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You file in and you sit. I look up. I’m so happy you came.  
 

“I wanted to tell you that you will have a terrible life.” 
 
Over the murmurs, I say again, 
 
“You will have a terrible life and you won’t realize it’s terrible until it’s too late. 
 
 You’ll spend your childhood wishing you were grown up and your grown up years wishing you could go back. 
 
You’ll have passions that will light your insides up but when it comes time to go to college or get a job you’ll choose 
something with ‘good prospects’ although it might make you a bit dead inside. You’ll get a salary and fill your time with 
meetings and spend your money on nice clothes and impossibly high rents, but there will be an emptiness you can’t 
shake.  
 
You’ll find someone, get married and buy a home together you’ll pay for for the next thirty years. You’ll fill the home 
with things you’ll never use: mountain bikes, juicers and complete third seasons of television shows. You’ll vacation a 
few times, to somewhere safe, like Europe or Disneyland. You’ll make a few donations to charities but avoid the gaze of 
homeless people on the street.   
 
You’ll start counting the decades to retirement and the light in your eyes will dim. You’ll have kids and for a moment 
they will bring you back to life again, but soon you’ll start to parent them, telling them to behave and grow up and “This 
is how things are.” The light will go right off again.  
 

And somewhere in among all the hurrying that defines your life; the deadlines and alarm 
clocks and soccer practice, you’ll fall into these moments of quiet desperation. 

‘Is this all there is?’ 
 
You’ll ask yourself in a tiny voice but no one will answer and the emptiness will seem so profound. But then you’ll be 
pulled back into the relentless forward march. You’ll fill your home with more things that will gather dust and slowly 
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choke you. You’ll gain more weight every year and your health will start to fail. You’ll stumble into retirement but you 
will be too weak to do the things you promised yourself you would, to really live because you will have forgotten how.  
 

You won’t travel. You won’t play music. You won’t write your memoirs. You will sit 
and watch television.  
 
And then you will realize that you are dying and you’ll want your family and friends close to you but whatever 
friendships you had will have long crumbled under the weight of work and the constant chase for an unreachable 
“more”. Your family will be so busy filling their own homes with things and telling their children to grow up that when 
they come, when they rush in and rush out, you’ll feel even worse. 
 
And someone will ask you if you have any regrets and you’ll say, ‘I wish I had actually lived and not just pretended to.’ 
 
But they won’t understand you and then you’ll be gone.”  
 
“Stop it,” you say, pushing past me as you try to leave. “Stop it. This isn’t me. It isn’t going to be me.” 
 
I grab your arm and look at you. “Yes it will be.” 

 
“Even if it is, this is everyone’s life. Every middle class Canadian life. What else 
could I expect?” 
 
“Something better. Don’t you deserve that?” I say to you. 
 
“There is nothing else but this. It’s what everyone does because there is nothing else to do. At least, if you want any 
security in your life,” you tell me. 
 
“You call this security? You feel secure in this kind of life, okay, but can you feel anything else?” I’m staring at you now.  
 
You pause. “Not much,” you finally say. 
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“Then what kind of safety is that? You’ve made a terrible gamble. You’ve given up on yourself in exchange for safety. 
This kind of life wears you down into a faceless, emotionless nub. I could have put anyone in your role and described 
their life and it would have been so much the same.” 
 
“Stop it!” you say again to me. “You’re making it out like this is my fault. But it’s not my fault. What other choice did I 
have? I wasn’t free at any point of this. There were so many things I had to do, rules I had to play by. I was boxed in.” 
 

I stop and look at you. “So you see it, then? Your box?” 
 
“My box of what?” 
 
“You’re in it right now. Each wall is made of the expectations and messages you get from different parts of your life. One 
side is for your family, who ask you “But will someone pay you for that?” and “Why are you doing so much?” so many 
times the questions lodge itself in your head. Another is your school, where you are told “No, that is not right. There is 
one right way to do this and we’ll tell you.” Until the words become your own. Then, your workplace, where your boss 
will tell you “You are powerless here, you have bills to pay and you will do whatever it takes, even if it crushes a part of 
you.” and “We should do what is best for right now. We won’t be around for later. Why worry?”. Your coworkers are part 
of this wall too, telling you “You should avoid working hard whenever you can. “ and “You should hate your job.” 
 
And then there is the thick wall of things you read in newspapers and pick up from movies, things you hear people 
talking about. Media, global culture and all those things that are hard to pin down. You hear “Focus on yourself. You 
are all that matters, but you will never be good enough. If you buy enough things you might be good enough. Nope, not 
yet.  

Buy more. Don’t look around too much. You are too busy to care about 
what is happening in the world. It’s someone else’s job. Fill your spare 
moments with sound and fury. Whatever you do, don’t think. Don’t look 
inside. Look for more. Chase for more. What you have is never enough.” 
 



 4 

There is a wall made by whatever groups you belong to: Canadians, women, Conservatives. This wall is made up of 
these words: “If only other people knew enough, they’d think like you. Your ideas are right. You should pity others who 
aren’t like you, or hate them, but don’t you ever empathize. You are right. Your way is right.” 
 
And there might be other walls besides these, but the strongest is your own wall, built of messages you have taken in as 
your own. “There is nothing else but this. If I try something else I will fail and it will hurt. I can’t do anything on my own 
so I should follow. I’ll get used to it. I just have to hold out until Christmas, until Friday, until retirement. I just have to 
stop thinking so much.” 
 

You might have convinced yourself that the words that make up these walls are 
not things you have been told. You might convince yourself that these are things 
that are true, that just are. And if you do that you’ll forget that there can be 
anything other than what you are living right now. You forget that there is a world 
outside the box. 
 
“Well, what is outside?” you ask. 
 
The other ninety percent of yourself that you’ve been told to cast away. The parts of you that love to sing and dance and 
crack jokes and explore and test things out. But there are more than just your missing parts outside the box. There are 

also ways for people to be with each other that spring from trust and empathy, not judgment and jealousy. There 
are ways for you to live without losing yourself. There are ways to be fulfilled. 
 
“So it’s all sunshine and rainbows, then?” you say mockingly. 
 
No. It’s a limitless landscape of different possibilities. Some of them will be worse than what you had inside the box. 
Some of them might be dangerous. 
 
“Well then it’s not worth it. It’s too risky to go out. Think of what might happen!” you decide. 
 



 5 

“Don’t you trust yourself? Don’t you think that you’d be able to get out of a bad situation? To learn, grow and move on? 
You won’t figure out how to live differently on the first try. But if you keep moving and changing you will never fail. You 
will never let yourself fail.” 
 

I turn and look at you. “What can’t you do?” 
 
You pause, not sure of what to say. 
 
I carry on, “What can you absolutely not do? Nothing. You have no limits. At the very least you have fewer limits than 
you believe you do. But if you stay inside the box you will never find a way to fill your emptiness.” 
 
“But how do I even get out?” you ask me. 
 

“Look at all the sides of your box very carefully. One will be weaker than the 
others. Maybe not by a lot, but it will be weaker. Maybe your family allows you more freedom 
than you thought at first. Maybe it’s your school or your workplace. Use that freedom to invite the imaginative, playful 
part of yourself back, just for a while. Look and think about how things could be better. Then, take hold of that freedom 
and do something. You might convince your family to exchange stories instead of gifts at Christmas. You might get your 
boss to hold walking meetings. It doesn’t have to be a master plan. It just has to be something small that makes life 
better for others and allows you to reclaim a part of yourself.” 
 
“And what if I fail? What if no one listens and it doesn’t work?” 
 
“Just try again with something small. What have you got to lose? You’ll get better at it each time. And once something 
works you won’t even believe how you feel. You’ll have given yourself your freedom back. You’ll have catapulted yourself 
outside of the box. You’ll suddenly appreciate how much is possible, how much you have to give and to grow and to 
gain. You’ll see thousands of ways you can make life better for yourself and others. You’ll have the confidence to see 
some of them through.  
 

You’ll start seeing in colour. You’ll be more content, satisfied. You won’t always be happy but 
you’ll feel alive.”  
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“What next? What next?” you say, getting a little excited in spite of yourself.  
 
So much more. Your story is just beginning! If you want ideas for where to go from here, read Part 2.  
 
Most of you look satisfied and leave. A few of you stay back. 
 
“I’m too old. My time has passed. It’s too late for me.” You say in a sad voice.  
 
“If you really think that, then it will be true for you. But I want to ask you, could you have been told that so many times 
you just think it’s true? I believe that you can do this. There is no age limit on reclaiming your life. Even if you’re not 
sure, just try. I promise you that the explosion of colour will be worth it. And I’m here if you want to talk.” 
 
Some of you nod and leave. Some of you stay. You look angry. You say: 
“I’m not a middle class Canadian. I don’t have these privileged concerns. I have to work at a job I hate or else my family 

will not have enough food. My parents don’t care enough about me to even try to box me in. I’m just trying to 
survive. Why are you pushing me to live if I’m just trying to survive?” 
 
“Because I think you deserve more than survival. And I think you can do more than just survive. I believe there is so 
much more to you. You have more to be, more to give. And I believe you can find a way out of this. But you have to start 
looking and thinking that you can do it. You have to dismantle the voice in the back of your head that is telling you that 
you shouldn’t even try.”    
 

“Okay”, you say. “Okay. But who the hell are you to be telling me all this? How 
can you be so sure?” 
 
“A few years ago, I was you. Well, I wasn’t you exactly. I was a middle class Canadian marching forward, ever forward, 
on a path. I did well in school, was coached away from and towards different careers, different schools. I raced and 
raced and worked and worked. I didn’t see my grandparents as much as I should have. I started thinking people were 
unnecessary distractions.  
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It all ‘paid off’. I was celebrated but I did not celebrate. People told me ‘Congratulations!’ and I smiled but felt nothing 
except for hollow. None of it mattered to me.  
 
I thought that being busier would help me keep distance from my growing sense of emptiness but it was never enough. 
Once I got to university, I saw a chance for something different. I had the sense that I would get to decide again how I 
was going to live. I took it. I took it with everything I had. And slowly, I felt myself coming back. I started dreaming 
again. I started doodling.  
 
And my world did not fall apart. I was a daisy in a field of grass and no one has cut me down. I’ve found others. I’ve 
been welcomed with such kindness and I can see so much more than before.  
 
Would I say that I am all the way there? No. I would not. But I’m on a path now. A path outside the box and I can tell 
you that there is so much colour. Sometimes things are so beautiful it hurts. It has been the best of times and the worst 
of times. I have had all of the answers and none of the answers. I feel like I have woken up. I’ll never be able to go back 
inside my box. 
 
And I couldn’t go any further without telling you all. Without getting you to come with me.” 
 

“Will you?” I say as I’m holding out my hand to you. 
 

“Will you?”   
 
 


