NO JOKE: why Toronto likes Bullard better than Leno and Letterman
Miracle on Wanda Road,
by June Callwood
How the Red Cross made
a bloody mess of things
Plus: Hydro's last laugh,
Irshad Manji's multiﬁ e
personalities, and the
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When Sister Mary Jo Leddy sought to conve

#l

rt an unused garage into usat

space for refugees at Romero House; the neighbours rose up in arms.
But gradually, in a small miracle of tolerance, their hostility was replaced
by what Leddy calls “a thousand acts of Kindness"“By June Callwood

IN THE SPRING OF 1991, IN A REFUGEE HOUSE RUN BY THE
Christian Brothers, Sister Mary Jo Leddy, the night super-
visor, was sipping tea in the kitchen with a teenape refuges.
Hiwet, an Eritrean, had just arrived from a camp in Alrica,
which her family had fed to avoid slaughter Looking idly out
at a neglected backyard, she asked, "Wha lives out there?"

Mary Jo noted the weeds and rocks. “No one. Well, maybe
a few birds.”

Hiwet thought her radimentary English had been mis-
understood. “No," she insisted. “Person there. House there.”

“House?™ Mary Jo looked again and saw a garage. She con-
sidered how to describe its use to a homeless child, "It’s a
house for a car” she said carefully.

“A house for o car?” Hiwet said, astonished

In short order, the parage was converted into a place for
meditation, a sort of secular chapel. The ineident left Mary Jo
with a moral imperative around the use of space. The naxt
year, she moved into 48 Wanda Road, near Bloor and Keele, on
behalf of Romero House, a non-profit consortium that shelters
refugess awaiting papers. She was pleased to note a dilapidat-
ed but spacious two-storey garage. It wasn't really o garage;
it was an 1890s coach house, Remembering her conversation
with Hiwet, she regolved to turn it into something wonderful.

A STREET CA

Mary Jo is a Lall woman in her 50s, dressed for comfort and
decorum, with a pronounced lack of interest in style. She
holds a Ph.l and has written books of spiritual subtext, in-
cluding one about the love between her Saskatoon parents, a
doctor and a muse. She teaches theology at U of T's Regis Col-
lege. She founded the justice-oriented biweekly and papal
thorn Cathalic New Times. She holds an Ovder of Canada. And
she has participated in such high-hope activities as all-night
prayer vigils at Queen’s Park in aid of the hungry, and demon
strations against munitions makers, For 30 years, she was a
nun in the Sisters of Sion, and ghe retaing the air of seraphic
detachment common to the cloistered, She has clear blue
eyes, wonderful thick hair in shades of steel, the guileless, un-
lined face of the pure of heart, and a sincere belief that most
prople possess goodness,

After a few months on Wanda—onee the basement and
first and third floors had been converted into ats—Mary Jo
had time to consider what could be done with the capacious
coach house. It was simply not acceptable that it was shelter-
ing nothing more redemptive than rusted tools, What it need-
ed to become, she decided, was a place for communal activi-
ties, since the 12 roome of 48 Wanda were jammed attic to
hasement with living spaces. Consulting with the residents,
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she and her board decided to turn the first floor of the coach
house into storage space and a repair shop and to make the
upstairs a sort of sewing and erafts room. A sympathetic ar-
chiteet, Philip Beesley, drew up blueprints and estimated a
cost of 35,000, It took almost three years Lo raise the money,
Finally, in the spring of 1995, Romero House applied for a
building permit. Because these alterations were deemed 2
“minor variance” from building codes, the application would
be decided by the committee of adjustment at city hall, As re-
quired, notice was cireulated to some 30 households within a
fi-metre radius of 48 Wanda, along with an invitation to at

tend the hearing on August 29, 1995,

Muost peaple pay little attention to opague notices rom city
hall, but some area residents read this one carefully and were
enraged. In their minds, the garage was about to become a
tower rising ahove the rooftops and teeming with family life.
A woman around the corner on Indian Road Crescent saw her
privacy coming to an end. Whenever she sunbathed, salacious
eves would be upon her. Others envisioned all-night parties
and Wanda Road choked with bumper-to-bumper traffic.
They noted that the proposed use for the renovated structure
included furniture repair. A factory!

Partly this veaction grew out of a misunderstanding, The

notice stated that the proposed building would exceed the
permitted floor space by 67 square metres and rise to a height
of .73 metres instead of the permitted four It sounded likea
jaw-dropping expansion. In fact, the alterations would change
the huilding’s size hardly at all. It already exceeded the maxi-
mum dimensions, but it had the grandfathered rights of its
venerable age, “One thing people hate, evervwhers in Toronto,
is the idea of a houze behind a house,” savs Gail Johnson, the
smart, penial woman who managed the committee of adjust-
ment at the time. “That always makes for trouble.”

INDEED, WANMDA ROAD HAD NEVER SEEN SUCH TROUBLE. NOT
when John Graves Simeoe strolled the high, airy wilderness in
1792 and ordered the area surveyed as crown land. Not when
it was the site of fox hunts. Not when the Grand Trunk Hail-
way came in the 1850, Iater crossed by other bustling railroads
that pave the area its name, the Junction.

The first occupants of the tall brick houses on Wanda had
been railway workers, mainly Anglo-Saxon Protestants. They
geemed not to mind the smells and rats from the stockyvards
nearby. By the late 1940s, that core group had raised families
and moved away. The area gradually filled with Eastern Euro-
peans: Polish, Ukrainian and German refugees flesing pover-




Ly and post-war chaos and drawn to the large houses at bar-
gain prices. They were too prececupied with working, fre-
guently holding down two jobs at once, to be very commu-
nicative. Besides, they filled their homes with family, which
made them inward looking, Valantin and Magdalens Mondry,
at 50 Wanda, once had five generations under their roof,

Elfleda Mackay, a widow in her 90z, nearly blind, charming,
and alert as a bird, has lived at 57 Wanda for more than 50
years and gaye of those neweomers, “They were good people,
and they tried to learn English, but we were not in and out of
their houses in the old way of being neighbours. You know, if
you need a cup of supar, you po borrow it”

The next change on Wanda began in the late 1980z, as the
stockyards were closing and the air became less putrid.
Dirawn by the proximity to High Park, the shops and restau-
rants on Bloor and the easy walk to the subway, professionals
began moving in, The first of these were Georgia and Gerry
Helleiner, he a professor of Third World economics at U of Ty
and Keith Leckie and his wife, Mary Young Leckie, award-

“We didn't know anything about Romero House,” Tony re-
calls. He 13 a powerfully built man of 48 with a neatly trimmed
beard and steady dark eyes. He is a general contractor but
also an artist, descended from six generations of artists, and
his oils—hiblical dramas—hang on his walls. "It looked like
the beginning of something that wouldn't be good. Everyone
would be converting their garages for housing” Besides, he
adds, there were “those kids who lived at Romero House."

Many complaints about the garage got around to a mention
of “those kids." Noisy. Thoughtless, Few said openly that
“those kids" were the first blacks Wanda Road had ever
known, but Tony Rebelo acknowledges that there were “a few
racist remarks.”

The arrival of desperale refugees in such a settled eommu-
nity had not been easy on the neighbours. Mary Jo was prone
to holding potluck parties around a backyard barbecue when-
ever someone had a birthday, or started school, or welcomed a
family member or, especially, secured papers as a landed im-
migrant. She believes such gatherings provide a respite for

winning filmmakers, whe moved into a corner house at
Wanda and Indian Hoad. When the flap began, the Leckies
were almost the only neighbours who had ever actually been
inside Romero House, On the previous Boxing Day, they had
accepted a party invitation Mary Jo put at every door on the
street. “No one else came," Mary Jo recalls ruefully. *“We had a
lat of leftovers. But Mary and Keith had a great time."

The leaders of the opposition to the garage were Milan and
Irena Pekic, who lived around the eorner on Indian Road
Crescent, and Richard Wolkowskd, at 56 Wanda, Among the
other incensed residents were Valantin and Magdalena Mon-
dry, who live next door to Romero House. Both are in their
Tis, frail and worn, and both are lovers of quiet. Magdalena
would weep when she spoke of the proposed expansion,

Antonio and Grace Rebelo, a couple with Portuguese roots
who had moved into 58 Wanda, were also upset. They were
absorbed with gutting their rundown house and turning it
into a showplace, Tony had warned his wife when they moved
in: “Let's not be too friendly too fast with the neighbours”
They mostly keptl to themselves, but that changed when
someone knocked on their door to tell them the garage at
48 Wanda waz about to become an apartment house,

people having a stressful time and help knit together dis-
parate families. The festivities were poorly received on Wanda
Road, even though they ended by 10 and often, because of
Muslim prohibitions on liquor, were dry.

It also proved difficull in summer to hide the fact that
Homero House was full of high-advenalin refugee children,
drunk on novelty and nervousness. Onee, five-year-alds built a
fort of eardboard boxes in the mutual driveway betwean
Romere House and 46 Wanda, where Mary and Pat Collins
live, obstructing car access. The ehildren cheerfully removed
it when Mary asked them to, but it was one of many issues
around that driveway, Teenagers played basketball there, and
when the ball fell into the Collinges' hackyard, the youths
would take a direct route to gel it, weakening the fence and
trampling the flowers, And then there was the time in a sum
mer rain when younger children ran naked down Wanda
Road, shouting with glee.

Fat Collins has lived on Wanda since 1943, when he was five.
He loves the street, and when he married in 1962 he bought a
house across from his parents. He and Mary are both 64 now
and retired, their four grown children long gone. Observant
Roman Catholies, they are unshakably accepting of what hap-
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pens at Romero House. Mary Collins, a woman with flufTy
brown hair and an easy langh, hated having her flowers flat-
tened but is eharitable. “You have to remember the lives these
children have had,” she says. “They had no rules, no order to
their lives. They've come from camps and unbelievably severe
conditions. You can't just drop them here and expect them to
honour fences and property.” The Mondrys, on the other side,
were not 20 forgiving. They erected a zolid wooden fence six
feet high that Romero House calls “the Berlin Wall."

The most serious affront came from the children's mis
understanding of the intermittent traffic on Wanda. Fresh
from communities that were hostile to strangers, a few voung-
sters arrangecd pieces of wood studded with nails to puncture
the intruders’ tires. Mary Jo, working at her computer, heard
the popping sounds and the trivmphant cheers, She ran to
apologize and make amends. “That was once,” she says firmly,
“We put a stop to that.”

Noting the aloof respectability of Wanda Road, Mary Jo
decided that the wizest course was to keep a low profile. *1t is
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astonishing to me, in retrospect. We treated the neighbour-
hood like a backdrop.” Onee, people around the corner; seeing
the refugee boys playing ball hoekey with two-ly-fours, donat-
ed hockey sticks. But that was an exception. The Leckies were
busy making films and tending their children. The Helleiners,
across the street, were potential allies beeause they had lived
for four years in Nigeria and Tanzania, but they had little time
for socializing, Georgia was vecupied, almost to the breaking
point, with the care of thedir son, Peter, born in Dar es Salaom
in 1968 with Down's syndrome.

A5 THE SUMMER OF 1995 DREW TO A CLOSE, ROMERO HOUSE
was gerenely unaware that trouble was brewing. Philip
Beesley, the architect, and Lorne Howeroft, head of the
Romero House Board, planned to attend the committes of ad-
Justment meeting. Whal could go wrong when the renovation
wag 8o minor? The roaf would be raised only a foot to allow for
insulation, and a proposed bay window would extend a mere
foot farther than the existing one. Mary Jo went out of town,
A week before the hearing, Howeroft heard from the Col-
linses that the application might be in trouble. He iz a pentle
and distinguished retired high school principal, now 74, His

long association with Mary Jo includes their activities in an
international Catholic peace organization, Pax Christi. To-
pether with many others, they protested the Gulf War by plac-
ing a barricade of oil drums aeross three lanes of University
Averue in front of the LS. Consulate, Both were arrested,
though the police commented that they were the most peace-
ful and respectful demonstrators they had ever met, and one
desk officer asked Mary Jo to pray for his ailing father.

With Mary Jo away, Howeroft attempted to negotiate a
last-minute peace. Knocking on nearby doors, he gol a blast
fromm a raging man who shouted at him that Romero House
was in the refugee bugziness for the money. Shaken, he consid-
ered his plight, Counting the Collinses as favouring the pro-
ject and the Leckies and Helleiners as at least indifferent, it
appeared that the other 10 households facing or abutting that
block of Wanda Road were dead set against the garage. He
and the architect would be the only supporters of the applica-
tion. He appealed to the Collinses. Pat had left Lown on a [ish-
ing trip hut ohligingly returned to attend the hearing.

“The committee of adjustment” has a Procrustean ring,
and the private citizens who preside at hearings deserve dan
ger pay (al the time, they received an honorarium of $9,000 a
year), As a cheap eourt of first resort for people with ambi-
tions to make visible changes to their property, the committes
acts as a brake on hubris, Its function has a noble lineape:
rules poverning property disputes in the interest of fairness
and the public pood date back to the Magna Carta in 1215

Gail Johnson, the committes’s managern, has 30 vears' ex-
perience with neighbourhood confrontations and sayvs, “Hear-
ings are the best free theatre in town. They are pure melo-
drama, It's where people display evervthing from civility to
rage. The raw issues are the value of property and the fecling
that too much change is happening too fast." She shrugs. “The
city has to have growth, and we want to keep Toronto diverse,
but there ig always the potential for bitterness that will drive
people to move away.”

Howeroft and Beesley gamely presented the case for
Romere House, pointing out that the parape would be un-
chomged in “its use or general physical arranpement.” Pat
Collins told the committee, *We have had no serious problems
gither before or =ince Romero House bought the property.”



Then it was the turn of the opponents. Grace and Tony Re-
belo, who can read blueprints, were reassured by Lthe archi-
tect’s presentation, but others appeared not to be. When pas-
sion and reason collide, reason might azs well zave its breath:
passion is born deaf, and glad of it. The protesters declared
that the alterations to the garage would make it enormous, an
eyesore. There was talk of endangerment to the neighbour-
hood's safety. One opponent spoke of “wile beaters” and “drug
dealers” at Romero House, another of the introduetion of a
criminal element, wild parties and, especially, of too many
children—"like rabbits.” There was even a sinister reference
to a rape that had oceurred some distance away the previous
year Pat Colling couldn’t help but remark on the irony: “About
5() years ago, they were the refugees.”

In the end, the committee ruled against the application, de-
claring that the building was causing “a negative impact on
the surraunding neighbours and therefore the proposal can-
not be reparded as desirable.” Lorne Howeroft never learned
the names of the three-person committee that evening but

ta those who had designated their denations for the renovation
project. Eventually, the interior of the parage was repaired to
make it available for storage and occasional fair-weather gath-
erings, because it's not winterized, the building has limited use,

Many times, Mary Jo wondered if Romero House should
move, but her personal investment ran deep. AL the time, she
was writing a book about Romero House, Af the Border Called
Hope, a condemnation of mean-minded Canadian immigration
officials and a paean of praise for the joys and spiritual en-
richment of living with refugees.

What has become her mid-life work—passionate advocacy
on behalf of refugees drifting in the system—began casually. A
colleague on the Catholic New Times had asked Mary Jo to do
her a favour and replace her as night manager at the Keele
Street shelter run by the Christian Brothers until someone
elze could be found. All Mary Jo had to do was live there,
There was no pay, but the accommeodation was rent free. She
had no official duties but loved to spend her evenings chatting
with the refugees. She found them to be cultivated, educated

imagined they were bureaucrats blown by a political wind.
They were not. The chair was George Hislop, the first openly
gay person in Toronto to run for public office. To commemo-
rate his principled leadership at a difficult time, the city
named a park after him. Another was Douglas Lee, former
dean of architecture at U of T and no stranger to the struggles
of visible minorities. The third was Michael Haughton, man-
ager of the Ted Reeve Arena. The workload for committee
members is magsive.

“It is a prestigious appointment,” says Gail Johnson, “We
need people with standing In the community, people you can
respecl even if you don't agree with them.”

The refugees were disheartened by the rejection. Mary Jo
was appalled to find herself disliking nelghbours she didn't
know, a state of mind unaceeptable in her theology, *1 wasn't
sure we could make it," she says now. How could Romero
House offer refugees from hostile lands a safe place to begin
new lives when it seemed Wanda Road itsell was hostile?

ROMERO HOUSE COULD HAVE APPEALED TO THE ONTARID
Municipal Board, bul Mary Jo decided that protracting the

struggle would only make things worse, Money was returned

102

people. Emotionally and financially drained by their brutal
ordeals, they were hungry for friendship.

As time went on, she grew uneasy about the way the shel-
ter operated. The Christian Brothers ran it like a typieal top
down, paid-staff social agency, which seemed to have a muting
effect on the refugees. At night, her non-official status per-
mitted the residents to emerge from their shells and relax.
She developed a sweetly impractical view that pood works
should be done out of o Samaritan sense of responsibility for
the well-being of others rather than as part of a job deserip-
tion, One of the refugees said as much to her—that they knew
ghe veally cared about them because she wasn't paid to be
there. Mary Jo was distressed that winter when refugees
wire paid for such minor chores as shovelling the drive. She
felt it violated the ideal of collaborative family life,

Her differences with the approach of the Christian Broth-
ers never came to a confrontation, but changes happened
nonetheless, First of all, the seedy Rupert Hotel at Quecn and
Parlizment burned down, a dizaster that took the lives of sev-
eral homeless men and led Lo a compassionate Ontario gov-
ernment providing assistance to the “hardest to house," in the
form of start-up funds to be distributed through an organiza-
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tion called the Eupert Houze Coalition.

To apply onbeholf of refugees for some of that money, Mary
Jio needed to be more than one distressed nun, so she put to-
gether the Toronto Belugee Committee for Non-Profil Homes
and Services, Ine., headed by Lorme Howeroft, Though the
coalition had =treet people in mind, it agreed that refugees
qualified as among the hardest to house, With Queen's Park
guarantesing the mortgages, Mary Jo's group was able to par
chaze three housez in the Keele and Bloor area. One was the
residence formerly owned by the Christian Brothers (who
wiere withdrawing from that effort), one was on Dorval Road,
and one was the house on Wanda, The builldingz were named
Romero House, alter the archbishop martyved for his work
among the poor of Bl Salvador, In 1992, Mary Jo became exec-
utive director of all three houses and moved her narrow cot
into a small bedroom on the second floor of 48 Wanda,

Renovations were begun, but refugees desperate for hous-
ing moved in despite the upheaval. Among the frst to arrive
were four delightful Sri Lankans, all in thelr 20s. When their

person who showed them that you can love equally men and
wornen and children from all nations. They had heard about
it, but they never saw it practized quite so well. Muslim or
Buddhist or whatever, they know Mary Jo is for real. Many of
them eall her Mother”

Hy the winter of 1995, stung by the ruling and by the ani-
mosity of so many neighbours, Mary Jo feared she would have
to abandon the house on Wanda Hoad. It was a time for soul-
searching. But, as she says, her face brightening, “the parape
proved to be the lurning point.”

THE CATALYST WAS THE HELLEIMERS. AGHAST TO LEARN
what had happened at the committee of adjustment hearing,
Georgia invited a few people over for a barbecue. Many ac
cepted, including a handful of refugess and voluntesrs from
Romero House. Grace Bebelo joined them, then rashed home
to tell her hushand, Tony, that he should come, too, “These
people are really interesting,” she told him.

“Georgia helped the street, and she helped all of us to

landed immigrant papers came through, their places were
taken by frightened, tense families fleeing the tribal struggles
of Somalia and Eritrea. Mary Jo made the families feel wel-
come and set out the Lerms of their “agreement.”

Everyone is treated with respect, new residents are told,
without regard to race or gender or religion. “We are Chris-
tlans, but we have no desive for you to be Christions,” she as-
gures them. They are expected to share chores and pet along
together, even those from Aflrican tribes who for penerations
have heen blood enemies, For reasons Spinoza would under-
stand, loving thy neighbour as thyself works as a dispute res-
olution device at Romero House. “We work for free.” Mary Jo
explains, “and we expect vou to help and contribute in the
same spirit. If you just want an apartment, this is not the place
for you" No one is ashed the intake questions Lthat are routine
elzewhere: “Where are you from?™ “What did you do?" “De-
seribe your claim for refugee status” What is hardest for most
neweomers to accept, especially If they've lived in camps, is
Mary Jo's rule that they are not to lock their doors, She be-
lieves that if you trust people, they will be trustworthy.

Jack Costello, a Jesuit priest and the former president of
Regiz College, says, “For a lot of refupees, Mary Jo is the first

understand the refupees,” =aid the elderly Elfleda Macksy.
“These things change o person.”

Meanwhile, two houses on Wanda changed hands. One of
the new (amilies consisted of Eddy Gerek, an accountant
turned headhunter, and his wife, Denyse Richardson, a doctor,
who moved in at 49 Wanda. The actor Fiona Reid and her hus-
band, MeCowan Thomas, a sel constructor, bought number
45, That autumn, there was a progressive dinner party invalv-
ing a dozen neighbours, old and new, who wound up having
coffee at Romere House. Much uneasiness evaporated. “The
minute refugees have a face and a name,” savs Mary Jo,
“something happens.”

Mary Young Leckie called Mary Jo before Christmas that
vear. She said, "Our children have way too much stuff. How
about vou make me a list, and we'll bring over some gifts for
people ot Romero House? Mary Jo, overwhelmed with geati-
tude, drew up long lists tailored to every refugee in the house
(at any given time, about a dozen adults and children live
thera), along with a short description of what each had en-
dured. Torture, vile prisons and witnessing the killing of fam-
ily members were the common lot. Mary remembers some
polgnant ftems on Mary Jo's list: the man with no winteyr



clothes who neaded “a warm hat,” and the woman with sever-
al ehildren who “eould use cooking utensils.” Taken aback by
the magmitude of the enterprise, Mary called on neighbours Lo
help. They turned up at Romero House on Christmas Eve with
exquisitely wrapped, individually chosen gifts for every per-
son, and hampers of chocolates, oranges, walnuts and wine,
One little girl was given the most beautiful party dress Mary
could find, The child'’s expression when she zaw it made every-
thing worthwhile, The gifts and Christmas hampers for
Homero House have become a Wanda Road tradition.

Magic began to happen on a street where people had kept
to themselves for 50 vears. Mary Jo deseribes the vear or two
alter the parage Masco az “a thouzand acts of kindness”
Wanda Road discovered that Elfleda Mackay was alone much
of the time, her only child in a state of shock because his wife
lay in hospital in a coma. Georgia Helleiner bepan running er-
rands for Mrs, Mackay,; Grace Rebelo planted flowers in her
parden and mowed her lawn. Magdalena Mondry got a key to
her house in case of emergency, brought food for her cats and

ting coats and boots, to help. At Christmas, Romero House
residents of many faiths go door to door singing carols, “It is
such a gift to have Romern House on this street,” sayvs Mary
Young Leckie, a glowing beauty with long, carrot-coloured
hair, “Racial and religious differences just vanish here”
What of those who oppozed the garage? Some, like the Re-
belos, changed their views. Others, like Elfleda Mackay, still
think Romero House was pushing it. “I was against [the build-
ing permit application),” she says, her syes snapping. “The
government wouldn't think of letting anyone else do that. We
all kicked.” Some opponents moved away. Others made it
plain they did not wish to dizcuss the matter. "You'll have ta
find somebody else,” said a woman who answered the tele-
phone at the home of the Wolkowskis, “becauge I'm not inter
ested in talking to you." IUs easy Lo understand why someone
would not want to risk being hung out to dry by a journalist.
Valantin Mondry was similarly reluctant to talk, though he
eventually vielded. When I arrived on a summer afternoon, he
was taciturn with resentment. He continued to water the lawn

phoned almost every day. When Romero House gave a birth-
day party for Georgin one winter night, two men carried
Mrz, Mackay across the street to attend. Grace became god-
muther Lo the child of one refugee family. Magdalena bought
a birthday cake for another who was turning 18,

“I deam't know how Mary Jo does it, because she never asks
for anything,” says Fiona Reid. "She describes a situation, and
somehow you find voursell doing something about it Keith
Leckie says much the same: “There is no pressure, but sud-
denly you want to help.” When Mary Jo let it drop that the
refugees were pinched by poverty and found the long waits for
immigration hearings tedious, Tony Rebelo began hiving them
to do painting and odd jobs; once, he took on all five men in
one family. Fiona Reid pays for occasional help around the
garden and house. When Pat and Mary Collins asked a vefu
gee to help in Mary's mother's gurden, they discovered he was
a professor of agronomy, no less,

The thousand acts of kindness were reciprocated. A Mexi
can family with three daughters, two of them blind, kept the
shared driveway impeccable and shovelled sidewalks for
neighbours, refusing to be paid, Whenever a car was stuck in
the snow, the men of Romero House would ruzh out, forget-
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while I sat on his front porch and waited. Finally he sighed,
fastened the spraying hose to his fence and joined me, limping
painfully from arthritiz. He was grumpy about “those people”
at Romero House, aboul the refugee children who stepped on
hiz flowers years ago, about the noise from teenagers, about
Romero House's burned-out, weedy front lawn, an affront to
his adjoining emerald carpet, and about the despicable plan in
1885 to move people into the garage, something he still be-
lieves was the intention. We talked idly about his vouth in the
German army, aboul how half his right hand was shot away on
the Hussian front, about the eruel deaths of his parents in that
war When he grew more comfortable, he went inside to get a
photo album. Turning the pages, we studied a picture of his
granddaughter and her husband, a man whose family, 1
learned, came from India. Valantin's pride in this picture
didn't fit with the general view that opposition Lo the Romero
House garage had a racist component.,

“He is very handsome," I said of the grandson-in-law,

Valantin was suddenly enthusiastic: “Yes, and smart! He is
ong of 11 children, and they are all good, all educated.”

“But isn't he a different, uh, religion?"

| was given a pitying look. “Sure, but he is religious.”
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It was such a good answer, so right, [ had nothing move to
say. In companionate silence, we listened to the summer
sound of eicadas and watched the are of sun-silvered water
falling from the hose.

OME EVENING IN EARLY 1993 AT A ROMERD HOUSE GATHERING,
Tony Rebelo said, *You know, Mary Jo, we should hold a
street party. Bring everyone together” With a meaningful
look, he added, “Make sure that thing doesn't happen again.”
Mary Jo pictured a barbecue, maybe games for the children,
[nstead, what Wanda Road got in the summer of 1999 was a
Tony Rebelo production. Mary Jo was pressed into serviee to
obtain a permit to close the street and find a hundred or &0
folding chairz. Grace Rebelo, an insurance underwriler,
arranged for appropriate coverage, Tony lined the street with
wooden standards festooned with pennants and Christmas
lights borrowed [rom his Portuguese church, A stage ap-
peared in the middle of the road, with a sound system and he-
lium balloons. People loaned barbecues to cook hamburgers

program. Denyse Richardson would supervise the games.
Such chores as set-up, cleanup and emplying garbage bins
were assigned, lists begat lists

The Leckies mentioned that the party coineided with their
20th anmiversary and that they would like Jack Costello from
Regis College to give them a sort of blessing. Tony Rebelo was
ingpired to construct an enormous erescent moeon out of Styro-
foam, which Grace upholstered in bright blue eloth. They
dressed dolls as bride and groom to dangle from the eusp. The
whale contraption would be suspended from the trees and un-
vieiled as a surprise for the Leckies. The idea hoad something to
dowith the Frank Sinatra song “Fly Me to the Moon,” which
Tony decided was appropriate for the oecasion,

Then it was diseovered that the party eoincided almost
exactly with Mrs. Mackay's 95th birthday. Mary Jo ordered a
cake big enough [or everyvone on the street. Grace Rebelo
bought Mrs. Mackay a new dress and a wide-brimmed hat to
mateh. “1'] look like the Queen,” Mrs. Mackay pasped. Mean-
while, a new couple was moving into 44 Wonda? Wonderful!

and hot dogs. Banguet tables were arranged, laden with
potluck food, and there were iced tubz of water and juice. A
program of entertainment featured Wonda Road's children,
dancing and singing their hearts out, A mounted police officer
arrived to make a safety check, and =o did firefighters on a fire
truck. The children were ¢estatic, That first party was a re-
sounding success, and the following vear's was even hetter
Preparations for the third annual Wanda Road street party
began in the dead of winter, Neighbours received notices of
the planning meetings at the home of the Hebelos. S0 much to
do. Get the Nyamamusango marimba band, which plays
music from Zimbabwe, We'll need noisemalkers for the kids'
parade around the neighbourhood, with a banner inviting
everyone Lo come. Pans and lids and spoons should do it.
Grace woutld make the banner. Parents were assigned to cor-
niers as crozsing puards. Keith Leckie agreed to carry a boxlul
of extra noisemakers so other childven eould join in.
Someone offered to round up a penerator for the Christmas
lights to be lit at dusk. It was decided live barbecues would be
set up on the driveway belonging to Maxine Wilson, at the
corner of Wanda and Indian Road Crescent. Max works for
the school board and was a natural to design the children’s

They would get an official welcome and a presentation. And
an orphaned 12-year-old boy, fresh from five years in a refugee
camp in Angola, had just joined his long-lost sister at Romero
House. Great, we'll welcome him, too. Mary Young Leckie, Lhe
filmmaker, would produce the talent show, The program
would include a traditional danece by four Mexican children,
the Tibstan Preservation of Culture mroup performing in cer-
emonial dress, and Ned Gallaghey, a 12-year-old prodigy on
bagpipes. Fiona Refd, who knows her way around a stape,
would be the announcer.

Mary Jo eringed to learn she was expected to sing. She re-
searched the history of Wanda Hoad and wrote astoundingly
corny lyrics for something she Ltled “Willoughby Blues,”
named for the family that originally owned much of the area.
She planned to render this ditty while wearing dark glasses
aned a Ooppy red hal pulled low: “The refugees love it when |
make a fool of myself”

The third annual street party last June was crazy, wonder-
ful and touching, a splendid example of tolerance and com
munity. A banner in the yard at Romero House summed up
the little miracle on 2 street called Wanda: “Love for All. Ha-
tred for None,” =mn



