@smilepage.ca 

 
This didn’t make any sense… Someone had 

used Jacob’s school email account to sign up for a 
SmilePage account and was trying to make it look 
like he was The Skunk. They made it look like he 
was trying to be sneaky about it, but also dumb 
enough to leave an obvious clue, his email 
address. 

Miss Avery could see the torment of emotions 
on his face. She opened her mouth to say 

something, but was interrupted by the school P.A. 
system. 

 
“JACOB GROTOWSKI-PIRELLI, PLEASE 

PROCEED TO THE PRINCIPAL’S OFFICE.  
 
REPEAT 
 

mailto:jgrotowski-pirelli@smilepage.ca
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JACOB GROTOWSKI-PIRELLI, PLEASE 
PROCEED TO THE PRINCIPAL’S OFFICE. 
THANK YOU.” 

 
Jacob looked at Miss Avery, desperate for 

reassurance. “They know I didn’t do it… right?” 
“I don’t know, Jacob.” Miss Avery had a calm 

and sad expression on her face that made Jacob’s 
stomach turn with worry. “But I’m sure that the 
police will find out who is responsible and deal 
with that person accordingly.” 
“The police??” Jacob rasped in a choked up 

whisper.  
Miss Avery nodded slowly. “The school takes 

cyber-bullying very seriously.”  
Feeling helpless, Jacob curled forward into a 

ball, burying his face in his own arms, doubled 
over the chair.  

She placed her hand on his back, “Jacob, I 
know this isn’t easy.” She felt lost for words. “But, I 
hope you know that I believe you.”  

After a long moment and another blare of the 
school PA calling Jacob upstairs, she took his 

arms and slowly lifted him up to standing. “It’s 
time. You need to go up there and tell them what 
you know.”  

She looked in his eyes and nodded slowly, as if 
to say I know that you can do this. Jacob felt like a 
cornered animal, wanting to escape, but he 
nodded back.   
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CHOICES 
 

As he slowly climbed the stairs 
leading away from Miss Avery’s classroom, Jacob 
noticed the hallways were empty and dead quiet. 
He knew it was because everyone was in class, 
but it felt like the calm before a storm. Like at any 
moment, the space would be flooded by a mob of 
students-turned-zombies, looking to tear his skin 
off and eat him alive.  

Everybody hates my guts… 

The feelings of pride and confidence that he had 
felt in the last few days now felt like a balloon that 
had been popped. His hands felt heavy and limp 
at his side, his whole body weighed down, like 
there was no way to fix this.  

The principal and the police aren’t going to 

believe me… 
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Jacob approached the front foyer of the school 
where Mr. Khumbu’s office was, but his feet 
seemed to have a mind of their own. They took 
him sharply right and through a narrow hallway 
towards the side exit. 

Where can I go to get away...?  

Somewhere far behind him was a muffled 
sound. Someone was calling his name.  

Looking down, Jacob felt more and more 
trapped, like he was going deeper and deeper into 
a dark tunnel. When he looked up through the 
tangle of his hair, he saw the light coming through 
the exit door ahead.  

The muffled sound of his name grew louder.  
He reached for the latch of the door, cold to his 

touch. A small push and he would be free.  
Suddenly, a hand grabbed his right arm.  
“Jake!” He recognized the voice.  
Jacob turned to see Harold’s eyes flashing 

concern and confusion. “Where are you going? 
The office is that way.”  

Jacob looked down and turned away muttering 
under his breath. 

Harold suddenly understood. “You were gonna 
run, weren’t you?”  

Jacob felt the words like a punch to his stomach.  
“If you do, they’re gonna think you did it.” 

Harold’s voice got lower and very serious. “You 
obviously didn’t but…” 

Jacob’s eyes rose up to meet Harold’s. “How do 
you know I didn’t do it?” 

Harold threw his hands up in at the air and 
dropped them, exasperated. “Really?! OMG! You 
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are so dense sometimes! Think about it. Isn’t it 
obvious who really did this?” 

Jacob hadn’t had a moment to think about it. But 
now, only one person popped up in his mind.  
“Donald?”  
“BINGO!” Harold adjusted his glasses.  
Of course, it was Donald. As the realization set 

in, Jacob felt a spark of anger ignite inside. Then 
came a deep sigh, as a bigger feeling of 
hopelessness took over. His feet were now stuck 
and unable to move in either direction.  As he 
stood there frozen, Harold started to pace around, 
flapping his arms up and down.  
“You know that we’re not the first kids he’s 

treated like this. I’ve known him since junior 
kindergarten. Since then, he’s only got more 
clever and better at covering his tracks. Better at 
getting everybody to believe what he wants them 
to believe.”  

Harold continued, getting more and more upset. 
“Finally! Someone else understands what he’s 
capable of. It’s crazy, isn’t it? How easily he can 
screw you over? How he gets away with it, 

EVERY TIME?!” 
Jacob felt trapped from every side now. There 

seemed to be no escape. His body filled with cold 
dread. His face turned white as a sheet. This 
always happens to me. No matter where I go, or 
what I do, I can’t get away! 

Harold stopped and put his hands on Jacob’s 
shoulder, coming to look him in the eyes, nodding 
with hope and determination. “But not this 
time!  You and me, right here, right now, we have 
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a chance to give that fancy-pants psycho a taste 
of his own medicine! We’ll...” 

Jacob shook his head in disbelief. Not going to 

happen. He felt a tight knot of fear in his gut at the 
thought of staying. The impulse to bolt grew and 
became overwhelming. He didn’t want to think any 
more. Or to be talked out of it. He turned his back 
to Harold and his hand found the cold door handle 
again.  

Harold furrowed his brow and came to his side. 
Jacob saw his face and flushed with 
embarrassment and guilt. 

 “Are you seriously going to walk out of here and 
let Donald win?” Harold demanded. “You want 
kids in this school to have to keep dealing with the 
D-Pack?” 
“Not my problem.” Jacob mumbled. “I can’t help 

them!” Looking out at the blue sky, Jacob now 
noticed a police car rounding the corner in the 
distance, headed for the school’s driveway. If he 
was going to slip away, it was now or never. He 
took a deep breath and put more weight behind 
his hand to push the door latch. It clicked but 

didn’t open. The door was heavier than he 
anticipated. His hand trembled. So, he leaned 
forward with the rest of his body.  
“Listen, Jake. Please…” Harold then came in 

closer and squeezed his arm, not trying to stop 
him but to grab his attention.  He seemed to be 
pleading. “I get that you’re scared BUT if you 
leave now…” 

Jacob couldn’t help but look one last time at his 
friend. Harold’s eyes were wet and red. 
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“...I know that you’re not really a coward.” 
Harold’s tone changed. “You’re a warrior.”  

Jacob’s muscles suddenly lost all their strength. 
He felt weak in the knees. He let go of pushing 
and instead, used the door to hold himself up. He 
turned to hide his face in the corner. A memory 
flashed through his mind.  

 
He was walking out of the last school, McMurray 

Elementary, with his head down, defeated, with 
his mom’s hand around his shoulders, 

disappointed in him.  The dark cloud had come 
quickly and wrapped itself around him completely 
now. “You’ll always be weak.” It hissed.   

 

Harold felt unsure of what to say, but spoke 
softly, “You’re not alone.” He gulped, “I may act 
tough, but I’m scared, too.” Harold stood there 
silent for a few breaths. “Think about all the kids 
being bullied by them.” His voice grew deeper. 
“Come on, Jake, please… I’m on your side. Like 
Sam and Ja from Sam-Ja. We’re a team. And 
we’re NOT going to let him do this and pin it all on 

you, ok?”  
Jacob nodded, weakly, wanting to believe what 

Harold was saying.  
Harold felt encouraged.  “I don’t know what 

happened to you before you came here, but I 
know that a samurai or a ninja, true warrior, 
doesn’t run away…” 

Jacob coughed to clear his throat. “But I’m not a 
samurai… Or a warrior. Not a real one. I’m just....”  
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“Ok, then, what would your Sensei say… or the 
guy who created Aikido, Morihei Ueshiba...? What 
would he say to you about this crazy situation?” 
“How do you know...?” It felt strange to Jacob 

that Harold knew so much about what he did 
outside of school.  
“...I’m smart, and I have spies. It doesn’t 

matter…  Just think, Jake, what would they say 
about this?!”  

Jacob took a deep breath and let it out.  
“They’d both tell me that what makes you a 

warrior is…” He took a second deep breath, “...it’s 
not about what happened to you before, but what 
you choose to do about it now…” 
“Deep.”  
Jacob nodded. Though he still felt trapped in his 

own darkness, the words he just heard himself 
say made sense. It was the key to what to do 
next. He started to turn towards Harold and look 
up again.  

Just then, two police officers came in through 
the front doors behind them, walking towards the 
office. Harold grabbed Jacob and pulled him down 

the hallway and then sharply to the side.  Flinging 
open another door, they found themselves in the 
janitor’s storage closet. As the door closed behind 
them, the small room turned pitch black except for 
a thin line of light on the floor hitting the edge of 
their shoes. 

Harold was whispering, but it sounded like 
whispered shouting. “Did you see that! The cops 
are here! It’s time to make a choice, Jake.” 
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Strangely, the total darkness around them made 
Jacob feel freer and more safe. He heaved a sigh. 
Considering options, he found himself reaching 
around to feel for the walls. He grabbed what felt 
like a broomstick. A surge of emotion took him 
over. His chest started to burn as if red hot 
embers were searing him inside and a raging 
ocean of lava was bubbling over. He hadn’t done 
anything wrong, and yet he was being made into 
the bad guy, the scapegoat. He wanted to take the 
stick and smash something. The embers in his 
chest were being fanned into a flame.  

As this powerful feeling grew inside, Jacob felt 
scared to lose control of it. He’d been pushed 
before, harassed, and bullied. But he was proud 
that never once had he let himself explode, 
always able to holdback his rage, not wanting to 
turn into a wild animal. He swore that he would 
never try to anyone or even worse, become a bad 
guy, who liked to inflict pain upon others. But at 
this moment, he seemed to have nothing to lose. 
And the feeling in his body felt so powerful.  

He suddenly remembered seeing Sensei Dan, 

angry during class at Evan for being rude. He 
stopped everything and showed them a skill he 
used to help “master his mood”. Jacob 
remembered watching him closely, not 
understanding how to do it exactly, but now he 
found himself trying to copy what he could 
remember. Jacob unclenched his fists, softened 
his hands, letting all the air out of his lungs. He 
sucked in a deep breath through his nose and 
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tensed his whole body, holding the incredible 
tension of rage he felt inside. 

One.  
He counted as he saw himself grabbing Donald 

with enormous strength.  
Two.  
He saw a violent scene flashing through his 

mind. At first it shocked him. There was blood as 
he smashed Donald’s pretty face.  

Suddenly, a glow of blue light hit his face as 
Harold turned on his phone’s flashlight to look 
around.  
“Jake. What’re you doing??” Harold was really 

confused. 
Three.  
The rage was surging through Jacob’s veins. It 

felt incredible.  
Then, suddenly his face and shoulders relaxed, 

releasing all the tension as he breathed out 
through his mouth in a long hisss. “It’s a thing 
called Hold and Release…” 
“Okay. Uh. It seems to be helping, right?”  
“Yeah, I’m feeling my anger…. And letting it 

go...”  
“I could probably use that too, but right now, we 

really need a plan.” 
“Wait!” Jacob said with a firmness and strength 

that surprised both of them. He continued doing 
the tensing and releasing two more times.  

Meanwhile, Harold stood next to him 
dumbfounded, yet captivated. Each time, Jacob 
breathed in, it felt intense, like a storm clouds 
gathering and crackling with electric static. And 
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every time he breathed out slowly, Harold sensed 
something in the air shifting, like the clouds 
parting and the sky opening up after a storm.   

Finally, Jacob brought his hands to stillness. He 
turned to open the door slightly. They both stared 
out at the police officers who were standing in the 
hallway talking to Ms. Colombo and Mr. Khumbu.  

They closed the door slowly, careful not to make 
a sound. 
“I think you should turn yourself in...”  Harold 

grumbled.  
Jacob felt a wave of fear washing over him 

again. But, he also felt heat and a new clarity in 
his body. He remembered Sensei Dan talking 
about how emotions can shift and change multiple 
times in a minute.  
“You’re right…” Jacob spoke with a certainty 

that was new to him, “But, then what? We still 
need a plan.” His frustration bubbled, but kept him 
focused.  

Harold was oddly silent.  
Jacob’s mind reeled with questions, “How do we 

convince the police that it wasn’t me and lead 

them to Donald, instead? How do we defeat this 
bully, this phony who is waaaay more popular and 
powerful than us?” 

 “Wait, hold on…” Harold gasped. “I got it!” 
 “What?!” 
“You know the Sam-Ja series, right…. 

Remember what they did to eventually defeat their 
nemesis, the Red Samurai clan?”  

Jacob stood still for a moment, and then his 
eyes widened in realization. “No, I can’t do that.”  



 

242 

Harold turned his light back on. This time he 
shone it on his own face. “Do we have a choice?”  

Jacob clenched his jaw and shook his head at 
first, imagining how hard it would be to do what 
Harold was suggesting. But, when he thought 
about it, he could not think of any other way. 
Jacob shut his eyes tight. Then he took a deep 
breath in and nodded.   

Bright light flooded their faces as Harold opened 
the door.   

Together, the two boys walked down the 
hallways towards the principal and the pair of 
police officers who stood there waiting for them.  
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THE END OF  

BOOK 1:  
 

 

 

 

 

This journey is far from 
over…  

 
…Jacob's training and this   
story is only really getting  

started... 
 

Turn the page… 
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Burning Questions… 
 
 
Is Donald responsible for the Smilepage cyber-

bullying? If not him, who?  
 

Will the D-Pack ever get in trouble and have to 
deal with the consequences of their evil-doing?  

 
Whose side is Malcolm on, really? Will he stay 

with the D-Pack or join Jake and Harry in some 
way? 

 
What kind of secrets did Jacob’s grandfather 

leave him in the journal? And can it help Jacob to 
defeat Donald?   

 
 

ALL will be answered in  

YOUNG WARRIORS: BOOK 2 
coming out in 2018/19 

 
 

 
 

Until then…  
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You can give us  
the greatest gift 

 if you…  
 
 

PLEASE  

Write an  
honest review  

 

 

 
Well even help you sort  

out your thoughts 
 

Go here:  
 

www.integrayw.com/review 
 

 
 

Pssst…  
There’s more… 
Turn the page. 

www.integrayw.com/review
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Authors Q&A: 

 

 
What’s your favourite moment in the book?  

 

David - Hard to say. I love the opening chapter. It’s such a 

visceral and scary nightmare, yet so deep and it 

foreshadows a lot of what happens to Jacob next. I also love 

the texting chapter, how comical it becomes the exchange 

between Jacob and yet also how revealing it is. And how it 

ultimately brings them closer together.  

Jack - Yes, totally hard to say. But you know, I really felt 

so happy when Finn (the bigger, older martial arts student) 

provides a nice welcome to Jacob on his first day. In our 

dojo, I’ve seen that happen many times -- older students 

being great, warm, welcoming role models for younger 

students. It’s wonderful for everyone when that happens, 

and it’s humbling to watch it unfold.  

 

 

Who is your favourite character ~ besides  
Jacob?  

 

David - Another hard question. I really like Harold, who 

becomes Harry. He’s a really brave and determined boy, 

even if he pushes away others with his gifted smarts, but he 

has a good heart and is so damn brave. Then there are also 

a lot of secondary characters -- like Sam, the spry girl in the 

Young Warriors class, Jacob’s Zayda (grandfather) and Mrs. 

Colombo -- who will become more important in Book 2 by 

the way, wink wink… I also love Ms. Avery and Malcolm and 
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his dad, Mr. Khumbu. They all remind me of someone I 

know in my life and well that’s enough of me revealing too 

much. Except, that on some level I also need to say that I… 

not necessarily “like” Donald, but I see why he is that way 

and find him fascinating. Yeah, I know, he’s just so bad. 

Jack - I’m a big fan of Mrs. Colombo, myself. I think she’s 

the eyes and ears of the operation at that school, and she’s 

good at what she does.  She knows what’s going on, and 

she’s very discreet about all the things she knows. She 

‘plays it close to the vest’, so to speak. 

 

 

What’s this thing about zombies? 
 

David - We’re not supposed to interpret things for you as 

a reader. What’s more important is what zombies mean to 

you. But I will say that at first, when we were writing the 

story and let ourselves go deeper into the worm hole of 

Jacob’s imagination, I can’t speak for you Jack, but I was 

really shocked and surprised by the zombies being in his 

mind so often. How he sees the kids -- who he does not 

know and who seem part of the mob, as zombies. I was 

perplexed by this and then one day it came to me. Aha! It 

made sense. But, I won’t tell you what I thought might spoil 

some of the mystery and fun of figuring it out yourself! : )  

Jack - Oh, zombies! My favorite mythical creature. I will 

follow your lead, David, in that I won’t tell you, the reader, 

how to interpret all of Jacob’s many zombie daydreams. But 

for me, zombies are chaotic!  They wreak havoc on all the 

order that we maintain in our day-to-day lives. All they do is 

take apart and destroy the status quo. I think that’s part of 

why we’re seeing so much of them on TV and in movies 
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lately… The idea of the destruction of civilization is a really 

scary concept, so OF COURSE it captures our attention.  

 

Tell us more about Jacob’s mysterious  

grandfather...  

 

Jack - I see ‘Zayda’ Grotowski as the ultimate adventurer, 

on a global scale.  I can’t say too much else without giving 

away much of what Book #2 will focus on, but it can be said 

that Jacob may discover that he is indeed from a family 

tradition of warriors and crusaders and those who have 

stood up to true evil in the world. 

David - I have a grandfather who I was very close to and 

whom my grandma used to say I was a lot like. He died 

when I was young and he was a lot like Zayda in the story, 

so in a way I want to honour him here.  Also, there’s a link 

between Zayda and Aikido and the way of the ninja that 

came to me in a dream.  The chapter “Know your Enemy” 

just wrote itself much in the same way that it came to Jacob 

in the story.  I woke up at 3:30am and knew I needed to 

listen to this and write it down.  

 

 

What surprised you the most as you were 
writing Book #1? 

 

David - At first, I think we were pretty clear about what 

happens in the story, based on our own experiences 

growing up and what we’ve heard and seen from our Young 

Warrior students. But then, as we started writing and re-

writing (it took us 2 years to get it done!) I was shocked and 

surprised by how, as the characters started to become real, 

they started writing the story and telling us what needed to 
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happen next! Mr. Khumbu, Mrs. Colombo, Jacob’s mom and 

Bubbie, they all did things I did not expect. And Zayda just 

popped in and started taking over those chapters. As if he 

was a ghost saying, “I’m here to help Jacob and my story 

needs to be told too!“ And as we are writing Book 2, it is 

even more interesting to see how the characters are 

changing and evolving. At this point, I just show up to write 

and see what they have to say!  

Jack - As David said, the process of writing took us both 

back into a lot of memories. We drew on memories of our 

own lives (childhood, starting at new schools, starting martial 

arts training)  and stories told to us by many of the students 

with whom we train. I was surprised by how many memories 

were locked away that I hadn’t revisited in a long time! I 

think that happens to a lot of grown-ups; we sometimes 

forget what the day-to-day feel of life is when we’re in middle 

school. 

 

 

What happens in BOOK #2? 

 

David - I can tell you that Book 2 is even more exciting to 

us to write than this one. As far as the story goes, we are 

just getting started.  We don’t want to give away any 

spoilers, but here’s what I can tell you. Jacob will go deeper 

into the Young Warriors basic training, learning more skills 

to help him face the D-Pack’s attacks. He’ll also go down the 

rabbit hole of ninja lore and learn much more about his 

mysterious Zayda (grandad). Overall there will be many 

unexpected twists and surprises ahead. What you thought 

was true, may not be so. Good and evil will get flipped a 

little. And Book 2 will satisfy readers in a way that was not 
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yet possible in this first part of Jacob and Harold’s (I mean 

Jake and Harry’s) story.  

Jack - Book 1 set a lot of things in motion, and laid the 

groundwork for a lot of what will happen in Book 2. You can 

expect that you’ll get to know a lot more about the 

characters, both the really central ones like Jake and Harry, 

but also the ones we know less well so far. We’ll also get a 

sense of how Jacob’s Young Warriors training is changing 

Jacob, equipping him with new skills (both physical and 

mental), and posing not-so-easily-answered questions about 

the kind of warrior he wants to be.  
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Want to see inside Jacob’s 

sketchbook to take a sneak peek 
at his drawings? 

 
  

Wanna read a  
preview of  
BOOK 2? 

 
 

Join our  
Ninja Reading Club (NRC) 

by going here:  
 

www.integrayw.com/novel 
 
 
 
 

http://www.integrayw.com/novel
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P.S. ~ The YOUNG WARRIORS  
program is REAL…  

 
 
 

In the core of Toronto, Canada’s largest city 
and one of the most diverse in the world, there 
is a small glass covered office building tucked 

away on a side street at 25 Imperial St.  
 
 

On the ground floor, just to the left when you 
face the elevators is a door that takes you into 

the “Integra Dojo”.  
 
 
 

You can find out more about the program at: 

www.youngwarriors.com 

http://www.youngwarriors.com/

