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YOUR HOME IS AN UNCUT GEM





AS UNIQUE AS YOU ARE 

Think of your home as a piece of exquisite jewelry that has yet to be designed; a gem that has not 

been cut. It’s waiting for you to make it personal.  We invite you to book a virtual meeting and tour 

or visit our presentation gallery at 181 Davenport Road (Yorkville), Toronto.

Monday–Friday 10am–7pm, Saturday, Sunday 10am–6pm. Over 75% sold. Construction started.
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TORONTO IS MORE THAN A CITY. MORE THAN A PLACE WITH TALL BUILDINGS AND A WATERFRONT 

AND PARKS. MORE THAN A COLLECTION OF NEIGHBOURHOODS, OF SHOPS, RESTAURANTS, 

SCHOOLS, AND HOUSES. TORONTO IS ALL OF US. THE PEOPLE WHO STAND TOGETHER, FACING THE 

FUTURE, RESILIENT, HOPEFUL, AND OPTIMISTIC. WE ARE TORONTO. WE STAND TALL. MENKES.COM
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IN VAUGHAN.
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IN YORKVILLE 

AT YONGE AND BLOOR.

EXCLUSIVE RESIDENCES IN 

THE PRESTIGIOUS SOUTH HILL 

NEIGHBOURHOOD.  

DOWNTOWN LIVING 
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EXCITING COMMUNITIES COMING SOON
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1994 - 2000
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A MODERN CLASSIC RISES.

COMING SOON TO MISSISSAUGA.

EMBLEMDEVCORP.COM

DESIGNER CONDOMINIUMS.



Illustration is artist’s concept.



A Modern Davisville.
Each residence combines modern refinement with the 

comforts of home. A boutique twelve-storey condominium, 

The Davisville is the hallmark of midtown living. Located 

at Yonge and Manor, nestled between tree-lined streets, this 

sought-after community offers outstanding connectivity to 

the rest of Toronto. Discover Davisville as never before.

REGISTER AT  

THEDAVISVILLE.COM

Life. Lived better.



EXPERIENCE 

THE NEW 

MISSISSAUGA.
A city unto itself, Exchange District 

is at the centre of it all.

Top restaurants. Sought-after brands. Luxury details. Adjacent 

to Square One Shopping Centre. Expansive outdoor urban piazza 

and downtown promenade. Night life. Day life. It’s all right here. 

Extraordinary urban living awaits. 

Don’t miss this last chance to be part of Mississauga’s most 

award-winning Master-Planned community.

Register at theexchangedistrict.com

Exclusive Listing Brokerage to Barberry (DP) Inc.: International Home Marketing Group Realty Inc. 

Brokers Protected. Prices and specifi cations are subject to change without notice. Proposed LRT 

subject to Government approval and construction. Illustrations are artist’s concept. E. & O.E.

CONDOMINIUM RESIDENCES  • INNOVATIVE AMENITY PROGRAMMING  • AWARD-

WINNING URBAN DESTINATION COMMUNITY  • SHOPPING & DINING  • GROCERY

• CAFÉ  • EUROPEAN-INSPIRED PROMENADE WITH SEASONAL POP-UPS  • 

WELCOMING PIAZZA AND OUTDOOR SEATING  • TOP-RATED RESTAURANTS  • 

SHOPPING & DINING  • PARKS & PUBLIC SPACES  • NEW RETAIL  • OFFICE

• ADJACENT TO SQUARE ONE SHOPPING CENTRE  • NEW LRT RAPID 

TRANSIT  • INCREDIBLE VIEWS  • CITY CENTRE  & SO MUCH MORE! 
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and FASHION digital editions. In your 
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Like the Three Tenors, when a unique trio of masters come together 

to combine their distinct talents, the outcome is staggering beauty.  

Architect Siamak Hariri (Hariri Pontarini Architects), interior designer 

Alessandro Munge (Studio Munge) and landscape architect  

Janet Rosenberg (Janet Rosenberg & Studio) pool their heralded 

skills to make a bold and unprecedented statement in the world of  

luxury condominiums. 

In bringing us No. 7 Dale, they have pushed the possibilities of what 

fine and gracious living can be, seamlessly fusing the best elements of 

modern elegance and historic grandeur.

“The combined vision and unparalleled expertise of Siamak, Alessandro 

and Janet will translate into an elevated lifestyle experience unlike 

any other residential property in the city. It will encapsulate the 

highest standard of luxury, fit for Rosedale,” says Josh Shteiman, 

VP of development at Platinum Vista, the firm behind No. 7 Dale. 

 

This 26-unit, two-building residential property overlooking the 

Rosedale ravine rivals high-end Manhattan condos in style, 

spirit and bespoke luxury. Beyond the cachet of a coveted 

Rosedale address, No. 7 Dale presents a once-in-a-lifetime buying 

opportunity. Due to the neighbourhood’s heritage designation, 

No. 7 Dale will be the first and last development of its kind in 

Rosedale. “This project is unpretentious, yet it exudes a sense of 

quality, care, and atmosphere. It’s a fascinating new model that  

I haven’t seen in Toronto,” says Hariri.

According to Rosenberg, respecting the lush and natural surroundings 

into which this structure is integrated was not an afterthought, but 

a guiding principle. “Thoughtful planning went into the 

landscape design to highlight and preserve several magnificent 

150-year-old trees lining the property, to restore some of the original 

heritage elements, and to seamlessly integrate the project into the 

Rosedale neighbourhood fabric,” she says.

The interiors reveal the same reverence. Modern touches, superior 

materials, and stunning finishes are thoughtfully added to create 

spaces worthy of this rare and special setting. “Each residence’s 

interior is crafted under our philosophy of wonder and discovery,” 

says Munge. “We’ve designed No. 7 Dale to evoke the simplicity and 

elegance of when contemporary meets modern design. Through 

working with the talented team from Molteni&C Dada, elements of the 

interior will reflect Italian elegance, with unparalleled creativity of place 

and masterful craftsmanship.”

Unlike other developments which require a myriad of upgrades once 

you move in, this building is unique in that every conceivable upgrade 

has already been imagined and included in your purchase.

All you need is a key.

To explore more about this unique project, visit 7dale.com

THE TRIO

AND THE TRIUMPH.

ADVE RTI S E M E NT
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Feeding Frenzy

Readers who were sick of eating their 

own cooking were excited to see our 

“What to Eat Now” issue. In addition to 

highlighting a few brave new restaurants, 

we covered creative pop-ups and pivots, 

and innovative takeout experiences. 

The response was a lot of drooling 

emojis and OMGs, but also awe and 

admiration for the resourcefulness  

of restaurateurs in a trying time.

“Incredible local stories. Congrats 

to all of them!”

—venushealthmedical, Instagram

“Way to go. Love this feature!!!”

—randy_rob_rivers, Instagram

“Fantastic stories of resilience.”

—bumpyroadsstudio, Instagram

Flipping the Script

Anyone who profits from the opioid 

crisis is bound to draw ire, but readers 

reserved a special kind of hate for the 

doctor who ran a booming fentanyl 

business in cahoots with a pharmacist 

and a street dealer. What came to light 

after we published was that George 

Otto, the physician in question, who 

was out on bail pending an appeal  

of his trafficking conviction, has  

vanished. As a result, his appeal  

has been dismissed. 

“This doctor should go to jail for 

life, and so should the pharmacist. 

How could these people do this? 

We are way too lenient with these 

types of crimes. The article sug-

gested there are more doctors doing 

this and yet they are still out there 

prescribing deadly drugs and 

killing people.”

—Evangeline Fernandez-Alexander

“Pharmaceutical companies  

manufacture the stuff, doctors tell 

people to use the stuff, hospitals 

condone it all, pharmacists hand 

out the stuff, health regulatory 

bodies protect their members, and 

everyone loves the heaps of money 

it all makes. Everyone at every 

level has a hand in this insanity. 

They look at a small percentage of 

benefit for a small group of patients 

then apply that logic to everyone 

else with broad strokes, and when 

it causes problems, they just shrug 

their shoulders and say we need 

another drug to fix this problem. 

There are two powerful addictions 

happening here that are causing all  

the problems: opioids and greed.”

—knightopusdei, Reddit

The Peterson Principle

People have strong feelings about Jordan 

Peterson, and they had strong feelings 

about our feature on him. We were 

called “radical leftist snowflakes” and 

“shit-slingers” among other less pub-

lishable things. Here’s one thoughtful 

Peterson fan who disliked our take:

“The premise of this article, as the 

title suggests, is that Peterson is  

an idea huckster driven more by  

the desire for gain than intellectual 

rigour. There’s a problem with 

that premise: the author would 

actually have to provide a convinc-

ing critique of Peterson’s core ideas 

to demonstrate that they are vehicles 

for self-aggrandizement rather  

than serious insights into dominant 

intellectual trends and human 

psychology. But nowhere does  

he do that. The opening anecdote 

regarding Peterson’s attempt to sell 

his intellectual property—a psych 

test for job candidates—while a 

young professor at Harvard reflects 

the whole problem with the writer’s 

approach. There is nothing telling 

THE CONVERSATION



about an ambitious academic trying 

to sell his intellectual property. You 

can bet every professor at Harvard 

has done it or is trying to do it. A 

professor with a family must often 

moonlight to make ends meet. Also, 

the reference to the Aitken head 

interview is superficial. That inter-

view deserves an article in itself. 

I’ve listened to it, and it was clearly 

a hatchet job. The author does not 

have to agree with me on that point, 

but he should at least provide a 

proper assessment. If Toronto Life 

wants to judge Jordan Peterson,  

at least be clear about his ideas 

before drawing conclusions about 

his intentions and his character.”

—Michael Alexander, JD

And one from a semi-fan who rather 

liked the piece:

“Full disclosure: I read Jordan 

Peterson’s first book and have 

watched a few YouTube clips  

of him in interviews. I agree with 

some of his thinking but not all.  

I hesitated to read your article. In 

fact, I read everything in the April 

issue before I decided to look at the 

Peterson piece. I expected the usual 

attack but was pleasantly surprised 

at the balance and insight into the 

challenges of trying to share a vision 

in today’s world. In my opinion, 

it’s not easy to share a perspective 

that doesn’t line up with those of 

the ‘gifted woke few.’ ”

—Paul Gilkinson, Mississauga

And a few more, just for fun:

“I am fascinated by this guy and  

I have my pet theories about what is 

wrong with him, because something 

definitely is. My most pressing 

question is: who looks at a guy like 

this, who is clearly unwell, in the 

depths of misery and grappling 

with addiction, and says to them-

selves, ‘Yup. This guy is really onto 

something. I will definitely buy his 

self-help book.’ Look at him! Self-

help is not one of his talents. He’s  

a shadow of a man.”

—Ella McDiesel, Facebook

“The title alone shows that this 

article is most likely garbage 

written by triggered liberals.”

—Simon Lalonde-Charbonneau, 

Facebook

“Peterson promotes toxic douche-

baggery. He’s a human frat paddle.”

—Em Vandermeulen, Facebook

“Or you could say a well-respected 

psychology professor becomes 

financially successful late in life as 

a result of many people finding his 

work useful? What drivel.”

—@NeugledniT, Twitter

Please email your comments to letters@torontolife.com. 

All comments may be edited for accuracy, length 

and clarity.

luxurymovemanagement  |  luxurymovemanagement.com  |  416-937-0499

packing 
services

estate 
clearing

downsiZing &
new Home setup

sale & distriBution 
oF Furniture

We are the GTA’s most trusted move managers. 

We’ll coordinate and oversee all your move related logistics...

so you don’t have to! Our all-female team of packers is discreet, 

dependable and will pack your home so you remain organized 

during this big transition.

WHO WE ARE
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I was alarmed to discover that the Ontario 

government’s idea of helping residents find 

a vaccine was to list pharmacies that might 

have some. It was chaos. I spent several 

manic days pre-registering at dozens of 

places, cold-calling pharmacies and follow-

ing every social media tip, text, call and 

nudge from friends. Some people had luck 

just dropping into pharmacies. Not me. At 

my neighbourhood drug stores, the phar-

macists seemed utterly overwhelmed. Their 

phones rang constantly and they were 

bombarded with people popping in with 

questions. Facebook was a chorus of panic-

inducing fragments of information. 

Appointments just opened up at Shoppers in 

Thornhill! They’re taking walk-ins at the 

Costco in Markham! Call this tiny pharmacy 

on Islington right now! I was always too late. 

Finally, a tip paid off: a pharmacist at 

a Shoppers near Yonge and Bloor picked 

up the phone and gave me an appointment 

for the end of that week. I felt like I had 

won the lottery. 

Like many members of my generation, 

I found the process morally fraught, too. 

Health experts implore us to get vaccinated. 

The jab is a civic duty, as well as a personal 

safety measure. And yet the system to get 

vaccinated in Ontario—if you can even call 

it a system—privileges people who work 

from home, like me, over people who are 

much more at risk of contracting and 

spreading Covid. I was able to book my 

vaccine because I largely control my own 

schedule, I’m English-speaking and I’m 

moderately technologically competent 

(though my 15-year-old might dispute that). 

Meanwhile, in hot-spot neighbourhoods, 

people wait for hours to get the shot.

In the days leading up to my appoint-

ment, I heard from a few friends that 

their hard-won bookings were suddenly 

cancelled. Supply had dried up. The 

pharmacists couldn’t explain why. Did 

they service too many walk-ins? Did they 

just run out? Were doses redirected to hot 

spots? No one knew.  

According to a recent poll, 80 per cent 

of Canadians said they intended to roll up 

their sleeve for a vaccine. That’s an encour-

aging number. We don’t have a vaccine 

hesitancy problem. We have a vaccine 

rollout problem. 

But is anyone surprised by dysfunction 

at Queen’s Park these days? In this issue, 

Ethan Lou gets deep inside the Ontario 

government’s disorganization in his story 

“Easy Money” (page 56), about Sanjay 

Madan, the high-ranking bureaucrat who 

funnelled millions of taxpayer dollars into 

his own pockets. Madan ran a team of 150 

coders and analysts—exactly the kind of 

people who could have been deployed to 

design a proper vaccine registry. Instead, 

his department spent the year caught up 

in a scandal that revealed how vulnerable 

the government is to fraud. It’s a gripping 

story packed with jaw-dropping details.

While I’m proud to have joined the herd 

of Gen X-ers who rushed to get a dose of 

AstraZeneca, I sincerely hope that many 

more Ontario residents have the oppor-

tunity to experience the joy I felt when I 

received the jab—with fewer obstacles 

along the way.

The High Cost of Incompetence at Queen’s Park

When I heard that Ontarians over 40 were about  
to become eligible for the Covid-19 vaccine, I figured 
I’d have no trouble booking an appointment. 
As the mother of two, I had become an expert at 
negotiating online booking systems to secure spots 
in gymnastics classes, swim lessons and bike camps. 
Plus, I had helped some older family members 
book their Pfizer shots earlier in the spring by 
pre-registering with a few regional health networks. 
If anyone could snag a jab, it was me. 

EDITOR’S LETTER

Coming up
Inside the biggest underground casino bust 

in Toronto history; the real estate battle 

that’s tearing Toronto islanders apart;  

and what the city’s high school graduates 

have to say about their most unusual senior 

year; plus the best boozy seltzers and chef 

recipes for backyard BBQ season. 

Stay in touch
Toronto Life’s free newsletter This City  

is all about Toronto during this 

extraordinary time and is sent directly  

to your inbox on Mondays, Wednesdays 

and Fridays. It features stories about how 

Torontonians are adapting to the new 

realities of life in the city, as well as 

essential information about what’s going 

on in the real estate market, the best 

takeout meals, online workouts, streaming 

cultural events and everything else you 

need to know right now. Sign up at 

torontolife.com/newsletters

TL Insider
Toronto Life’s membership program,  

TL Insider, provides members with  

a fantastic range of cultural events, 

intimate experiences and discussions, 

both online and in person, through  

our TL Insider POP event series. 

Membership is just $75 a year with  

the promo code TLPOP, and it includes  

a subscription to the print magazine, 

which supports Toronto Life’s award-

winning journalism. To sign up, visit 

members.torontolife.com

—Sarah Fulford  

Email: editor@torontolife.com 

Twitter: @sarah_ fulford
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“We’ve moved 
all our 

productions 
outside”

—Antoni Cimolino, 
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T H E  M O M E N T

Positive Reinforcements
As the battle against Covid-19 intensified,  

hospitals got some serious support

When Toronto’s ICUs hit maximum capacity, the feds mobilized, providing funding 

for two new medical facilities in Ontario, including this one in the parking lot at 

Sunnybrook. The collection of makeshift hospital tents look a lot like military 

barracks, which is fitting, considering the third-wave demands a wartime-calibre 

response. It’s a paradoxically disturbing yet comforting sight to behold.  
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How and when did you decide to take 

2021’s Stratford Festival al fresco?

Last July, as it became obvious the virus 

wasn’t fading as quickly as we’d hoped, 

we realized the best path forward was to 

create a summer festival that is tailor-

made for this particular moment in time. 

And that meant moving all 11 produc-

tions outside.

We could all use the diversion right now. 

But did you ever think that maybe we 

need to skip this year and focus on 2022?

I didn’t. I felt so terrible that we couldn’t 

present theatre here last summer. It was 

an ache in my body. 

What adjustments were involved in 

transitioning to the outdoors? 

We had to create two stages. One is at  

the Festival Theatre. The second is in the 

parking lot behind the Tom Patterson 

Theatre. We found a tent company in B.C. 

called Tentnology that makes beautiful 

open-sided tents. We’re selling tickets in 

groups of four, three, two or one. We’re 

hoping to accommodate 100 people,  

all masked, for each sitting.

Can outdoors replicate the intimacy  

of a dark theatre? 

No, but some of the best plays in history 

were created to be performed outdoors: 

Hamlet, Oedipus Rex. At Stratford we 

pride ourselves on training actors to 

fill theatres of 1,800, but even the most 

talented actor can’t compete with a 

lawnmower. So we’re putting micro-

phones on our actors for the first time. 

The most significant adjustment is  

that this will be the first time we’re not 

working in repertory. Instead, we’ll have 

eight totally separate shows with eight 

totally separate casts, separate lighting 

crews, separate wig makers. 

None of this sounds cheap.

No, and putting on a show for 100 people 

costs the same as putting on a show for 

1,000. The new stages both cost hun-

dreds of thousands of dollars, 

and all the additional Covid 

protocol measures cost quite 

a bit. Our budget is $37 million, 

and we’re already planning  

a deficit of $4 million.

The theme for this year is meta-

morphosis. Did you consider  

any other options? Despair, 

cabin fever, perhaps? 

Ha! You know, I got a lot  

of free advice. Some said  

people want just light and 

fun; others said no, people 

are angry and they want 

theatre that reflects that 

mood. My feeling was that 

audiences don’t want fluff 

or despair—they just 

want something new. 

The world has been 

through cataclysmic 

change, and the question 

everyone is asking is: 

Who have we become?

Is it tricky to be innova-

tive when your festival is 

dedicated to the Bard?

Oh no. The wonderful thing 

about Shakespeare is that his 

themes are as relevant as ever. 

Our two Shakespeare productions 

this year, Midsummer Night’s 

Dream and Romeo and Juliet, are 

both about generational change, 

about kids turning to their parents 

and saying, “How did you mess 

this up so badly?” On top of 

that, the production of 

Romeo and Juliet is 

staged for blind and 

visually impaired as 

well as sighted audiences. 

Our director, Ravi Jain, wanted to 

look at the role of sound, and transport 

the audience to feel like they’re in the 

characters’ heads, reading their 

thoughts. I don’t want to spoil any-

thing, so let’s just say we’re inviting  

the audience to enter into the play  

in a new way.

In the early days of the pandemic, the 

actor Colm Feore joked that everyone  

in Stratford was either depressed or 

drunk. A year later, is that still the case?

I think people have acclimatized to 

some extent, though of course the 

impact has been huge. We’re talking 

about the 1,000 people normally 

employed by the festival, but also 

the 2,500 who work in hospitality 

and related industries. Some 

actors are doing film and TV 

instead, and some are living off 

their savings. One brilliant 

lighting director I 

know is doing door 

framing on a  

construction site. 

As a slightly 

more seasoned 

member of the 

arts community, 

how are you 

doing?

I’m one of the 

lucky ones. I have 

a home, I have my 

wife and partner of 

many years, Brigit 

Wilson. We get on great 

and we still like each 

other. At least, I still  

like her. 

Do you have a contingency 

plan if things get worse?

So much is unpredictable, 

but I think our plan gives  

us a chance. Maybe we’ll be 

restricted to audiences of 

50, or maybe we’ll have to 

push the season ahead by 

 a few weeks or put some 

shows online only. We’re 

anticipating some obstacles 

and challenges, but—

The show must go on?

Exactly.

Q&A
Outside Chance
Antoni Cimolino, the artistic director at Stratford, has turned 

this season’s festival into a Covid-proof, outdoor affair.  

It wasn’t easy and it wasn’t cheap, but the show must go on

by courtney shea

This interview has been edited 

for length and clarity.



WHO INSPIRED  

YOUR LOVE OF MUSIC?

Tell us to win your chance to  

dedicate two seats in the iconic  

Massey Hall. Enter by visiting  

masseyhall.com/NameASeatContest.

Image of the Allan Slaight Auditorium, by Joseph Fuda

Contest closes June 13th at 11:59pm. Seat dedication will be for a ten-year term. 

 Other terms and conditions apply. 
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Ego Meter What’s making and shaking 

the city’s self-image

I T  H A P P E N E D  L A S T  M O N T H :  A  L O O S E  C H R O N O L O G Y

EGO 
BOOST

EGO 
BRUISE

John Tory gets his first 

jab of AstraZeneca at a 

pharmacy on Queen West.

Video emerges  

of a gaggle of 

unmasked 

construction 

workers drinking 

vodka and 

partying with  

a stripper at an 

active job site  

in Milton. The 

workers are fired 

shortly after. 

An alligator 

invades Toronto 

FC practice in 

Florida, making 

players wistful 

for their days  

at gator-free  

BMO Field. 

An essential worker shares 

a photo of his early-morning 

commute, showing dozens  

of people clustered on a bus. 

The post triggers outrage 

and forces the TTC to 

consider ramping up its 

overnight service. 

Surgeons at SickKids 

successfully remove  

a 1.3-kilogram tumour 

from the abdomen  

of Felix Devigne,  

a six-month-old from 

Winnipeg, defying 

some experts’ 

opinions that the 

tumour was 

inoperable. 

A wildlife control 

company saves  

a raccoon from the 

18th-floor balcony  

of a condo, where 

the critter had been 

stranded for days. 

People of the 

internet applaud 

the rescue effort. 

START

END

+
-

Drake shares a video  

of his son, Adonis, 

shooting hoops, 

leading the internet  

to wonder whether  

the three-year-old  

will be the future  

face of the Raptors. 

A new Marvel comic portrays 

Nazi supervillain the Red Skull as 

a Jordan Peterson-esque figure 

peddling “10 Rules for Life” to 

impressionable young viewers. 

Peterson characterized the 

depiction as a “smear tactic.” 

Toronto Fire reports a “toxic 

reaction” at a fertilizer plant 

near Jane and Sheppard, with 

citizens spotting plumes of 

sickly orange smoke, forcing 

authorities to temporarily shut 

down a stretch of Highway 400. 

Brooke Henderson  

of Smiths Falls wins her 

10th LPGA tournament, 

becoming the winningest 

golfer in Canadian 

history. 

Khaleel Seivwright, the Toronto 

carpenter who faced blowback 

from the city after building tiny 

winter shelters for homeless 

people, gets a glowing profile 

in the New York Times. 

A scathing op-ed in 

the Washington Post 

calls for Doug Ford to 

resign for his handling 

of the Covid-19 crisis, 

signalling a significant 

decline in the 

premier’s popularity. 

A group of stunt 

drivers in North 

York use gasoline 

to create a giant 

ring of fire, then 

proceed to do 

doughnuts inside 

it. Police lay 

charges. 



How have you been holding up during lockdown?

A couple of months ago, I was laid off as a result of the 

pandemic. I’ve been experimenting with cooking, and I picked 

up a virtual reality headset, which allowed me to take part in the 

digital SXSW experience—a festival I normally attend in person. 

So, despite the challenges, I’m making it work.

How has TL Insider kept you connected to the city?

Before Toronto shut down, I’d be out of the house four or five 

nights a week. A virtual event is different from being there 

in person, but I think TL Insider has done an incredible job 

of curating events. In November, I signed up for a webcam 

makeup masterclass with Shobana Lakkavally on a whim. It 

ended up not only being really fun but super useful, since I’m 

now often on camera for interviews. 

Do you attend events with other people? 

I used to go to Insider events with a friend who moved back 

to the Caribbean recently. We’ve been able to attend events 

together again through TL Insider’s virtual programming, 

which has been really cool.

Has your membership exposed you to different parts of 

the city?

There are so many restaurants that are on my radar now, 

having been introduced to them through TL Insider.

Is there a virtual event you’ve especially enjoyed so far?

Chef Donna Dooher’s pancake masterclass was so fun! My 

mom and I attended that one together since she’s a big fan 

of Mildred’s Temple Kitchen. I’ve been thinking about those 

pancakes ever since. 

And what are you looking forward to?

I’ve always wanted to see a Soulpepper Theatre production, 

so when I recently won tickets to see their online production 

of Alice In Wonderland in a giveaway, I was thrilled. I’m 

curious to see what the livestream theatre experience is 

like—I trust Soulpepper will have a really creative take on it.

What’s your advice for making the most of your 

membership? 

Because signing up for events is so effortless, I often join 

ones that I might not otherwise have sought out. That’s one 

of my favourite parts about being a member—having such 

easy access to so much. 

Q&A With  
TL Insider Katrina Lat 
How membership keeps her  

connected to the city

To sign up, visit members.torontolife.com

hannah maynes
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REGULAR EXPENSES  
RENT $1,400 a month, including utilities. 

INTERNET $0. “My landlord is the best—he 

gives me free Wi-Fi.”

PHONE $110 a month, for an iPhone 11 with 

unlimited talk and text.

GROCERIES $250 a month.

TAKEOUT $300 a month. “I like to order 

sushi from Fushimi on Church Street.”

HEALTH CARE $470 a month, for a 

therapist and a naturopath. “I’m super 

anxious about my mental and physical 

health, so I’m always getting checked out.”

UBER $200 a month. “When I’m doing 

production-type work on sets I’ll take  

an Uber.” 

JUICE $100 a month, from Greenhouse 

Juice Co. “My favourite flavour is Gatsby, 

which has cucumber, kale and ginger.” 

FITNESS $40 a month, for Fitsqr, an online 

workout program. “It’s got a bunch of  

short on-demand routines, either 15 or 30 

minutes, which I can do at home any time.”

RECENT SPLURGES 

RESIDENCY APPLICATION $2,500. “In 2015,  

I came here from Qatar. Since then, I’ve 

been working to make Toronto my 

permanent home.”

MATTRESS $850, for a queen-sized pillow-

top, from Endy. “My mom told me to 

always invest in two things: your bed  

and your shoes. That’s what you spend  

the most time in.”

PERFUME $440, for a 70-mL bottle of 

Maison Francis Kurkdjian Baccarat Rouge 

540, from Holt Renfrew. “It smells like 

wood and amber, with a hint of jasmine.”

TIRZA YASSA, 22  

WHERE SHE LIVES  

A one-bed, one-bath condo 

near Yonge and Wellesley

WHAT SHE DOES

Freelance graphic designer, 

creative director and  

marketing consultant  

WHAT SHE MAKES

Approximately $60,000  

a year

Cost of Living

“My mom told me to always invest in two things: your bed 
and your shoes. That’s what you spend the most time in”

What Torontonians make and how they spend it
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$21,000,000
Donation made to Sinai Health by Shawn Kimel and his 

partner, Kate Schatzky. Kimel, who received treatment 

after suffering a severe brain injury during a 2017 bike 

accident, said he’d learned the importance of critical care. 

The Audit An appraisal of the 
month in money 

$656,000,000
New funding provided by the federal and provincial governments to Ontario 

schools to cover pandemic-related infrastructure upgrades, like improving  

ventilation and boosting broadband for remote learning. 

$4,000
Projected retail price of a three-wheel, one-seat electric vehicle being 

developed by auto parts magnate Frank Stronach. It looks like a 

bicycle–golf cart hybrid and can reach a maximum speed of 32 km/h. 

$10,551
Amount fundraised by Tennis Canada to cover medical 

expenses for Elway, a dog owned by the Aviva Centre facility 

supervisor, who suffered a broken femur in a forklift accident. 

$25,000
Fine levied by the NBA against the Raptors for flouting “rest and injury reporting” 

policies. The league suspected the Raps were resting key players, attempting to 

lose games and improve their position in the upcoming draft. 

$95,000
Auction sale price for an NFT representing a digital image of an 

Auston Matthews jersey. The nameplate on the sweater, “Papi,” 

refers to Matthews’s nickname while growing up in Arizona. 

$265,900
Total value of artwork stolen during a midnight heist at a Yorkville gallery.  

The masked vandals, all of whom wore black, made off in a grey Toyota Sienna. 

$2,000,000
Maximum fine the City of Mississauga could levy against 

Huf Gym, which stayed open despite provincial lockdown 

orders. The owners are facing charges for violating several 

sections of the Reopening Ontario Act.

RECEIVE ONE YEAR OF 

TORONTO LIFE  TO YOUR 

DOOR AND SAVE 69% OFF 

THE COVER PRICE

Order today  

torontolife.com/subscribe

SUBSCRIBE TO

TORONTO LIFE

 
FOR ONLY

.99$29+ tax

(VALUE: $95.40)



THE SLAIGHT FAMILY FOUNDATION
JUST GAVE $30 MILLION TO MENTAL HEALTH.

NOT TO IMPRESS ANYONE, BUT TO
INSPIRE EVERYONE.

Thank you, Slaight Family Foundation, for your commitment of $30 million to mental health initiatives in Canada.

The extraordinary time we have all been living through has made it compellingly clear how vital mental health is.

One in five people in Canada are living with mental health issues, so your support of our 19 organizations and hospitals

couldn’t be more timely. This gift helps all Canadians: from youth receiving more of the early interventions they need

to seniors at risk due to prolonged pandemic social isolation. You made this gift because it matters.

And as an invitation to others to step up. We thank you, and Canada thanks you.

CAMH Foundation

Children’s Aid Foundation of Canada

Egale Canada 

Holland Bloorview Kids Rehabilitation Hospital Foundation

Indspire

Jack.org

Kids Help Phone

Pediatric Oncology Group of Ontario 

Pine River Institute

Scarborough Health Network (SHN) Foundation

SickKids Foundation

Sinai Health Foundation

SPRINT Senior Care

St. Joseph’s Health Centre Foundation

St. Michael’s Hospital Foundation

Sunnybrook Foundation 

UHN Foundation

Women’s College Hospital Foundation

Workman Arts
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The Upstart

THE BEST ADVICE YOU’VE RECEIVED:  

“ ‘The elevator to success is broken, so 

you need to take the stairs.’ It means 

you often have to take the tougher 

route to do something meaningful.”

THE WORST ADVICE YOU’VE RECEIVED: 

“A couple of VCs once told me to take it easy 
after the company had a bit of success.  

Take it easy? I’m trying to revolutionize  
education, I can’t afford to slow down.”

TYPICAL WORK-FROM-
HOME ATTIRE:

“I dress like I’m  
still at the office: 

 a hoodie, jeans and 
Nikes. I keep 

 a couple of dress 
shirts nearby for 

meetings.”

TECH JARGON YOU USE TOO MUCH: 

 “ ‘Natural language processing.’  

We wanted to make an avatar that 

can talk to you, but it’s hard,  

so we’re always talking about it.”

APP YOU CAN’T  
LIVE WITHOUT:

“LinkedIn. We’re 
only as good as the 
people we hire. It 

helps us find talent.”

IF YOU  
WEREN’T RUNNING  

A START-UP:

“I’d be a politician, 
bringing public 

education into the 
21st century.”

COOLEST THING IN 
YOUR OFFICE:

“My De’Longhi cof-
fee machine. I drink 
five cups a day, so  

I depend on it a lot.”

YOUR TECH  
ROLE MODEL: 

“Kwame Yamgnane, 
a Silicon Valley 

entrepreneur. He’s 
motivated by 

impacting people’s 
lives, not appearing 

in the news.”

HOW MUCH YOU SPENT INITIALLY:

“$55,000. I hired staff on part-time contracts 
and rented the top floor of an elementary 

school in Regent Park, which allowed us to 
test the software with some of the students.”

YOUR TURNING POINT:

“Covid-19 accelerated things. Educational 
institutions suddenly had to offer students 
a platform they could use at home. So, for 

example, the York Catholic District School 
Board and George Brown came to us.”

YOUR BIG-TIME BACKERS: 

“The Texas Education Agency gave us 
 $1.5 million (U.S.).”

HOW IT WORKS:  

“It’s an online conferencing platform, where 
users create an avatar and explore a 3-D 

virtual campus. They can attend real-time 
lectures and interact with other people.”

EUREKA MOMENT:  

“In 2013, I started Voilà Learning, which 
designed online tutoring programs for kids 
in third-world countries. Tech Adaptika 

evolved from that. Video conferencing 
platforms like Zoom and Google Hangouts 

limit interactions between individual 
participants. We wanted to recreate the 

interpersonal aspect of attending a 
conference—meeting people, shaking hands, 
exchanging business cards—except online.”

HOSS ZAOUALI
 Founder and CEO, Tech Adaptika

COMPANY HQ: Lower Jarvis  

and Queens Quay 

FOUNDED: 2019 

EMPLOYEES: 56

Toronto’s boldest innovators on what  

they’re making and how it works

Order today  

torontolife.com/subscribe

Enjoy the best 
of the city!

SUBSCRIBE TO

TORONTO LIFE

RECEIVE ONE YEAR 

OF TORONTO LIFE  

TO YOUR DOOR AND 

SAVE 69% OFF THE 

COVER PRICE

 
FOR ONLY

.99$29+ tax

(VALUE: $95.40)
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I’m a cashier at a downtown grocery store and I ride the 
streetcar across town every morning to get there. For some 
reason, people seem physically incapable of social distancing 
on public transit, sidling up to me even when there are plenty 
of other open spots. The city added signs on some seats, 
hoping to space people out, but riders mostly ignore them. 
Any advice?

—Boundary Hunter, Little Italy

Dear Urban Diplomat,

My new next-door neighbours have  

been letting my family use their back-

yard pool when they go out of town.  

My three kids absolutely love it. The  

problem is that when the neighbours 

are home, they’ve got a proclivity for 

skinny-dipping—sometimes during 

daylight hours. Even worse: my kids, 

ever curious to see whether the pool is 

occupied, have witnessed some things 

that might stick with them for life (my son 

says these people prefer the backstroke). 

How can I get the neighbours to stop 

without compromising our leisurely dips?

—Open Swim, Forest Hill

First, consider how much you value those 

swimming privileges. If you confront the 

neighbours, at best, they’ll be embar-

rassed, at worst, they’ll take offence. 

Either way, offers to use the pool will 

inevitably dry up. If you feel you must 

act, consider approaching the people who 

live on the other side of your nudist 

neighbours and ask whether they’ve wit-

nessed any R-rated aquatic acts. Maybe 

they’re willing to co-author a gently 

worded note, requesting daytime deco-

rum. If that doesn’t work, you might just 

have to spring for a higher fence.  

Dear Urban Diplomat,

At the start of spring, I splurged a bit  

and bought a $2,000 bike. I purchased  

a heavy-duty lock and left it on a well-lit 

bike rack in the courtyard of my apart-

ment complex. Sure enough, it got stolen. 

I’m beyond outraged. But here’s the 

thing: I think I know who took it. There’s 

a really sketchy guy who lives in my 

complex, and a recent peek at his balcony 

revealed way too many bikes for one 

person. Do I confront him?

—Hot Wheels, Dufferin Grove

Accusing your neighbour of theft 

without any real evidence is a terrible 

idea, so banish that thought. There are 

plenty of potential explanations for a big 

stash of two-wheelers. Your neighbour 

could be an avid bike collector (the legal 

kind) or a bike repair person who’s 

working from home. If you’ve got the 

serial number, file a report for theft 

under $5,000 with the police, who can 

add your bike to the Canadian Police 

Information Database. The bad news: 

in Toronto, only about one per cent of 

stolen bikes ever get recovered, according 

to Canadian Cycling Magazine. 

Dear Urban Diplomat,

My parents own a dental clinic, and back 

in March, they were offered an opportu-

nity to vaccinate everyone on their staff. 

They went ahead and added me and my 

sisters to the employee list, to which I 

immediately objected. I told them vaccine 

line-jumping was morally reprehensible. 

They insisted, saying they might need 

help on the front desk should any full-

time employees get sick. And they got 

pretty offended by my take on the whole 

thing. How can I smooth things over 

without compromising my stand?

—Needle Point, Cabbagetown

It’s nice (and not entirely surprising) that 

your parents wanted to protect everyone 

in the family, but they were taking 

advantage of a health care loophole. Tell 

them you couldn’t bring yourself to cut 

in front of more vulnerable would-be 

vaccine recipients. And in the unlikely 

event that they need your help before 

your number’s up, promise them you’ll 

PPE yourself silly: face mask, goggles, 

scrubs, sanitizer, the works.

In a perfect world, there would be a  

TTC worker on each streetcar dedicated 

to enforcing the six-foot rule. But since 

you’re left to fend for yourself, I would 

suggest slipping into one of those four-

person booths and marking your terri-

tory. Splay yourself across a couple  

of seats, give your bag its own spot—

whatever it takes to make it clear that 

people should stay away. It might seem 

rude, but pre-pandemic TTC etiquette 

no longer applies.

Dear Urban Diplomat,

Recently, a couple of neighbourhood kids 

opened a lemonade stand across the 

street from my house. It’s an extremely 

charming setup, with a small table, 

hand-drawn signs, a yellow piggy bank 

and a few jugs of lemonade. But the pre-

pubescent proprietors are oblivious when 

it comes to Covid precautions. The kids 

are coughing, sneezing and licking their 

fingers, all while greeting customers and 

handling coins. Should I intervene?

—Sour Puss, North York

Normally, I’d say that if a kid offers you 

lemonade, you take it. But this situation 

seems to require a different approach.  

Do you know these kids and their parents, 

and are they Covid deniers? If the answer 

is yes and no, I think it’s reasonable to 

suggest a virtual lemonade stand (it’s a 

thing, Google it) until the pandemic is 

over. If the answer is yes and yes, you 

could, theoretically, call public health, 

but you’ll go down in history as the local 

crank who ratted out two pint-sized 

pandemic-time entrepreneurs. 

Urban 
Diplomat

Send your questions to the Urban Diplomat 

at urbandiplomat@torontolife.com



YOUR UNFAIR
ADVANTAGE

THERE ARE MORE THAN
250,000 LAKES IN ONTARIO.
DO YOU REALLY WANT TO
SEARCH FOR THAT HIDDEN

GEM BY YOURSELF?
Probably not. Unless you have a really fast boat. Hey, that would actually be kind of fun, 

wouldn’t it? But let’s be real, if you’re like most of us, you probably don’t have a really 

fast boat–at least not yet! That’s why if you’re looking for a cottage to kick back 

on the weekends this summer, you should call a RE/MAX agent. With 896 offi ces 

across Canada, we have expert agents in just about every region who can help you 

fi nd the best cottage for the best price. Visit remax.ca to fi nd an agent.
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it began not with a bang but with a groan. In March 

2020, during that first lockdown, as the cold spring 

winds swirled outside and stressed-out students and 

parents clacked away at keyboards inside, you could 

almost hear the mental gears turning: Why are we here 

when we could be at a cottage? Sure enough, the moment 

the lockdown lifted, the rush was on. Empty-nesters, 

one per centers with cash to burn, claustrophobic 

condo dwellers, dispirited house hunters, savvy 

speculators and others programmed their GPSes for points north. 

Muskoka, that shimmering crown jewel, was the locus, but Georgian 

Bay, the Kawarthas, Haliburton and Lake Simcoe surged too. The 

frenzy was a win-win-win: buyers found the tranquility they so 

desperately sought; sellers cashed in big time; realtors turned an 

extremely tidy profit. But with a hot market often comes bizarre 

behaviour—and cottage country was no exception. Ahead, the 

good, bad and ugly (plus the puzzling, outrageous and regrettable) 

from the exodus to the lake. 

The pandemic has turned cottage 
hunting into a blood sport. 

An inside look at the bidding 
wars, property battles, big 

winners and buying adventures

COTTAGE 
WARS

BY MALCOLM JOHNSTON, LUC RINALDI 

COURTNEY SHEA AND ANDREA YU

WITH 

ILLUSTRATIONS  

BY JENN LIV
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COTTAGE 
CRAZE: 

BY THE 

NUMBERS 

MUSKOKA & HALIBURTON

52 20.1

March  

2019

March  

2021

MONTHLY 

SALES
142 252

  77%

$499,865 $834,279

  $334,414

PROPERTY 
SALES

AVG. DAYS  

ON THE 

MARKET

THE KAWARTHAS

41.1 13.2

March  

2019

March  

2021

MONTHLY 

SALES
81 197

  143%

$405,748 $700,237

  $294,489

PROPERTY 
SALES

AVG. DAYS  

ON THE 

MARKET

LAKE SIMCOE

42.7 10.6

March  

2019

March  

2021

MONTHLY 

SALES
441 989

  124%

$480,452 $748,130

  $267,678

PROPERTY 
SALES

AVG. DAYS  

ON THE 

MARKET

GEORGIAN BAY

50.3 17.5

March  

2019

March  

2021

MONTHLY 

SALES
281 553

  97%

$465,877 $756,601

  $290,724

PROPERTY 
SALES

  32.8 days

  31.9 days

  27.9 days

  32.1 days
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margaret selmayer worked 

at the Black Forest Inn, a tradi-

tional German restaurant in 

Hamilton, almost every day for 26 years. 

She’d dash from table to table in her dirndl, 

serving up schnitzel and bratwurst. A 

mother of two sons, she used her earn-

ings—minimum wage plus tips—to put her 

boys in hockey and make sure they always 

had lunch money and bus fare. “She’s a 

remarkable woman, considering what she 

did mostly on her own,” says her son Bob. 

“She’s my hero, and she always will be.”

 In 1996, when Selmayer was 61, she won 

$5 million playing the lottery. She paid off 

her sons’ mortgages (with the stipulation 

that they keep working) and donated to 

charities such as the Humane Society (she 

once took in a pair of stray cats and cared 

for them for 15 years). Then she used 

$335,000 to buy a cozy, wood-panelled 

cottage at the southern tip of Lake Joseph 

in Muskoka. The 1,500-square-foot 

bungalow had four bedrooms, two bath-

rooms and just enough space for her family.

 For 25 years, the cottage was their 

retreat. They swam in the bay, drank wine 

by the boathouse and read by the fireplace. 

In the winter, they ice-fished and snow-

mobiled on the frozen lake. Over the years, 

the family spent $150,000 on the property, 

primarily to dig out an unfinished base-

ment to provide some extra storage and 

reinforce the foundation. On two occasions, 

they turned down offers—one as high as 

$1.6 million. But as Selmayer, who’s now 

86, got older, she was no longer comfortable 

driving up north, and her kids didn’t want 

to keep the cottage. In February, they 

decided to sell.

 The Selmayers listed for $1,698,500. 

Over the following two weeks, cottage 

hunters and their agents whirled in and 

out of the house from 8 a.m. to after sun-

down every day, sometimes with flashlights 

in hand. There were 80 showings in total, 

a huge number compared to what a prop-

erty would get pre-pandemic in the dead 

of winter. During most of the showings, 

there was a foot of ice on the roof and an 

A Burlington waitress 
won the lottery in 1996 
and bought a small 
cottage in Muskoka. 
Twenty-five years later, 
she hit the jackpot all 
over again

THE 
BIG
SALE
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“I GOT 71 BIDS”
The humble canal-side cottage that sparked a frenzy

 BY KRISTIN CRIPPS

the funny thing is, I wasn’t even looking to sell. 

Everyone’s talking about impulse buys? This was an 

impulse sale. I’m a real estate broker, and I was driving 

up to Huntsville on a Friday morning this past February 

to meet clients. We were supposed to look at six properties, but four of the 

agents cancelled that morning because the sellers had accepted bully offers. 

That got me thinking about the wild state of the market. I own a few income 

properties, and one of them was this little one-bedroom cottage on the 

Trent-Severn. I’ve owned it since late 2017, and it’s been good to me. I’ve 

averaged about $86,000 a year renting it on Airbnb. It just popped into my 

head: Why don’t I list it? I called my assistant and told her to put it up online. 

 I set the asking price at $399,000, which is $149,000 more than I paid for 

it in 2017. You could say that my strategy was to spark a bidding war, but that 

implies that we as agents have a lot of control. The reality is that it’s 

impossible to predict which properties will receive multiple offers. I definitely 

wouldn’t have predicted it for this one. A one-bedroom with a bunkie? It’s 

nice inside—I put $38,000 into renovations—and it’s right on the canal, but 

it doesn’t have incredible curb appeal. As soon as the listing went live, 

everything went bonkers. Within 24 hours, we were fully booked with 192 

showings. Other people just showed up without an appointment. It was 

winter, and all told, six cars got stuck in the ditch.

 Because a lot of people couldn’t come in person, I hosted two virtual 

showings. I couldn’t keep up with the questions coming in. Meanwhile, there 

were people banging on the door to come in. Often you have a property that 

attracts a certain category of buyer, but this group was all over the map. A lot 

of people from the GTA, but also from Peterborough, Barrie and beyond. 

Families. Retired couples. People in their 20s looking for a place to party. I 

even got an offer from a group of neighbours who are year-rounders, who I 

guess wanted to prevent another rental property off the lane. Their offer was 

decent but nowhere close to the best.

 Once the deadline passed, I looked at the offers. There were 71! I couldn’t 

believe it. My previous record was 37. In the end, there were 11 offers over 

$600,000, and the winning offer was $777,777 with no conditions and a 

quick close. The buyer, a guy in his early 30s from Mississauga, never 

even saw the place in person. I think he found the potential for rental 

income appealing. 

Since the sale, the word has spread, and I have heard from a lot of industry 

colleagues. Most of them have been congratulatory. A few have been pissed 

off because they blame me for driving up the market and pricing out locals. 

As for what comes next: I own five acres on Georgian Bay, where I’ve been 

approved to build a series of multiplexes to rent on Airbnb. The money from 

the sale of my cottage will help speed that project along.

icicle big enough to hug by the front door. 

The driveway was a slippery mess: when 

one prospective buyer’s Mercedes ended 

up in the ditch, another cottage hunter 

towed it out with his Range Rover. “It was 

like being on the red carpet,” says Mike 

Baum, the listing agent. “It was a parade 

of affluence.”

 On offer day, Baum drove to Selmayer’s 

house in Burlington with a bouquet of 

flowers, a bottle of champagne and seven 

offers, all well over asking. He presented 

them to Selmayer from lowest to highest. 

The last was a staggering $2.55-million 

bid from a Toronto couple. (Selmayer’s 

sons, now with families of their own, will 

each get a portion of the proceeds of the 

sale.) The buyers attached a letter in 

which they promised to spruce up the 

cottage, not tear it down. “That’s the way 

it’s supposed to be, isn’t it?” says Bob. 

“One family passes it on to the next. 

They’ll create all kinds of memories there, 

and when they’re ready, they’ll pass it 

on, too.”

“CARS WERE STUCK 

IN THE DITCH, 

PEOPLE WERE 

BANGING THE  

DOOR DOWN” 
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it’s been a seller’s market in Muskoka for the 

last four seasons, but since the pandemic hit, the 

market has gone from hot to raging. Suddenly, every-

one was like, “I want a cottage and I want it yesterday.” 

We were seeing massive bidding wars, cottages going 

for hundreds of thousands over asking—sometimes 

close to a million over. People were buying properties 

sight unseen. I guess Torontonians are used to fighting tooth and nail over 

real estate—now we’ve got that same energy here. 

We get the odd “money is no object” buyer, but mostly it’s people who 

have been on the fence. Now they’re motivated. Covid-19 has forced 

people to face their own mortality. I can’t tell you how many people have 

said to me, “Life is too short,” before putting in an offer. There’s a lot of 

gawking over offers that go way over asking, but honestly, long-term 

value isn’t an issue. There is never going to be more lakefront property 

on Lake Joe or Lake Rosseau, so when those properties come up, it’s a 

free-for-all. What’s funny is that we’re seeing the same kind of frenzy 

over non-waterfront properties. I recently put in an offer for a client on 

a place in Bracebridge, which is fine, but it wasn’t even on the water. We 

were the 18th offer! 

The biggest thing that local agents gossip about is agents from Toronto 

and beyond coming up here to sell property. The informal expectation in the 

industry is that when the purchase is out of your geographical area, you 

refer the client to a local agent and collect a referral fee. But now we have 

city agents coming up here, or they’re sending their clients up on their own, 

with a GPS and a lockbox code. The whole point is that local agents know 

everything about the area they’re selling in. 

 Last summer, when the pandemic was still fresh, there was a lot of 

tension between the city people and the locals. There was an informal ban 

on Torontonians coming up to their properties, or at least the expectation 

they’d stay away, but I think that’s mostly calmed down as we’ve gained a 

better understanding of the virus and there are more safety measures. 

People have a right to be at the properties they pay taxes on. And most locals 

appreciate city people for the business they bring to the area. Internet 

installation, for example. I had a client who bought on Lake Rosseau and 

put in a satellite dish. She’s a doctor and needed better Wi-Fi so she could 

review X-rays. People have always worked up here, but now you have 

cottage offices that resemble the trading floor on Bay Street.

CONFESSIONS OF AN 

AWESTRUCK REALTOR
“I’ve been in the real estate 

 game for decades. I’ve never  
seen anything like this”

BY CATHARINE INNISS

“CONDITIONAL 

OFFERS? HA! NOT  

IF YOU WANT TO 

END UP WITH THE 

PROPERTY”

THE RURAL GOURMANDS
Sarah Woods, co-owner 
The Barn Chefs  |  Coe Hill

“My husband, Luca, and I produce hundreds of 
items in-house: Italian meats, artisanal breads, 
chocolate, gelato and more. In March 2020, 
around the time we usually open our doors for 
the season, we were pretty scared about the 
pandemic and what it might mean for our 
business. We didn’t know what to do. But I’ve 
lived in seven countries, and I’ve always been 
adaptable. We started offering curbside, and 
in April, we started to get really busy, which 
was strange, because business doesn’t usually 

THE BOAT SALESMAN
Jeff MacKay, general manager 
Buckeye Marine  |  Bobcaygeon

“When the pandemic hit, we were worried. 
We didn’t expect people to want to spend 
money on luxuries like water vehicles. But I 
totally got that one wrong. Sometime last June, 
business lit up and never really stopped. I guess 
people couldn’t travel so they were staying at 
their cottages. So what could they do? Boating 
was the perfect thing. It didn’t matter what  
kind of boat it was—someone wanted it. We 
cleaned up a lot of inventory left over from 
previous years. We’re already sold out for 2021. 
Our whole industry is in the same situation. 
The manufacturers can’t keep up, and we have 
to pass along the bad news. Customers get 
disappointed and frustrated, but when I 
explain the situation, most of them get it. 
More than a year into this pandemic, people 
are starting to get used to hearing no.”
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THE GIFT SHOP OWNER
Randy Brown, co-owner  
Cottage Cravings  |  Bala

“We’re a gift shop and café with dine-in and outdoor 
seating. There were some tough times early on in the 
pandemic, but when the province allowed outdoor dining 
again last June, the floodgates opened. I expected a  
drop-off in business with kids going back to school, but  
our sales were so much higher than previous years. Our 
November sales were up 85 per cent compared to the  
previous November. We were so busy we needed to hire  
a few new people, bringing us to eight. This past March, 
the 500-square-foot unit next to ours became available. 
We decided to take it on and launch a casual cottage 
clothing company called Lake Wear Muskoka. If I was  
selling three-piece suits and tuxedos right now, I think I’d 
be worried. But people are up here year-round, and  
they want to be comfortable, so we think it will be a hit.” 

BIG BUSINESS
Covid-19 threatened many seasonal 
businesses in cottage country. But as 
Torontonians flocked north, business 

picked up—and then some 

THE WATER FUN SPECIALIST
Donna Rork, co-owner 
Cottage Toys  |  Lakefield

“I’ve been in business for 32 years, and 2020 
was the busiest year we’ve ever had. That was 
completely unexpected because when things 
first shut down, we thought we might lose our 
business. In April, we had zero sales. We put 
our orders on hold because we didn’t know 
what was going to happen. Some of our staff 
decided to stay home with their children, and 
we laid off two other employees who ended 
up getting jobs at grocery stores. It felt like we 
were circling the drain. When we finally 
opened after the May long weekend, it was 
like a tidal wave hit us. Customers were lining 
up at our door. We hired new staff but didn’t 
have time to properly train them. The biggest 
increase we’ve seen is in stand-up paddle 
boards, kayaks and water sports in general—
we recently got an order of 30 kayaks, and 
more than half of them were gone in one day. 
Our website is just going bananas.”

pick up until the May long weekend. Before 
the pandemic, most of our customers would 
come up for weekends during the summer, but 
many of them stayed full time last year. That’s 
been really beneficial for our business. We 
saw a 20 per cent increase in sales last year. 
We started making more comfort food, 
because people wanted comfort during the 
pandemic, and we sold more pastries and 
ready-made meals because everyone was 
stuck at home. When it got nice out, I turned 
our store into an outdoor market, and we 
recently added a covered patio so we’ll be 
ready for the summer season.”
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in 2004, Sajid Abidi was in a 

car accident, and his son, Zubin, 

decided to move back into his 

dad’s house, near Lake Wilcox in Richmond 

Hill, to lend a hand. Zubin ended up buy-

ing the house to help his dad out financially. 

He met his partner Jessica in 2015 and she 

eventually moved in as well. The set-up 

worked perfectly for all of them. Life was 

busy—especially when Zubin and Jessica 

 Sajid Abidi, 79, retired; Zubin 
Abidi, 37, analytical chemist  

at Teva Canada, with two-
year-old Noah; Jessica Abidi, 

35, injury claims adjuster at 
Desjardins, with one-year-old 

Owen; and their six-year-old 
King Charles cavalier Oscar 

When the pandemic hit, Zubin, who 

works as a chemist at a pharmaceutical 

company, still needed to commute to his 

Scarborough workplace. But Jessica, who 

works as an injury claims adjuster for an 

insurance company, had just started 

maternity leave for their second son, Owen, 

who was born in April 2020. With three 

adults, two kids and their six-year-old 

King Charles cavalier Oscar, the house 

suddenly felt too small. Noah would run 

in circles around the kitchen island and 

was constantly knocking things over.

In September, they started looking for 

a new home with enough space to house 

all three generations. Being by the water 

When the Abidis started to feel cramped at 
their home in Richmond Hill, they decamped 
for a new start on Lake Simcoe

THE COTTAGE  

COUNTRY 

COMMUTERS

had their son, Noah—but happy.

Over time, the area around Lake Wilcox 

became overrun with visitors. On week-

ends, the side roads were lined with cars; 

the sidewalks were packed with daytrip-

pers. The Abidis often escaped to Lake 

Simcoe to fish and relax. Jessica grew up 

with a family cottage, and Zubin had 

spent much of his childhood fishing with 

his father. 
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Rimsha: As a kid I was always 

jealous of my friends who spent 

their vacations going to the cottage 

or to Disneyland. My parents and  

I came here from Pakistan when I 

was six years old, and any time 

they had off work we would go 

back home. Now of course I 

understand, but at the time I just 

felt like, Why can’t we do what 

everyone else is doing? 

Javaid (Rimsha’s dad): My wife, 

Ambreen, and I came here to give 

our children a better life. Our 

dreams were big, but for the first 

few years, we were in survival 

mode. All five of us were in a  

one-bedroom rental in Brampton. 

I’m not sure exactly when I heard 

about cottages, but when I did,  

I really couldn’t believe it.  

Two homes! 

Rimsha: I was in middle school 

the first time we went up north. 

My dad had rented a place from a 

co-worker on Manitoulin Island. 

He was so excited and then we got 

there and it was boiling hot and 

there were so many bugs. The  

lake was a bit muddy and my little 

brother came out of the water 

with a leech attached to him. My 

mom is a nature lover, but even 

she was like, No thank you. This is 

not for us. 

“WE WERE WARY OF 
BIDDING WITHOUT SEEING 
THE PLACE IN PERSON, BUT 
WE DECIDED TO GO FOR IT”

Two generations pooled their money 
(and went way north) to make their  
Canadian cottage dream come true

Javaid Iqbal, 48, director  
at a bank; his wife, Ambreen 

Javaid, 45, a makeup  
artist and hairstylist;

their daughter, Rimsha 
Javaid, 25, project manager 

at a bank and founder of 
Gouda Thyme catering; and 

Rimsha’s husband, Farhan 
Chaudry, 31, CIO of a  

health care start-up

Javaid: That was maybe not the 

perfect introduction to the Cana-

dian wilderness, but it was always 

very important to us to have our 

children appreciate their adopted 

country outside of the city. We did 

road trips in our van—to Quebec, 

to Ottawa. And we had some more 

successful cottage rentals.

Rimsha: Last summer, we rented  

a three-bedroom cottage on Lake 

Erie. Like everyone else, we 

wanted to get away from the pan-

demic and spend time outdoors 

with loved ones. We were planning 

to do the same this year, but when  

I looked online at the end of 2020, 

all the rentals were already booked 

up. That’s when my husband and 

I started talking about buying 

something instead. We had some 

savings, but not quite enough,  

so I approached my parents about 

doing something together.

Javaid: I’m getting closer to retire-

ment age and have been considering 

an investment property. Rimsha 

brought up a cottage, which made 

sense because we could spend time 

there together, and I assumed the 

market would be less crazy outside 

the city. Ha! I soon realized how 

wrong I was. 

Rimsha: We started our hunt in 

January. We ruled out Muskoka 

would be a bonus. So they took their search 

outside the city, where their money would 

stretch further. They looked at properties 

in Uxbridge and Port Perry. In early 

December, they saw a 1,900-square-foot, 

three-bed-plus-den, three-bath waterfront 

home in Georgina that backed onto a canal 

connected to Lake Simcoe. It was about 

an hour’s drive north of Toronto and 25 

minutes from their Richmond Hill home. 

The home was priced at $850,000, and the 

sellers were accepting offers a week after 

the listing date, indicating that a bidding 

war was expected. 

The home was outdated. The sellers 

owned cats, and the carpets on the upper 

floor were in poor condition. The kitchen 

needed some love. But they adored the 

extra space and especially the waterfront. 

So the Abidis submitted a bully bid of 

$878,000 a few days ahead of the offer 

date, along with a letter that described 

their family and how they envisioned their 

children growing up on the water. The 

sellers asked if the Abidis could improve 

their offer. They came back with $900,000, 

which the sellers accepted. Two weeks 

later, the Abidis sold their Richmond Hill 

home for $1,030,000. The profits helped 

fund the renovations on their Georgina 

home. The family moved in on April 1. 

Zubin plans to build a boathouse, where 

he’ll store his fishing supplies, and he’ll 

use the two-car garage as a workshop. 

Jessica is working on a vegetable garden 

in the backyard, growing tomatoes, 

cucumbers and Swiss chard. 

Zubin still commutes 45 minutes to 

Scarborough every weekday. When Jessica 

finishes her maternity leave in September, 

she’ll work from the den and drive the 25 

minutes to her Aurora office as needed. 

The Abidis are enjoying their new life 

on the water. Jessica and Zubin often sneak 

in a quick kayak trip after they’re done 

work for the day. After dinner, the family 

climb into the boat to watch the sunset or 

fish off the dock. When it’s warm, they 

boat out to a sandbank 15 minutes away. 

The water there is clear and blue, ideal for 

swimming. When the kids are older, the 

Abidis plan to take them water skiing and 

tubing. In the winter, the canal freezes 

over and the neighbours all help to shovel 

snow off for skating.

The Abidis are looking forward to 

raising their kids in a small community 

where the neighbours all know each other. 

And Zubin is grateful for the time his father 

can spend with Noah and Owen. Sajid 

taught Zubin to fish, and now he can do 

the same with his grandkids. 
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CHEESE BOUTIQUE
Before the pandemic, Toronto’s 
top fromagerie was like candy-
land for cheese fiends. These 
days, the experience is most easily 
accomplished by phone, with a 
concierge-slash-personal-shopper 
who can advise on the ultimate 
lakeside antipasto platter or which 
Quebec goat pairs best with 
lamb. Customers can also add 
vacuum-packed steaks and pork 
chops to their order, as well as fresh 
seafood from the neighbouring 
Hooked. Every Friday, a fleet of 
refrigerated vans brave the 400 
to deliver to cottage country. 
Niagara region is on Thursdays. 
Cheeseboutique.com 

GENERAL ASSEMBLY PIZZA
This 416 pizza restaurant made a 
pandemic pivot to subscription 
service. One year and $13 million 
in investor funding later and the 
resto-tech operation is following 
their customers into the bush—
specifically Muskoka, the  
Kawarthas, P.E.C. and Niagara. 
Monthly and twice-monthly 
boxes delivered straight to  
cottage doors start at four pies 
(flash frozen and ready in less 
than 10 minutes) and go up to 
10. A 10-pie “cottage pack” will 
make a great “thanks for having 
us” gift when we’re allowed 
inter-household socializing 
again. GApizza.com

DOCKSIDE 

DELIVERY
Five Toronto food purveyors 

following their loyal customers 
to cottage country

pretty quickly. Our extended 

family is 16 people, so we were 

looking for four or five bed-

rooms, which would mean 

$2-million plus. We saw some 

nice lakefront properties in 

Parry Sound, but they didn’t 

feel cottagey enough.

Javaid: We put in an offer on a 

place in Burk’s Falls and lost 

out by $50,000, which was very 

disappointing at the time, but 

all part of the journey.

Rimsha: Then my husband 

found a cottage near North Bay, 

listed at $995,000, with five 

bedrooms, a sunroom and a big 

deck sitting on two acres of 

waterfront. It was definitely 

farther than we had envisioned 

but also just what we were look-

ing for. We weren’t able to get 

up there in person, so we did a 

video tour.

Javaid: I was wary about  

bidding on a place that I hadn’t 

seen in person—I must have 

read a dozen articles about 

blue-green algae infestations 

and invasive crabs. But time ran 

out and we decided to go for it.

Rimsha: There were four other 

offers. The seller came back to 

us and we upped our bid by 

$23,000, and we got it. At least 

that’s what we’re hoping. The 

deal hasn’t closed yet, so we’re 

doing our best not to get ahead 

of ourselves. It’s hard not to be 

excited though. If it falls apart 

before closing, we will keep 

just looking. We are definitely 

committed to finding a place. 

My husband has already 

bought a ride-on lawn mower.

Javaid: When it is meant to be, 

it will happen. I can’t wait to 

barbecue and go fishing. And to 

have so much space—a far cry 

from the days when we were all 

crammed into that one-bedroom 

apartment. I am so proud to be 

able to give this to my family and 

to take part in this wonderful 

Canadian tradition. 

Rimsha: I’m grateful to share this 

experience with my family and to 

see my dad enjoy himself after all 

he has done for us. This is a guy 

who not that long ago couldn’t 

even think of affording a car—

now we’re looking at boats!
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You launched Cottage Air this spring. Was running 

your own flight service always the plan?

Definitely. I got my commercial pilot’s licence in 2001, but 
then 9/11 happened, leading to a plunge in air travel and 
widespread layoffs. So I got a job in the automotive industry 
and kept up with my flying as my side passion. Covid-19 
has been a tragedy, but it has also created a pretty strong 
market for a domestic charter airline service. People aren’t 
travelling outside the country, and they’re spending a lot 
more time at cottages. So I decided to go for it.
Who is your typical customer? I just booked a long 
contract with a woman who wants to fly every Friday after-
noon from Toronto to her cottage in the Muskokas with her 
two dogs, and then home every Sunday. I’m also booking a 
lot of Bay Street guys who are mostly working from the 
cottage but have to be in the office once a week. On top of 
that, I have real estate agents booking me to take clients to 
a bunch of properties in one day, and developers who are 
trying to sell condos up here and want me to take prospec-
tive buyers on a tour of the area. I just spoke with an interior 
designer who wants to fly her clients to their cottage for a 
sort of red-carpet big reveal kind of thing. I’m also taking 
bookings from groups of friends who want to fly up for a 
golf day, or families who are looking for a one-time special 
occasion. A lot of people have saved on other expenses 
and they’re looking to spend. They’re buying boats and 
Jet Skis and they’re taking planes. 
What’s the in-flight experience like? The plane is  
six-seat de Havilland Beaver. It’s got Wi-Fi and charging 
ports, and complimentary local beers and caramel-covered 
pecans. For Torontonians, we do pickups at any of the three 
airports—Pearson, Billy Bishop, Buttonville—and drop-offs 
are right to your dock or resort or golf course. To Muskoka, 
it’s 40 minutes from Buttonville, which is a lot better than 
sitting in traffic for four hours.
How much does all of this convenience cost?

A flight from Toronto to Muskoka runs between $1,500 and 
$2,000. And that’s for up to five passengers. For $300 a 
pop, you’re at your cottage in 40 minutes. It’s time or 
money, and after this year, people are realizing the 
value of their time.

AIR QUOTES
Private charter pilot Chris Hogue 

helps cottagers skip the highway and 
spend more time on the dock

HEART’S TAVERN AND BAR
The team behind Ossington 
meat meccas Union and Côte 
de Boeuf are now servicing  
carnivores in the Lake Eugenia 
region, near Collingwood. The 
new restaurant is located in a 
restored 19th-century farmhouse 
with two pandemic-friendly 
patio spaces. It features a horse-
shoe bar, a butcher’s counter  
for five-star charcuterie and a 
vie-en-Provence-worthy wine list. 
Plus rural flourishes like an  
outdoor veggie patch and a 
chicken coop. 235334 Grey 
Road 13, Kimberley.

LA PALMA
Chef Craig Harding and restaurant co-owner 
Alexandra Hutchison got the idea for food 
hampers last summer after spending time at 
their own cottage and fielding requests from 
northern neighbours. Cottage hampers, with  
a collection of goodies that fall somewhere 
between standard groceries and premium 
takeout, are available for pickup at shops in 
Bala, Port Carling and Parry Sound every 
Saturday. Every weekend is a different feast. 
Last year’s “Canada Day” package included a 
dry-aged rib-eye, summer sausage, Ontario 
corn, and peach crumble for four, plus a wine 
pairing. DIY or cook along with Harding via 
Zoom. @palmato

BARBERIAN’S STEAK HOUSE
The site of pre-pandemic power 
lunches is bringing the steak (and 
the sizzle) to Muskoka. Store-to-
dock deliveries happen as 
demand dictates. The delivery fee, 
which varies by location, can be 
split among several neighbouring 
cottagers. The restaurant’s laid-off 
servers do the deliveries, as a  
way to keep them employed. For 
cottage-country deliveries, email 
info@barberiansbutchershop.com
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in 2015, Roberto Mangoni bought 

a small cottage on Little Bald 

Lake near Bobcaygeon for 

$240,000. When Covid hit, his construc-

tion company came to a standstill. He’d 

been a city dweller all his life, but with 

no romantic attachments and with his 

daughters at college in the U.S., he found 

himself hitting the highway to the cottage 

every chance he got. He was enjoying the 

peace and quiet of life on the lake. Before 

long, Roberto made it official: he would 

stay in Bobcaygeon for good. 

But he wasn’t ready to retire. He owned 

a commercial property on Bobcaygeon’s 

main street, so instead, he decided to put 

into action something he’d dreamed 

about: starting a restaurant. He hired a 

team of designers and builders and got 

to work on Che Figata, a casual Italian 

restaurant.  

Roberto Mangoni, 49, 
restaurateur, on  

his way to work in 
Bobcaygeon

“I CANOE TO WORK 

IN FIVE MINUTES” 
In the early days of the pandemic, Roberto Mangoni 
relocated from Toronto to the Kawarthas. He loved it so 
much he decided to stick around—and start a restaurant

In May 2020, Mangoni ended the lease 

on his midtown condo and got a dog, a cane 

corso named Venus. His restaurant was 

15 kilometres from his cottage, and he found 

it burdensome to head back often to let the 

dog out. So in October, he sold 

his property to a family that was 

permanently relocating from 

the GTA, and moved into a riv-

erfront home he’d bought near 

the restaurant. He’s planning to 

tear down the home and build 

a five-bed, six-bath modern 

farmhouse bungalow in its place.        

Che Figata opened at the end 

of November, offering pizza, 

fresh pasta and homemade 

desserts. Business was slow in 

the winter, but Mangoni says it 

has picked up dramatically. He’s 

now adding a bakery and a prep 

kitchen down the street.

Today, Mangoni starts his mornings 

by sitting on his dock with an espresso 

and watching the ducks. Then he takes 

Venus for a walk. He still drives into his 

Toronto office four days a week, but he 

intends to start winding down his involve-

ment in the construction company as the 

restaurant and bakery get busier. His 

waterfront home is so close to the restau-

rant that he can canoe or kayak there in 

five minutes when the weather is good. 

During his time off, Roberto explores 

the surrounding area with Venus, visit-

ing places like the Burleigh Falls. Or 

he’ll take his mountain bike out into the 

nearby trails.

C
O

T
T
A

G
E

 W
A

R
S



io
a

n
n

o
u

s
 c

o
u

r
t

e
s

y
 o

f
 t

h
e

 i
o

a
n

n
o

u
 f

a
m

il
y

June 2021  toronto life  51

How’s the internet in Bracebridge? It’s not great in 

town, but the real issue is in the rural areas. Some of the 

library’s board members live just outside town, and when 

we have meetings on Zoom, they sometimes freeze up. I 

live in town, and every once in a while it gets bogged 

down. I really noticed it when the pandemic hit because 

there were a lot more people trying to access it.

Why did you start offering free Wi-Fi in your 

parking lot at the Bracebridge Public Library?

As the pandemic stretched on, we started getting calls 

from people wanting to access our databases of e-books, 

audiobooks, newspapers and so on—it seems that many 

people had some newfound time on their hands and 

decided to research the family tree. We’d heard of other 

libraries in cottage country providing parking-lot Wi-Fi, 

so we decided to do the same.

How did you get it set it up? You can get Wi-Fi if you 

stand right outside our front door, and we often saw people 

along our walkway taking advantage of the connection. For 

safety reasons, we didn’t want people lining up there, and it 

wasn’t a particularly comfortable place for users anyway. 

So we ran cabling to a stairwell at the back of the library, 

where the parking lot is, and set up an extra hot spot.

How popular is your parking lot now? It’s steady. 

People use the Wi-Fi for school, for work, to download 

e-books. We see people taking Zoom meetings in their 

car. In the evenings, our staff go to their cars and see 

people watching Netflix or FaceTiming with friends. Even 

during the winter, there were people out there with their 

windows rolled up, and they’d turn their cars on occasion-

ally to warm themselves up. I didn’t envy them. At the 

beginning of the pandemic, one of our members got a new 

tablet but didn’t know how to connect to our Wi-Fi. She 

pulled up behind the library and one of the librarians 

bundled up to go out and help her. It was still pretty chilly, 

so she kept her windows rolled up, and our librarian had 

to walk her through with gestures. It must have looked 

strange to everyone else in the parking lot, but it worked! 

“WE SAW PEOPLE  
ON ZOOM IN OUR 
PARKING LOT”

Cathryn Rodney, chief librarian  
at the Bracebridge library, on the 
sudden demand for broadband

JUST BEFORE THE 
MARKET TOOK OFF, 
THEY SNAPPED UP  

A COTTAGE FOR 
$525,000

before the pandemic hit, the Ioannous 

lived a fast-paced life. Joyce managed two 

businesses: one doing aromatherapy 

treatments and the other an art camp 

for kids she ran out of the YMCA. Tom 

travelled across the city as a contractor 

for hardware store chains, doing repairs 

like upgrading staff washrooms and break rooms. Their son 

Rio was in daycare, and the parents split the task of shuttling 

Faith to tae kwon do lessons multiple times a week. It was 

difficult for the family to find downtime together.

In early 2020, Joyce had lined up $20,000 worth of events 

and bookings for March Break camps, all of which were 

cancelled because of the pandemic. Thankfully, Tom’s work as 

a contractor continued and helped keep the family afloat. Joyce 

shifted her focus to her aromatherapy business, offering virtual 

consultations and dropping off products to customers. 

Over the summer, a friend of Tom’s invited the family to 

stay at a log cabin behind his main cottage on Crowe Lake 

Tom Ioannou, 47, contractor, and Joyce 
Ioannou, 42, aromatherapist and kids art 

camp business owner, with their kids,  
five-year-old Rio and 11-year-old Faith, and 

their eight-year-old bichon-poodle, Batso

SERENITY  
NOW

The Ioannous lived a  
busy life in Scarborough. 
When the pandemic hit,  

they moved to a fixer-upper 
on the Crowe River. Life has 

never been calmer
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THE ARBORIST
Pete Cowan

Cowan Tree Services, Milford Bay

“When schools closed in the spring of 
2020, people started prioritizing their 
lake properties, and my phone went 
crazy. Obviously Covid-19 has caused  
a lot of economic hardship, but you 
wouldn’t know it up here. They’re putting 
in bunkies, hot tubs and patios, and 
when there are trees that need to be 
cleared, they call me in: ‘I need it done 
yesterday.’ They don’t even ask for 
quotes because they know how much 
demand there is. A few people even 
offered to pay extra to get me in sooner.”

in Marmora, which is a two-hour drive 

northeast of their four-bedroom home in 

Scarborough. The Ioannous went up for 

week-long stays three times over the 

summer. They loved the fresh country 

air and hearing the sounds of nature. The 

kids especially loved splashing around 

in the water. Tom and Joyce daydreamed 

about buying a cottage on Crowe Lake as 

a vacation home. 

In September, they found out that some-

one in Faith’s class was Covid-positive. 

They decided to pull their kids out of school 

and switch to virtual learning. For a 

stretch, they didn’t have a teacher assigned 

to their classes because of a labour shortage, 

so Joyce filled in as her kids’ teacher. It 

was a frustrating experience.

By mid-September, Joyce was yearning 

for the freedom and stress-free days of 

their summer. She searched Facebook 

Marketplace for cottages and found a 

listing for a five-bedroom, three-bath 

ranch bungalow built in the 1920s. They 

went to check it out. The house was out-

dated and in need of a makeover. The 

carpets were a drab green, and there was 

loud wallpaper on all the walls, including 

around the tub. But the structure was 

sound and the place had a cozy feel. There 

was a propane fireplace, a large living 

room with big windows and a spacious 

patio. The timing was good: just before 

the cottage market went supernova, they 

offered $525,000 with no conditions, and 

got it. They found renters for their property 

in Scarborough, earning $1,100 a month 

for the one-bed, one-bath basement rental 

and $3,200 for the three-bed, two-bath 

upper level unit.

Today, Joyce is starting up a remote 

clinic in Marmora and networking with 

other women in the wellness industry. She 

usually spends afternoons working on 

small renovations in the home. Tom has 

finished his contracts in the city and is 

now transitioning to local projects. Once 

the kids finish school, they’re out in the 

yard throwing a ball for their dog, Batso. 

After dinner, they might light a bonfire 

and roast marshmallows together. 

Joyce says that everyone in her family—

even Batso—seems calmer in their new 

surroundings. Faith used to spend her 

free time on the tablet; now she plays 

outside. After school and on weekends, 

they go on nature walks together, explore 

the area or head into town, which is just 

a 15-minute walk away. Even though they 

still have their Toronto property, the 

Ioannous don’t see themselves returning 

to city life any time soon.

THE STONE WORKER
Eric Doetsch

Bacher Construction, Dorset

“Business has jumped by 15 per cent, but 
demand is far beyond that. I’m already 
booking for 2022. The average patio 
used to be $40 per square foot; now, 
people are spending more time up here 
and want higher-quality stone, so it’s 
$60. A 200-square-foot patio? That’s 
going to be a ton of money. A few 
people have offered extra money to get 
to the front of the line. If I can’t do it right 
away, they say they’re taking their busi-
ness elsewhere, but then my competitors 
say the same thing, and they come back.”

THE LANDSCAPE DESIGNER
Lexi Dearborn

Dearborn Designs, Muskoka

“I’ve been seeing huge demand for 
backyard landscaping of all types. 
Larger budgets and more elaborate 
projects, too. A lot of swimming pools 
and hot tubs. It costs up to 30 per cent 
more to put in a pool than it did a  
year ago because of increased demand 
and an uptick in steel and vinyl prices. 
So you’re looking at $60,000 for a 
16-by-32–foot pool. And the cabanas! 
People are spending more time outside, 
for obvious reasons, and these things 
are the size of small cottages.”

THE PAINTER
Scott Simmons

Georgian Painting Services, Wasaga

“In my line of work, primer is the new 
toilet paper—next to impossible to get. 
I’m doing a lot of new builds. With this 
kind of market, everyone has an eye on 
reselling. I’ve been on jobs where the 
property has been sold halfway through 
the job, and the owner is asking me if I’ll 
do their new place next. I’ve seen a lot 
of pop-up painting companies—people 
who are out of work and figure this is a 
good way to make money. I always say 
you get what you pay for, but honestly 
I’m too busy to worry about competition.” 

THE TRADESPEOPLE
There’s never been a better time to be a  

cottage-country stone worker, or arborist, or 
builder, or landscape architect, or carpenter...
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Rising to the need for change in a widely used but aging and problematic

window system, State Window Corporation began as a single company with

a singular vision. We developed an entirely new system – the first of its kind –

that off ers the best performance on the market today.

From one innovative project and just a few employees, we have grown

into a family of companies and have completed more than 230 projects.

And we’re only getting started.

We’re not out to change the world.

Just the way it’s built. 

Proud to be one of 
Canada’s Best Managed 
Companies.

statewindowcorp.com
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Dear Rural Diplomat,

My partner and I have spent most of the 

pandemic at our winterized cottage up 

north. A few months ago, our neighbours 

put their cottage on the market and had 

more than 50 showings. With all the cars 

coming through, our shared gravel drive-

way got torn up, and it needs about $500 

worth of repairs. We politely asked our 

departing neighbours to cover it, but they 

refused, saying they sold the place as is. 

I’m pretty miffed. Is it fair to ask the new 

owners to pay to fix the driveway?

—parking mad, Muskoka

Even if it’s fair (which it’s not), it wouldn’t 

be a great idea. Your new neighbours 

probably paid a million bucks or more for 

the place next door. Do you really want to 

welcome them to the ’hood by asking them 

to fork over another $500? You’re going to 

see these people every long weekend for 

years to come (and maybe much more, 

given the WFC movement), so make a good 

first impression—have them over for a 

(distanced) drink. Once you’re chummy, 

ask if they’d go halfsies on fixing the 

driveway, given neither of you is to blame 

for its condition. If it’s as bad as you say it 

is, they may even beat you to the ask.

Dear Rural Diplomat,

This past winter, my husband and I bought 

RURAL DIPLOMAT
Civilized solutions for wild situations 

a beautiful 

cottage on Lake 

of Bays. We recently invited 20 people 

over for cocktails on our patio. We are 

vaccinated, as are most of our friends, 

but just to be safe, we asked our guests 

to provide proof of vaccination before-

hand. A few of them were outraged—one 

called our request a “violation of civil 

liberties.” I don’t see why it’s such a big 

deal. Is it okay to ask people to prove 

they’ve been vaccinated?

—keeping tabs on jabs, Baysville

If your friends are that eager to turn down 

free margaritas, let them. It’s your cottage, 

your rules. You’re well within your rights 

to check people’s “vaccine passports” at 

the door (or dock). Airlines, sports stadi-

ums and the state of New York are all 

doing it, and medical experts agree it’s 

safe for vaccinated people to get together. 

Defuse the situation with your sanctimo-

nious guests by explaining that you only 

wanted to keep everyone healthy, and that 

you look forward to seeing them when the 

pandemic is over. Your party will be just 

fine without them.

Dear Rural Diplomat,

When our dad passed away last year, my 

sister and I inherited the family cottage 

in Prince Edward County. We had some 

wonderful memories there, but it’s a ratty 

old place and I want to sell it now to take 

advantage of the hot market and help pay 

for a house in the city. My sister wants to 

hang on to it and fix it up, but she can’t 

afford to buy my half, and she gets emo-

tional every time I bring it up. How can 

I convince her to sell without creating a 

permanent rift between us?

—my sister’s keeper, Cove Beach

Don’t rush it—your sister might still be 

grieving. That said, if you two keep the 

cottage, it should be because it makes 

sense for both of you, not because she’s 

having trouble letting go. The next time 

you talk to her, ask how she’d renovate 

the place. Draft up some napkin floor 

plans and ballpark a budget. Ask her 

whether she can see herself living there. 

How about raising a family? If not, at 

least you got your sister talking. Make 

your best case for selling, and show her 

some other places she could afford with 

her half of the sale price. If she still wants 

to stay put, consider allowing her to buy 

you out gradually—or ask her to refi-

nance the place to pay you off. Just don’t 

count on an invitation next Canada Day 

weekend.

Dear Rural Diplomat,

Last spring, the cottage next to ours sold. 

The new owners, whom we’ve never met, 

turned the place into a short-term rental. 

It’s constantly occupied by remote workers 

and rowdy college kids breaking all sorts 

of Covid restrictions. Our cottage used to 

be a quiet retreat, but now we can hardly 

sleep because of all the music and yelling. 

We’ve complained to the rental company 

and written to the owners, to no avail. 

How can we stop this?

—nose out of joint, Kawarthas

The next time you spot a pandemic pro-

tocol being broken, take a video and send 

it to the City of Kawartha Lakes, who can 

dispatch the OPP to drop a $750 fine. That 

should get your new neighbours’ attention. 

Ask them to post house rules on the list-

ing and around the cottage, and get their 

number so you can call them whenever a 

drunken frat boy starts strumming 

“Wonderwall” at 3 a.m. If that doesn’t 

buy you some peace, keep complaining to 

the city. Even if it’s just a bylaw infraction, 

the fine doubles every time, so your 

neighbour will be motivated to crack 

down or risk having their income property 

turn into a money pit.
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TWO HOURS THERE.
TWO HOURS BACK.

MAKE THE FIRST VISIT
WORTH YOUR WHILE.

If you’re going to drive two hours north to look at cottages, you should 

use a RE/MAX agent. Our agents are part of the largest real estate 

network in the country. They have access to market insights 

that can help you identify a property that’s right for you. So, before you 

hit the road, visit remax.ca. We’ll make the fi rst trip one to remember.

YOUR UNFAIR
ADVANTAGE
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EASY
MONEY

Sanjay Madan’s job was  
to distribute pandemic 
payments to Ontario families. 
He found an ingenious way 
to take millions for himself

Inside the scam that  

revealed chaos and a culture 

of fraud at Queen’s Park

S
anjay madan had an important job, and he was proud 

of it: director of the Ministry of Education’s iAccess 

Solutions Branch, just two rungs below the deputy 

minister. He oversaw a team of 150, mostly coders and analysts, 

who created software programs for various departments in the 

provincial government, a tech-savvy squad who could turn 

some politician’s idea into a functioning digital platform. Among 

his team’s projects was an effort to modernize the online function 

of the province’s student loans program, OSAP, work for which 

Madan received an industry award in 2010. 

Around the office—in a 30-storey building at Bay and College—

Madan was friendly and well liked. He was known for working 

hard, often arriving early and leaving late. One colleague 

described him as “a true leader.” He stood a smidge under six 
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feet, was a bit round, with hair that thinned on top and greyed 

at the temples, and when it came to his workplace appearance, 

Madan seemed to care little, sometimes wearing sandals to 

work. He was notoriously thrifty. When Madan went out for 

lunch, he borrowed a public-transit pass to save on the fare. By 

all appearances, he was the quintessential bureaucrat: benign, 

quiet, unassuming. He did his work, collected his paycheque 

and avoided the spotlight.

The bureaucracy had treated him well. His wife, Shalini, 

worked for Queen’s Park too, as a senior IT manager in the 

Ministry of Government and Consumer Services, and together 

they had a household income of more than $300,000, plus a 

pension plan and good benefits. In 2011, they bought a 

7,000-square-foot home in Willowdale for $1.64 million, and he 

owned a 19-foot Crownline bowrider motorboat. Madan also 

had two under-construction villas in his homeland of India and 

had bought a downtown condo for each of his sons, Chinmaya 

and Ujjawal, when they were old enough to live on their own. 

Life was good for the family. At age 55, Madan was approaching 

retirement. His sons were excelling in school and had both 

landed jobs at Queen’s Park, too. His wife was happy.

But there was more to Madan than the quiet, hardworking 

family man everyone knew and liked. He had a secret revenue 

stream that allowed him to finance a sizable real estate portfolio, 

including two rental apartment buildings in Waterloo near the 

university district, with a total of 30 units. All told, Madan’s 

assets were worth more than $10 million.

His extracurricular dealings might have gone unnoticed for 

many more years. But last July, an employee at the Bank of 

Montreal noticed discrepancies in some of Madan’s bank 

accounts—something about odd payments from the provincial 

government. The bank gave Madan a call to sort it out. The large 

empire he had so meticulously built, through years of careful 

subterfuge, was about to crumble. And he knew the more the 

bank looked, the more they’d find.

T
wo hundred dollars per child wasn’t much, but for parents 

scrambling to purchase laptops or other technology amid 

the Covid-induced shutdown of in-school teaching, it was 

a welcome gesture. The program was called Support for Families, 

and the province had earmarked $340 million for it, part of the 

$17-billion Ontario Action Plan it released instead of a spring 2020 

budget. It was also a way to direct funds back into the economy. 

To make the program work online, the province turned to Madan’s 

iAccess branch. Madan knew that the online application 

needed to be simple. The payment, usually made by direct deposit, 

needed to be quick. 

Similar infrastructure already existed: the government had 

doled out payments to parents in much the same way only months 

earlier, when the teachers had staged rolling strikes. Support 

for Families was to be based on that. Madan, as the director of 

iAccess, participated in daily meetings on the program’s design 

and rollout. Through the process, he discovered a series of 

loopholes that could be exploited. Foremost among them was 

the fact that Ontario does not keep a complete list of every Ontario 

kid in school. The government has partial lists, based on public 

system enrolment, but no record of Ontario kids who attend 

private schools or kids being home-schooled. So the government 

had no way to verify that applicants were legitimate. An application 

came in, funds went out. Madan sensed opportunity.

Beginning in April, he logged in to his personal banking 

account and opened a series of sub-accounts. He did the same 

with his accounts at other banks. He did the same with the 

accounts of his companies. He did the same with his family 

members’ accounts. Madan even created accounts in the name 

of his deceased father. The process was laughably easy, especially 

for someone with some technological know-how. He could open 

four accounts in a single click. 

While the method worked, the gains were limited. The system 

triggered a manual review any time more than five payments 

were requested for a single account—in effect, six or more children 

in a single family. If Madan was going to take on the risk of 

getting caught, the reward needed to be considerably higher. 

In May 2020, just a few months into the pandemic, he called 

one of the managers he oversaw, a man named Hong Shi, to ask 

him to remove that alert. Shi thought Madan’s request was unusual. 

Normally, such an order would require the approval of Madan’s 

direct superior, the ministry’s chief information officer, Soussan 

Tabari, and from there it would make its way via a formal order 

down the bureaucracy. But these were unusual times. The pan-

demic had ravaged Ontario’s economy, upended lives and left 

parents struggling to deal with their children’s schooling. The 

education minister, Stephen Lecce, had said the province would 

do “whatever it takes” to help families through this difficult time. 

Madan told Shi that children’s aid societies had complained 

about the payment rule. It is unclear whether they actually 

complained, but it would not be illogical if they had. Those 

organizations could easily be guardians of more than five children 

and thus have their application sent for manual review, slowing 

the pace of payment. According to Shi’s account, Madan claimed 

the order had come straight from the minister’s office, and that 

the matter was “highly confidential and only known by directors 

and above.” 

Shi was no fool. He had a doctorate in artificial intelligence 

and had been at Queen’s Park since 2003. Even after speaking 

with Madan directly by phone, Shi wasn’t convinced. He 

followed up with Madan through email to double-check that he 

had understood correctly. 

If Shi had been even a little more suspicious, if he had checked 

with anyone else, the scheme might have been stopped right 

there and then. But Madan was his direct supervisor, a man 

he’d known and trusted for years. And who was Shi to oppose 

a command from the minister? Shi changed the rule and carried 

on with his day, oblivious to what he had just set in motion.

W
ith the payment rule out of the way, the game was 

on. Madan could apply over and over again for the 

same accounts. According to Madan’s later testi-

mony, he reached out to a man named Vidhan Singh, who ran 

a recruitment firm in Richmond Hill, saying, “Do you want 
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to make some extra money?” The two men had known each 

other for years, and Madan had hired Singh’s firm on a contract 

basis multiple times. Madan wanted to, in his words, show 

Singh some “favour.” He said that he told Singh to create new 

bank accounts, and court documents indicate Singh created 

roughly 60 bank accounts in June. (Singh denies knowledge 

of those accounts.)

The scheme played out after hours and on weekends. Madan 

started by creating a database of fake names, googling for 

common ones in North America and then also Chinese, Indian 

and Arabic ones to reflect the diversity of GTA. He also used 

web-scraping software to gather addresses from the Yellow 

Pages. He ended up with 8,000 addresses and close to 9,000 

first and last names, then mixed them, taking care to ensure 

the resulting matches wouldn’t stand out as what he considered 

unlikely combinations—a “Ming Mohamed” or “Tae-won 

Ramesh,” say. Then Madan created a program to automatically 

load the information onto the application website, 500 at a time. 

The problem, though, was that the website had a CAPTCHA 

test that required users to perform tasks such as typing out 

alphanumeric characters from a distorted image or clicking on 

a series of photos that matched a certain description. While 

Madan’s custom program could fill out the applications auto-

matically, it still needed someone to submit them. Madan did 

not deem that a good use of his time. So, under false pretenses, 

he outsourced the labour to someone on his own team.

Madan called up Geetika Verma, an administrative officer 

who reported directly to him, to say that Support for Families 

was experiencing issues with application submission. He told 

her he needed her to manually make submissions on behalf of 

the applicants. As he’d done earlier, Madan explained that the 

task was “highly confidential.” 

Verma used the software TeamViewer 

to remotely access a computer that she 

thought might have been Madan’s. She 

assumed she was in some sort of “back 

end” of the Support for Families program. 

There, software automatically filled out 

the Support for Family forms, and Verma 

manually completed each CAPTCHA test 

and clicked submit. 

Verma said she carried out Madan’s 

instructions on multiple occasions. One 

of those alleged instances happened on 

June 10, when Madan sent her an email 

after work with the subject “Data file 

loaded.” She completed the task in about 

two hours, and Madan told her, “Great 

speed.” Verma estimated that she made 

between 7,000 and 8,000 submissions in 

May and June of 2020.

Madan enlisted the aid of another 

provincial employee to submit the applica-

tions, and also hired a student in India, 

whom he knew through his wife. Every 

member of the student’s family had lost 

their jobs due to Covid-19 and were in dire 

financial straits. Madan paid her a total of 

$300 to work through May and June.

And so the pace quickened. More than 

43,000 illegitimate applications were 

filed. From April to August, according 

to the province, nearly $11 million from the Support for Families 

program poured into 2,982 bank accounts in the names of 

Madan family members, the Richmond Hill businessman Singh 

and their companies. From there, according to evidence presented 

in court, Madan transferred some $9 million from Canadian 

banks into Indian banks with operations in Canada, then wired 

it to India. Madan knew what he was doing was wrong, but 

the temptation was simply too great. Plus, the province’s 

detection measures were so lax that getting caught wasn’t even 

on his mind. As he would later put it: “[It] looked like easy 

money for me.” 

B
y the summer of 2020, Chinmaya, Madan’s elder son, 

was finishing up his master’s degree and juggling exams. 

He also had full-time employment at Queen’s Park, where 

he worked long hours, all the while preparing for a job interview 

with Microsoft. Ujjawal was getting ready to go to Georgia 

Tech for graduate studies. On top of all that, a close friend of 

Ujjawal’s was dying of brain cancer. It was a hectic time for 

the young men. 

One day, Chinmaya logged in to his Royal Bank account and, 

at least according to his telling, noticed something odd. His 

balance was several thousand dollars higher than it should have 

been, and there were multiple sub-accounts under his name. 

He asked his younger brother to check his own account; Ujjawal 

reported the same. The brothers later told the courts that they 

were “perplexed” by it all. 

They decided to ask their father about the funds. Madan was 

evasive and gave vague answers. The brothers say they pressed 

him. Finally, their dad came clean about what he’d done. Ujjawal 

later told the courts he was furious. Chinmaya said he was shocked: 

“Here I was, working long hours to launch a promising career 
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in a highly competitive field, and my father 

was jeopardizing everything.” Chinmaya 

testified that he made his father promise 

to return the funds. Both brothers said 

their father was left shaken.

G
iving back the money was a nice 

idea, but reversing tens of thou-

sands of transactions without 

detection would be a formidable task. As 

it turned out, the banks were soon onto 

him anyway. In July, a Bank of Montreal 

employee noticed a series of deposits that 

had been made to Madan’s account with 

payee names that didn’t match his own, 

and gave Madan a call. The woman on 

the line wanted to know why Madan had 

created so many accounts. There were 

also third-party deposits, not in his name, 

flowing into those accounts. He tried to 

explain but he was in such a panic he 

couldn’t come up with anything. After 10 

minutes, the conversation ended. Madan’s 

world was spinning. He rushed to log in to 

his online banking, but he was locked out. 

Madan decided the only way out of his 

hole was to keep digging. Three days after 

the call, he went to the Bay and College 

BMO branch in person. He told the manager 

that tenants who owed him rent money 

had diverted their Support for Families payments to him. He 

also said that he wanted to work with the bank to return it to 

the government. Of course, that made little sense: if the money 

was legitimate, why give it back?

The next day, to support his claim, Madan provided the 

bank with clippings from emails purportedly from tenants—

all of them falsified—backing up his assertion. Initially, 

Madan felt the manager was giving him the benefit of the 

doubt. Still, he was anxious. He continued trying to reverse 

the payments through other avenues without drawing atten-

tion. At work, he suggested in a meeting that they introduce 

a mechanism for recipients to return the funds. He tried to 

reverse the transactions through his personal banking account. 

But nothing worked. 

Madan knew that if the banks were onto him, his employer 

might be next. He deleted his database of fake names. He wiped 

his computer. He kept calling BMO to try to spin his tale, but by 

the third week of July, the bank stopped returning his calls. 

On August 10, a senior manager for incident management 

at BMO phoned the executive assistant for the Ministry of 

Education’s deputy minister, and that same day, Madan found 

himself locked out of the government’s IT system. Then Madan 

got a call from Soussan Tabari, the ministry’s CIO. 

“On the line with me is Nadine from HR,” Tabari said. “You are 

being placed on an administrative suspension with pay for up to 

20 days pending an investigation into allegations of inappropriate 

conduct related to the Support for Families program.” 

Madan said he had an explanation for everything. In a feeble 

attempt at spin, he mentioned how he had played a role in 

benefiting hundreds of families. Otherwise he said little. 

Ujjawal had just left his job with the province to attend 

graduate school, but Shalini and Chinmaya were still employed 

with the province. Since their bank accounts had all received 

money, the province thought they may have all been complicit. 

The next day, Shalini and Chinmaya were also suspended 

with pay. 

At Queen’s Park, the province’s forensic investigation team 

began to pore over Madan’s email correspondence. Soon, the 

province hired the accounting firm KPMG to investigate as well. 

Eleven people from KPMG were involved, along with four 

investigators from Queen’s Park. The province also reported the 

matter to the Ontario Provincial Police. At BMO, employees 

reviewed funds flowing through the Support for Families 

program and discovered the apparent involvement of the 

Richmond Hill businessman Vidhan Singh. 

H
ow does an intelligent woman making more than 

$100,000 a year not know the finances of the man with 

whom she shares a bed? How could she not know about 

her husband’s numerous real estate purchases? How does anyone 

not notice hundreds of new bank accounts in their name and 

millions in mysterious new money flowing in? 

Shalini says that their marriage, an arranged one, was a 

traditional Indian union in which Madan was both patriarch 

and provider. According to Shalini, the finances were managed 

exclusively by Madan. She made purchases with two credit 

cards, which he then paid off. He alone had the bank card and 

password. She says she did not know of the more than 1,000 

accounts in her name, and that she and Chinmaya worked in 

completely different departments from Madan. Shalini says 

that in the aftermath of discovering her husband’s actions, she 

had trouble sleeping and cried constantly. She and her sons 

say they suffered symptoms of severe depression, anxiety and 

post-traumatic stress disorder.
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For his part, Madan insisted that his family had nothing to do 

with the matter. On an August call with Marie Dearlove, who was 

Tabari’s assistant, Madan said that he would fully co-operate with 

the investigation. Dearlove said that Madan’s composure cracked, 

and he wept on the call. He was so distraught that she found it 

difficult to make out what he was saying. After the call, Dearlove 

wrote to her superiors, expressing how deeply affected she was. 

“As a human being, I can’t help [but] be concerned,” she wrote. 

She asked to limit her future contact with Madan to email. 

Madan later called a former subordinate and admitted, with 

shocking understatement, to making a “misjudgment.” He 

asked the former employee to relay a message to Tabari. It was 

a deal offer. He said he was willing to co-operate if she would 

spare his family. But it was too late. The matter was long out 

of Tabari’s hands. 

Madan had admitted to fraud but not to the full extent. And 

he seemed more remorseful about getting caught than doing the 

deed. As he later put it, when speaking about his fraudulent 

transactions: “If I knew that these would be detected, I would 

never have done it.” 

Of the various banks he’d used, only BMO was onto him, but 

the others soon would be, too. Over several weeks, Madan 

withdrew $80,000 in cash from his account at CIBC, then 

spirited much of it to India. He sent it through bank transfers, 

carried it by himself and had relatives do it for him. 

In October, some two months after Madan was found out, 

the Ontario government sued to recover the funds. The province, 

worried that Madan would try to hide his assets, prepared its 

legal paperwork in such a frenzy that it was littered with 

misspellings and stylistic inconsistencies. KPMG did not even 

have time to finish its investigation. And amid the rush, the 

province named all the Madans as respondents, saying they 

had “individually or collectively” defrauded taxpayers of 

millions of dollars. The Ontario government applied to the court 

to freeze all of the Madans’ assets. 

The province soon fired both Madan and Shalini. Chinmaya 

had already resigned from the province and taken a job with 

Microsoft. But while his career had survived, his life had been 

upended, irreversibly stained by scandal. Ujjawal, at graduate 

school, faced possible disciplinary action. 

Madan discovered that the OPP was investigating him by 

reading the news. He hired criminal lawyers for the family in 

addition to his civil representation. 

I
n late 2020, as the government tried to sort out how much 

of his income was legitimate and how much was stolen, the 

courts locked nearly everything up. For months, Madan 

said, he had no money to pay lawyers, not even enough for food. 

And so he launched an action to unfreeze some portion of his 

money. During the virtual proceedings that followed, the Crown 

lawyer asked a seemingly innocuous question about Madan’s 

finances and his work at iAccess. In his response, Madan let 

slip a secret: he told the court that this was not the first time he 

had siphoned the government’s money. It was simply, he said, 

the first time he had been caught. 

For more than a decade, he explained to a rapt audience, he 

had been operating a thriving kickback scheme. Madan was in 

charge of arranging short-term contracts with companies that 

supplied the government with temporary IT workers for the 

iAccess branch. He noticed that the company owners were 

pocketing big chunks of the fees while little money trickled down 

to the IT workers themselves. The contracts were so large that 

the owners could afford to kick back considerable sums, even 

millions, in exchange for landing the contract. Madan was 

perfectly positioned to make deals with contractors. He was so 

senior that there was very little oversight of the dealmaking. 

“I’ve seen $30 million going out the door for no deliveries and 

breaking of the contracts,” he said, without elaborating. Madan 

could hire whoever he wanted, pay whatever he wanted and 

arrange to get a healthy sum back in return.

A former iAccess software developer backed up Madan’s 

assessment of the branch’s environment and gave a clue as to how 

contracting companies allegedly took so much from the govern-

ment, yet paid workers so little: by hiring mediocre workers whose 

rates were presumably low. Sergey Kvyatkovskiy, a temporary 

consultant who worked at the branch in 2013, said that among 

the “dozens” of contract employees he interacted with, half seemed 

to know “next to nothing about software development.” 

Madan said he’d found a way to “leverage” the iAccess 

environment that would be “beneficial to everyone.” He said, 

“There was an inefficiency in the overall process, so we took 

advantage of that, I must say.” Documents filed to court show 

Tabari had trusted Madan’s judgment, and that she would approve 

whoever Madan wanted to hire, as long as it was within budget. 

His most common collaborator, Madan revealed, was 

someone the court knew well: Vidhan Singh, the Richmond 

Hill businessman. According to Madan, Singh had kicked back 

$5 million to him over the years. Madan added that he’d had 

similar arrangements with six other companies, who’d sent him 

a total of $5 million. Much of that money, Madan said, was 

funnelled through a numbered firm—1846932 Ontario Inc.—

which he’d set up solely for that purpose. He said he’d understated 

that company’s income by “substantial amounts” throughout 

the years. In court examinations, Singh refused to answer 

questions on the alleged kickback scheme.

Bizarrely, Madan then tried to argue there was in fact no 

overbilling of the government—that had he not received the money, 

the excess cash would have remained with those contracting 

companies. It was a hollow argument, since the mere willingness 

of the companies to offer such large kickbacks suggests they’d 

been vastly overpaid to begin with.

While the investigation into Madan’s alleged kickback operation 

is ongoing, the culture of kickbacks, unfortunately, is not new to 

Queen’s Park. A top executive at St. Michael’s Hospital has been 

accused of receiving kickbacks worth more than $500,000 on a 

2015 construction contract. The province-funded air-ambulance 

service Ornge was accused of being involved in a kickback scheme 

in 2012 on a contract worth $144 million (although charges were 

never laid). In 2012, a cleaning firm that billed the province 

$2.2 million admitted to giving government employees 10 per cent 

on its contracts. Its owner told the court that he had been told by 

provincial employees, “This is how things work.” Garry Clement, 

a former director of the RCMP’s proceeds-of-crime unit who now 
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runs a financial crimes consultancy, says the problem is rampant. 

“It is difficult to quantify, but I highly suspect it is far more 

prevalent than anyone wishes to acknowledge,” he says.

Shalini, Chinmaya and Ujjawal said they learned about the 

kickback scheme only after Madan’s cross-examination. In a 

statement to media, their civil lawyer, who also represented 

Madan, said they were prepared to forgive the theft of the 

pandemic relief funds, but they were struggling to absolve the 

patriarch now and felt “cruelly betrayed” by the kickback scheme. 

P
remier Doug Ford had campaigned against his predecessor 

Kathleen Wynne by alleging grift and fraud throughout 

her government—and now here was Madan, running two 

multi-million-dollar schemes just a few blocks from the legislature. 

Ford weighed in angrily to the press gallery: “I think all systems 

should be tightened up right across the board…. It absolutely 

infuriates me.” 

By the end of January, the Ontario government had recovered 

the $11 million in stolen pandemic-relief funds that had been 

funnelled into the now-frozen bank 

accounts of the Madans and Singh. But 

the Ford government wanted more. It filed 

an amended statement of claim seeking 

the full $30 million of the contracts in 

question—not just Madan’s admitted share 

of $10 million. Queen’s Park also handed 

over review of the contracts of 14 temporary 

workers hired by Madan to investigators. 

The Toronto Star, which broke the story, 

reported that the Canada Revenue Agency 

was also looking into the matter. 

The court eventually unfroze some of 

Madan’s funds for living and legal 

expenses, but it was no solace. Madan had 

felt the anger of his family, the impotence 

of having all those millions of dollars 

frozen, and the dread of looming conse-

quences. He had cried. He had begged. 

He had a lot of regret. And now he was 

mortified to have the entire saga covered 

by the media.

Sometime after Madan admitted to the 

kickback scheme—and then tried to 

justify it—he changed tack again. In a 

direct contradiction of his earlier testimony, 

he said there was “no wrongdoing in the 

so-called kickback scheme.” He said he 

had hired contractors through an open 

bidding process, and because of him the 

province had in fact saved money. While Madan did acknowledge 

the theft of the pandemic-relief payments, he no longer accepted 

the blame for his actions in that particular fraud. Instead, he 

intimated, his employer was responsible for everything. The 

province had “hired incompetent or marginal employees to 

staff the Support for Families Program,” he claimed, and they 

“ought to have known that unscrupulous individuals, including 

potentially its own employees, might try to exploit weaknesses 

in its security.” 

None of the allegations against any of the accused have been 

proven in court. Shalini, Chinmaya and Ujjawal filed counter-

claims against the Ontario government for a total of $7 million. 

They said they were not involved in Madan’s deeds, but because 

they had been included in the amended statement of claim, their 

reputations and mental health had been damaged. They gave a 

laundry list of how the province was itself responsible for the 

theft of the pandemic-relief funds because of insufficient 

oversight—the chief information officer Tabari, for example, 

“was negligent in failing to properly supervise Sanjay.” That 

accusation may seem ironic—how can the province be responsible 

for an employee’s personal decision to steal money?—but that charge 

would also not be out of place in the civil courts, where fault is 

often found through negligence, as opposed to criminal courts, 

which deal with more direct responsibility.

An exhausting and very public civil trial looms ahead, on top 

of a separate criminal investigation and the CRA probe. Everything 

will likely take years to resolve. Even if the rest of the Madans 

were not involved as they say, the road to clearing their names 

is long. The family will live in limbo, their reputations battered. 

And as for Madan, while he might not know what will emerge 

from all this scandal and turmoil, he now seems certain about 

something else: nothing was his fault. ∫
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Four years ago, I left Toronto to walk across  

Canada. Now I’m riding out the pandemic  

in an Arctic community of nine people. 

It’s the greatest adventure of my life
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I moved from Germany to Canada in 2008, when I was 32, but 

I still had a thirst for adventure. In German, there’s a word for 

that deep, achy yearning to explore the world: fernweh. It’s an 

almost painful discontent, the melancholic counterpart to 

joyous wanderlust. That’s how I’ve felt my whole life. In 2011, 

I backpacked for two years around Asia, Australia and New 

Zealand. I hiked to the Annapurna base camp in Nepal, rode 

an old Russian motorbike for two months through Vietnam 

and lived with a nomadic family in Mongolia. Travelling opened 

me up. In a backpacking life, all the markers of status—marriage, 

career, expensive possessions—become irrelevant. You are who 

you are at any given moment. You either connect with a person 

or a place or you don’t. 

By 2014, I was living in downtown Toronto, working as a 

coordinator for two business improvement associations. There, 

I felt a void—a loneliness that a city of millions of people couldn’t 

fill. I missed that journey of discovery, the ever-changing dusty 

road. I’d read about the Great Trail, formerly known as the 

Trans Canada Trail—a 27,000-kilometre network of more 

than 400 trails running across all 10 provinces and three 

territories, through wilderness, urban and rural landscapes, 

and over greenways, waterways and roadways. In 2016, I 

decided I would walk that trail. My route would start in 

Newfoundland and continue west through Nova Scotia and 

Quebec, down to the southern tip of Ontario, back up to Mani-

toba and across the Prairies before veering north to the Yukon 

and the Northwest Territories. 

After hitting the Arctic Ocean, 

I’d head south to Alberta and 

continue my walk west to the 

finish line in Victoria. 

I prepared for my journey for a year, studying the trail and 

collecting my gear. I live a minimalist lifestyle, and I figured 

I could swing the trip on $15 a day. I took a wilderness first aid 

course and attended a weekly survival meet-up group, where 

we learned essential skills like how to construct a shelter, tie 

knots and even build an upside-down fire (they last longer 

than the traditional kind). I had basic hiking gear: a backpack, 

tent and sleeping bag, an emergency beacon and first aid kit, 

and a bush knife and bear spray—all essential when you’re 

hiking across Canada. When I told people about my plan, they’d 

look at me with big, doubtful eyes and ask cynical, incredulous 

questions. “I can’t believe you’re doing this whole thing on 

your own,” they’d say. My confidence sometimes wavered, but 

eventually, I stopped doubting and defending my choices.

In May 2017, I flew to Newfoundland, and a few days later 

I set foot on the trail at the Cape Spear Lighthouse—the east-

ernmost tip of the country. I couldn’t see much to start because 

it was so foggy, but I remember standing on the cliffs overlooking 

the Atlantic Ocean, excited and exhilarated. That dreamy 

beginning became a tough and exhausting reality—but also a 

beautiful and interesting one. I camped in -40° temperatures, 

endured countless blisters, and encountered hail the size of 

ping-pong balls while sitting in my tent. It was often challenging 

to replenish my drinking water on long, empty stretches of 

trail; sometimes I had to rely on the kindness of strangers 

passing by to refill my water jugs.

 June 2, 2017: Cape Spear 
Lighthouse, Newfoundland
I set off on my journey on a 

foggy morning. My first day’s 

walk took me along the East 

Coast Trail into St. John’s.  

At one point, I dipped my feet 

in the ocean while looking at 

a small iceberg in the distance. 

 November 30, 2017: 
Upper Salmon River, 
Fundy National Park, 
New Brunswick
I crossed with the help of 

a woman named Jenny, 

who was there spotting 

salmon for the fisheries 

department. I lost my 

balance, but she grabbed 

my arm and helped  

me along. 

 October 12, 2017, Confederation 
Trail, P.E.I. 
At six kilometres per hour, I broke my 

own walking record to reach the Caribou 

ferry to P.E.I. just in time. Sweaty and 

happy, I made it to my third province and 

walked into a beautiful autumn. 

I’m a restless woman.

2017
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I walked between zero and 50 kilometres a day—anywhere 

from a few minutes to eight hours—depending on my mood, the 

ground, the weather and who I met along the way. I walked 

through highways and cities, forests and marshlands, farmers’ 

fields and ice roads. I mostly camped, but sometimes, when the 

weather was really harsh, or I couldn’t find a good spot to pitch 

my tent, I stayed with generous people who opened their homes 

to me, many of whom spontaneously offered me a space after 

meeting me on the trail. The theme of my journey was not 

strength or bravery. Rather, it was kindness: the compassion 

and support I received across Canada.

I
n March 2019, after nearly two years on the trail, my 

spark and taste for discovery was fading. My second 

winter was long and gruesome: a 1,000-kilometre walk 

along the Trans-Canada Highway to Thunder Bay 

followed by more highway and road walking as I entered 

Manitoba. It’s hard to embrace your walk while coping with 

the noise, smell and speed of oncoming traffic. I couldn’t shake 

the exhaustion. Maybe it was the lack of sleep, poor nutrition 

or not enough water. Maybe it was physical depletion. Maybe 

it was everything. 

Winter was about to pass the baton to spring. Two friends, Pat 

and Dave, were hosting me in St. Malo, Manitoba. For two days, 

Dave joined me on sections of the trail, then Pat would drive us 

back to their home and drop us back off the next day where we 

left off. On the second day, a yellow Lab came running our way 

and walked with us all day. He didn’t have a collar or any other 

identifiers. At the end of the day, we brought him back to the area 

where he’d started following us. I knocked on many doors, but 

no one knew who he belonged to. I took him to the vet, who guessed 

he was between a year and a year and a half old. He stayed with 

me after that. Two weeks in, I named him Malo, after the place 

our friendship started. We grew to love each other so much. He 

gave me the boost I needed to continue my adventure.

We walked together for a year. As spring arrived in the 

Prairies, the melting snow exposed our next challenge: gumbo, 

or sticky, clay-filled mud. I carried my gear on a sled with 

removable wheels, and walking became a slow, tedious battle. 

As the farm roads dried up and summer moved in, we walked 

for days with no sources of water. On one occasion, after we 

took a shortcut through tall grass, I pulled more than 50 ticks 

out of Malo’s fur. Support came in all forms, from a farmer 

who put a cooler with ice-cold drinks on the road, to a Hutterite 

community that sent me off with a loaf of fresh bread, to the 

people who met me on the road and offered us a place to stay—

Prairie grid roads do not offer much in the way of suitable 

tent spots. I was incredibly proud of my achievements. As 

someone who grew up in Germany with relatively mild winters, 

I never imagined camping in -40° temperatures. Over time, my 

adventure got some attention: the Royal Canadian Geographical 

Society gave me the Women’s Expedition Grant, while MEC 

and Keen sponsored my gear. 

I was on the Alaska Highway in March 2020 when I first 

heard about the pandemic. Malo and I were staying at a highway 

maintenance camp on the Yukon border, and everyone there 

was talking about Covid. A few days after we entered the 

Yukon, the territory closed its border to non-essential travel. 

I was concerned, but I was also in a news vacuum. I figured 

the whole thing would pass relatively soon. Plus, I was at low 

risk of contracting the virus, travelling alone on the road. I was 

mostly worried about my parents, who live in Germany. I texted 

them a lot, making sure they were okay. I started thinking I 

might need a place to stay for a while, and posted on Facebook 

looking for willing hosts in Whitehorse. Unsurprisingly, there 

weren’t any takers.

I was at the Yukon Territory sign in Watson Lake, a town 

of 800 people, when I met a woman named Linda. She was my 

stroke of luck. Linda drove into town to make sure I’d have 

accommodations, and found me a room at the Big Horn Hotel. 

The local church offered to pay for it but the owner let me stay 

 February 9, 2018: Saint  
Lawrence River, Quebec
Travelling from Kamouraska to Rivière-

Ouelle, I battled incredibly strong winds. 

My progress was slow, my legs were tired, 

and I wasn’t sure if I would make it. In the 

last five kilometres, the wind calmed and  

I pulled through the final stretch. 

 June 10, 2018: Sharbot 
Lake, Ontario 
John Neven and his wife,  

Marion, were among the kind 

strangers who let me stay with 

them. When I arrived, John 

put up this sign for me. He also 

biked to meet me on the trail 

the next day, with a folding chair 

and a box of Timbits.

 June 10, 2018: Sharbot  
Lake, Ontario
I had just finished the 44-kilometre 

K&P trail from Kingston to Sharbot 

Lake. The sun was out and the 

lake was crystal clear, so I went 

for a swim to rinse off the dust. I just 

remember thinking: I love this life.

2018



 May 8, 2019: Inglis, Manitoba

These cows belong to a friendly woman 

named Donna, who was riding her tractor 

when we met. She stopped briefly to take  

a photo and tell me that this breed is called 

Charolais. Malo and I stood to watch them 

graze a moment longer before she rode away.

for free. Malo was limping badly—I was worried he wouldn’t 

be able to make the 400-kilometre trek to Whitehorse—so we 

stayed in Watson Lake for three nights while I figured out 

what to do. 

After Malo got some much-needed rest, we were back on the 

Alaska Highway, heading toward Whitehorse. One morning, 

two police officers named Dave and Ashley found us camping 

in a ditch on Tagish Road. I told them I’d run out of water, and 

they immediately offered to fill my empty water jugs before I 

moved on. That night, I reached the Carcross Desert, where I 

fell asleep to the glow of the Northern Lights and coyotes barking, 

and woke to drumming from a nearby Indigenous community, 

which echoed into the desert. It was -25. I put on my down suit 

to watch the sunrise. 

That morning, Ashley checked in with me and introduced me 

to a local named Jeannette, who invited me to stay with her and 

her partner, Roger, at their cabin by Lewes Lake. I initially planned 

to stay one night. Instead, Malo and I ended up living with them 

for three and a half months while we waited for Covid travel 

restrictions to loosen up. Our time together was an unexpected 

gift. I stayed at their cabin most of the time, going into town once 

in a while to buy food, with masks and disinfectant wipes in hand. 

At one point, Jeannette started baking sourdough bread; Roger 

and I were her willing taste-testers. I spent most of my time 

journalling, reading, chopping wood and gardening. I now call 

them my Yukon family. Time and time again, this trip has proven 

that people are generally good, kind and more than happy to help 

a stranger when they can. 

The hardest part was the uncertainty: not knowing when I 

would be able to return to the road. Patience is not my greatest 

strength. The next leg of my adventure was up into the Northwest 

Territories, which had also closed its border. I requested an 

exemption, to no avail.

While the Northwest Territories remained closed, the Yukon 

lifted its regional travel restrictions on July 1, and I continued 

my walk; Jeannette baked me a loaf of sourdough for the road. 

Most of the time it was just me and Malo. We walked the 

Millennium Trail into Whitehorse, then the Dawson Overland 

Trail to Braeburn. It was an unusually rainy summer, so the 

Dawson trail was quite an adventure: we had to cross sections 

that were completely underwater. Puddles had turned into small 

ponds, with the surrounding bush often so thick that we had 

no choice but to wade through it—or in Malo’s case, swim. We 

were surrounded by swarms of mosquitoes. The last night before 

reaching Braeburn, we heard a wolf howling, though we only 

ever saw its tracks. It felt incredible to be back on the road. 

T
he summer was magical. We made our way along 

the Klondike Highway to Dawson City and stopped 

for a mini-adventure at Ethel Lake to pick morel 

mushrooms in a forest that had burned the previous 

year. For four nights, Malo and I camped in the 

forest and walked over scorched ground and dead trees. My 

pants were ripped from the sharp branch tips, and Malo and I 

were dirty every day from the black soot. 

By September, we’d moved on to the Dempster Highway 

toward the Northwest Territories. There, we stopped at Eagle 

Plains, a hotel and community near the Arctic Circle. Eagle 

Plains has a cute sign that says “Population: nine people.” 

That’s literally true. There’s just the 32-room hotel, a service 

station and a maintenance camp. The entire population consists 

of the nine people who work at the hotel. At this point, I knew 

winter was coming, and travel restrictions would leave me in 

financial and logistical limbo. I realized that I’d need to find 

somewhere to set down roots during the coming months until 

the pandemic was under control. On my second night in Eagle 

Plains, I had a chat with the owner, Stan, in the bar of the 

hotel. On a whim, I asked if he needed any help. As it turned 

out, he did. Stan offered me a part-time housekeeping job, 

2019

 December 21, 2019:  

Alaska Highway

Malo and I paused to look at the 

Rockies. Until I met him, I think  

I underestimated the power of 

companionship. Every challenge 

became so much easier and  

more fun with Malo by my side.

 November 28, 2019:  

Dawson City, Yukon

Before we embarked on the 

Alaska Highway, I had a chance 

to put my feet up, restock and 

explore the town. We travelled 

the 2,200-kilometre highway 

until March 2020, when we  

connected to the Klondike  

Highway in the Yukon. 
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 August 30, 2020: Dempster 

Highway, Yukon

We don’t see much wildlife on 

the trail, so I was quite excited 

when I stopped to pick cranberries 

and saw what I thought were  

wild horses down at the braided 

stream. It turned out they 

belonged to a nearby outfitter, 

though they roamed freely.

 September 14, 2020: Arctic Circle, Yukon

I reached the Arctic Circle after three years 

and three months of walking. I stood there 

and cried before high-fiving Malo. I thought, 

I’ve come so far and covered so much ground, 

just by taking small steps, one at a time.  

with a salary, free food, accommodation and a comfortable 

place for my dog (he says the Yukon is built on dogs). Malo 

would get to play with two other dogs, River and Tee, who 

live in the hotel.

I’ve been staying in Eagle Plains since September, and I’ve 

now been a Yukon resident for a year. The pandemic and this 

place have become part of my big adventure. When I first got 

stuck, I went through a period of grief and frustration, but I 

eventually decided to put my energy elsewhere and make my 

stay in the Arctic Circle worthwhile. I’m learning about life in 

the North, eating caribou and witnessing fog bows. I never get 

tired of heading out in the cold at night to watch the Northern 

Lights. Lately, I’ve been checking with hunters and conservation 

officers to see if the migrating porcupine caribou herd have 

been spotted near the Dempster Highway, which they’re expected 

to cross. We’re talking thousands of caribou. That would truly 

be a thing to see.

And then there are stories from people who live and work 

here—from the truck drivers, some of whom have served the 

North for more than 40 years. Like the one about Albert Johnson, 

the Mad Trapper, and the epic manhunt to find him (he was 

finally killed in a shootout with the RCMP), or the one about 

Lillian Alling, the woman who passed through the Yukon while 

trying to walk from New York to Siberia, via the Bering Strait. 

Nobody knows if she made it.

Usually, there would be tourists at Eagle Plains, but obviously 

there’s nobody here now. I’m truly in the middle of nowhere, 

with boreal forest, river valleys and mountain ranges as far as 

the eye can see. After work, I read, sort through my photos, 

write about my experiences so far and take long walks on the 

Dempster Highway and through the forest. In the fall, I picked 

cranberries. In the winter, I went snowshoeing. I entertained 

myself by searching for ptarmigans—white birds that blend 

into the snow. Even though this place is the same every day, it 

always has something new and interesting to offer, thanks to 

the subarctic weather conditions and this ever-changing, 

wide-open sky.

Now and then, I feel an ache in my heart flaring up. One day 

in March, when temperatures went from a freezing -50 to -9, I 

followed the weather’s invitation and went for a two-and-a-half-

hour walk with Malo. I didn’t plan to stay out that long. I just 

couldn’t stop walking, feeling the sun warming my face, standing 

on the road listening to the silence, overlooking spruce treetops 

in the distance. It was as if early spring impatiently pulled my 

hand and said, “Let’s go.” And while that bright, sunny day gave 

me butterflies, it wore heavily on my soul. I know that feeling 

all too well—that unbearable longing for the road. 

On my adventure across Canada, I’ve learned that the outdoors 

is not about manning up or having balls. Nature knows no heroes 

or warriors. It’s simply a place of learning and observation, 

where everything is connected. It’s about activating our 

numbed senses and suppressed instincts—about preparedness, 

perseverance, discipline, respect and openness. It’s about 

curiosity, and accepting that life walks every moment on the 

fertile ground of death. Society is embracing its ride on the fast 

track, but I’ve decided to hit the brakes and slow down. I’ve 

grown physically and mentally, and built a deeper connection 

not just to the land and its people, but to nature and to myself. 

I’ve experienced real contentment. While it’s still only skin 

deep, I hope that one day it will settle into my bones. Once I can 

continue my trek into the Northwest Territories, I will walk 

400 kilometres to reach the Arctic Ocean, and another 3,000 

kilometres after that to the finish line in Victoria. No matter 

what happens, I’m going to finish this trail.

When my trip is finished, I’ll be ready to begin a new adventure: 

van life. Instead of buying a ready-made camper, I want to 

convert my own, doing everything from the insulation to the 

interiors myself. Ideally, this van will be a gateway to new 

adventures—a home for Malo and me where we don’t need to 

settle down. Until then, we’ll keep exploring. ∫

2020

 April 1, 2020: Carcross 

Desert, Yukon 

The Carcross is Canada’s 

smallest desert—only three 

square kilometres. I woke to 

the sound of drumming from 

a nearby Indigenous commu-

nity. It was -25, so I slipped 

into my down suit, crawled 

out of the tent with Malo  

and watched the sun rise.
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New Haven Learning Centre steps up to 

grow potential and change lives in 

unprecedented times

A place for children
with autism to thrive

E
ven in these challenging times, James Rovira is happy and smiley 

when his parents drop him off at New Haven Learning Centre 

in Toronto’s west end. 

For James’s parents, Jonathan and Gina, his enthusiasm is  

a relief. Five-year-old James, who has autism, wasn’t engaged at his previous 

daycare. “He would often be found flipping a book by himself in the 

corner. He wasn’t interested in playing with a friend or playing 

games in a group or singing songs,” says Jonathan. “We know 

there’s much capacity for learning there. 

We just aren’t able to facilitate that with 

the resources we have,” shared his 

previous daycare provider.

That’s when his parents sought out 

care that would better suit their child’s 

needs. They found their way to New 

Haven Learning Centre and haven’t 

looked back. 

Founded in 1998 by six families who 

felt there was a lack of evidence-based 

programming for people with autism in 

Toronto, New Haven now serves over 

100 families at two campuses annually 

and has new programs about to launch 

focusing on caregiver-mediated training. 

The school’s programming targets the 

three main areas of impairment that 

children with autism face— speech and 

non-verbal communication, social 

interaction, and repetitive and restrictive 

behaviours, explains Sandra Hughes, 

executive director of New Haven. “We’re 

trying to teach them to explore the world 

that’s available to them and bring their 

unique talents to the forefront,” she says.

For kids aged 18 months and up, the 

centre runs parent-and-child programs, 

school readiness classes, as well as full-time and 

part-time treatment programs. Initially, all children 

are given a minimum of one-to-one support, with 

some children needing more intensive support. But, 

they are not always with the same caregiver—a key 

aspect of the program. “Registered Behaviour 

Technicians work with multiple students throughout 

the day, therefore, allowing children to generalize 

critical skills,” explains Hughes. 

Once kids hit school age, they begin to learn the 

Ontario curriculum alongside their therapy.  About 

50 per cent of the students spend part of their day 

at New Haven and part of their day at their local public 

school. The ultimate goal is always to re-integrate 

the kids back into a more inclusive environment. 

James was nonverbal when he started at New Haven. 

Now, even when challenged to move to virtual services, 

his family has seen progress in that he now knows 

more than half the letter sounds, associates some 

sounds with words, and functionally uses an iPad to 

communicate.

“I will always say to families that come into the 

program—I’m so thrilled that you’re considering our 

program, but I also want to talk about when you’re 

going to leave,” Hughes shares. “We encourage them 

to have that as their target. Integration with peers of 

all abilities is the ultimate goal for any intensive 

program, and we begin with that as a leading driver 

of programming goals and intervention.”

The chance for effective treatment and educational programming 

should not depend on who you are, your financial means and where 

you live. As New Haven Learning Centre moves forward, its goal is 

to provide increased access to medically necessary treatments 

and intervention programs that can grow potential and change the 

lives of those diagnosed with ASD. It takes community investment 

and support in non-profit charitable organizations like New Haven 

to make that goal a reality. TO LEARN MORE ABOUT NEW HAVEN 

LEARNING CENTRE, VISIT NEWHAVENCENTRE.COM.

To further support New Haven Learning Centre, join the second 

annual Les and Kae Martin Memorial Golf Tournament at Glen 

Abbey Golf Course in Oakville, Ont., following all public health 

safety protocols on June 23, or make a direct donation to change  

a life today!
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PR IMER

Garden Party
Growing things is one of the few guaranteed pleasures 
during a pandemic summer. For long-time gardeners  

and new Covid-era hobbyists, here’s our list of insider tips, 
cool new gizmos and the must-have blooms of 2021

by d’loraine miranda

TURN 

THE 

PAGE  

FOR 

MORE 

Cheyenne Sundance, a  

24-year-old urban gardening 

savant, works out of this 

Downsview facility, inspiring 

her flock to cultivate their 

own edible gardens  
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Unique tomato 

seeds from  

a 15-year-old  

gardener  

EMMA BIGGS has a soft spot 

for the unusual. After a 

backyard introduction from 

her horticulturist father, the 

teenage gardening phenom, 

radio host and author has 

grown arugula, peppers, 

sesame and hundreds of 

oddly shaped tomato varieties 

at their Willowdale home. 

Now, Emma has launched  

a line of organic heirloom 

tomato seeds, including  

Lebanese mountain and pur-

ple calabash, plus Murasaki 

purple peppers, which are 

all the rage among the city’s 

niche produce hunters. 

Available exclusively online 

at Fiesta Gardens, the 

annual pop-up from Fiesta 

Farms. $3.25 for 15 to 20 seeds. 

Fiestagardens.ca 

1 An urban farming 
guru leading the 

next generation of 
agriculturists 

CHEYENNE SUNDANCE is a force. Yes, she has a very cool name. She’s also doing 

some very cool things. In September 2019, she founded a mentorship  program 

called Sundance Harvest on a plot of land in Downsview Park. There, she grows 

cucumbers, kale and tomatoes, and teaches marginalized kids about urban 

agriculture. In February, Sundance Harvest secured its second location, a flower 

farm on the roof of the Danforth’s Big Carrot co-op, opening in the fall, where 

Cheyenne plans to harvest blooms and run workshops (when it’s safe to do that 

again). In the spring, she started selling the fruit of her labour in a weekly $30 CSA 

box, alongside seedlings of herbs, veggies and flowers, including calendulas, 

marigolds and nasturtiums. Seedlings start at $5 per pot. Sundanceharvestfarm.com
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3 A Zoom crash course to guide you  
through your first (or hundredth) harvest

THIS SERIES is perfect for city slickers ready to commit to an edible garden.  

It’s taught by Luay Ghafari, an urban farmer and founder of lifestyle website 

Urban Farm and Kitchen, and Melissa Cameron, master gardener and 

founder of garden design company the Good Seed. They offer guidance on 

growing a lush and vibrant herb and vegetable garden in your space, and  

the class includes instructional videos, live Zoom calls with the experts,  

plus a ton of delicious recipes for when your produce is ready for harvesting.  

$449 for an eight-month subscription. Urbanfarmandkitchen.com 

4

A customizable   

perennial garden 

FOR THOSE WHO lack the time 

or skill to design a successful, 

joy-inducing yard, Beech 

Nursery is a full-service  

garden centre in the east end 

that takes the guesswork out 

of landscaping. Simply tell 

the team your colour prefer-

ences and the amount of 

space you have to spare, plus 

sun and shade conditions, 

and they’ll whip up a beauti-

fully curated garden featur-

ing about 25 species. The 

flora, including Japanese 

irises, creeping phlox and 

daylilies, comes with plant-

ing and maintenance 

instructions. From $110. 

Shop.beechnursery.com

6

An evergreen 

microgreens kit 

JUNCTION MICROFARM is a 

subscription-based, family-

run operation that has been 

supplying west-enders with 

microgreens for the past 

nine months. They offer  

a $20 kit that comes with 

everything you need: a mix  

of sweet and spicy varieties 

(think purple kohlrabi, red 

cabbage and triton radish), 

compostable grow trays, 

5

The hot new 

 flower drop  

THE SEASON’S most coveted 

new bloom is the aurora 

borealis, a hot-pink rose 

variety from Vineland’s 49th 

Parallel Collection (Vineland 

is the Niagara horticultural 

facility that gave us the 

orange-hued Chinook sun-

rise rose in 2019). Aurora is  

a rose-lover’s dream: winter 

hardy, black spot resistant 

and low maintenance. Just 

growing medium (sphagnum 

moss, decomposed leaves 

and perlite) and virtual tech 

support should you need 

guidance along the way.  

Junctionmicrofarm.ca

fertilize once a month for 

lush, verdant foliage and big, 

showy blooms. $30 each. 

Sheridannurseries.com
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8 An inspirational community  
of green thumbs

FOUR YEARS AGO, an Oakville-based Instagram account called Humans Who 

Grow Food was created as a conduit for uplifting stories from across the 

globe. There was one about a Ugandan farmer harvesting food for his entire 

village, and another about a woman who started a free front-yard herb 

garden for her neighbours. The account grew, and this past March launched a 

database to connect growers with their communities. It’s perfect for locked-

down nascent gardeners trying to learn the ropes in the midst of a global 

pandemic. Humanswhogrowfood.com

9

A countertop  

garden for tight 

spaces 

CLICK AND GROW is a compact 

gardening system that’s like 

a Nespresso machine for 

fresh produce. Instead of  

single-origin coffee, it uses 

biodegradable seed pods, 

and the unit’s planters act as 

mini greenhouses. The gadget 

holds up to three weeks 

worth of H2O, and the built-

in LED light helps expedite 

the growing process. $130. 

Clickandgrow.com

10

A foolproof  

composter 

THE MAKERS of the Vitamix 

created this mini-but-mighty 

indoor composter, which uses 

heat, aeration and a sharp-

blade grinder to transform 

table scraps into nutrient-rich 

fertilizer in less than eight 

hours, without the elbow 

grease and constant monitor-

ing. $500. Foodcycler.com

7

A worm-fuelled  

soil enricher 

IN A 2,000-SQUARE-FOOT 

straw-bale barn in the 

Hockley Valley are millions 

of red wiggler worms, wait-

ing to be fed. Before the pan-

demic, Jocelyn Molyneux, 

owner of Wastenot Farms, 

would hit downtown offices 

once a month, picking up 

about 1,000 pounds of  

green waste from each one 

and taking it back to feed 

her babies. When offices 

closed, Molyneux had to 

find a new source of worm 

grub, so she struck up a 

partnership with Food  

For Life, a Burlington-based 

food rescue charity. The 

resulting manure is the star 

ingredient in her signature 

product, Jocelyn’s Soil 

Booster, a microbe-rich  

fertilizer that organic  

growers swear by. $25.  

Soilbooster.ca
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SACKVILLE STREET  
near Parliament and Dundas  

Listed at $629,999

Sold for $825,000

On paper, this two-bed, two-bath 13th-

storey condo in Regent Park was almost 

perfect. It was located near the Queen 

streetcar, and it had an open-concept 

interior with 11-foot ceilings, modern 

appliances and nice north-facing views. 

Another bonus: it was listed well within 

their budget. But something about the 

place felt off. The rooms were smaller 

than they would have liked. The kitchen 

had open shelving, so all their dishes 

would be on display. And they didn’t really 

need the extra bathroom. So the couple 

kept looking without placing an offer. 

QUEEN STREET WEST   
near Dufferin  

Listed at $749,900 

Sold for $765,000

In late February, Kyle and Christopher 

visited this two-bed, one-bath condo  

in Queen West. Having lived east of Yonge 

for the past six years, they liked the idea  

of being in the west end, close to Trinity 

Bellwoods and a bunch of cool shops.  

The unit had an open-concept layout and  

a west-facing balcony. They both liked 

the floor-to-ceiling windows, but they 

found out a nearby condo development 

would eventually block their view and 

give a bunch of new neighbours a direct 

sightline into their bedroom, so they 

moved on. 

PARLIAMENT STREET   
near Front  

Listed at $750,000 

Sold for $750,000

In early March, they viewed a two-bed, 

one-bath condo in the Distillery District, 

near Parliament Square Park and a stop  

on the upcoming Ontario Line. The place  

had an open-concept interior and big 

bedrooms. On the downside, it had a 

closed-in galley kitchen and mismatched 

vinyl flooring, but they were willing to  

do upgrades. The couple offered $745,000, 

$5,000 below asking, factoring in the cost 

of renos. The seller shot back with the  

listing price, and the buyers decided they 

shouldn’t let a few thousand dollars get 

in the way. They move in this month. 

THE BUYERS: Kyle Da Maren, 36, a talent consultant at Ernst and Young,  

and Christopher Kean, 28, an animator, with their five-month-old miniature 

dachshund, Ben. 

THE STORY: At the start of the pandemic, Kyle and Christopher were living in  

a two-bedroom apartment at Sherbourne and Bloor, paying $1,480 a month.  

Since last March, they’ve saved about $50,000 they otherwise would have spent  

on restaurants, vacations and other pre-Covid activities, and in February they 

decided to put their savings toward a down payment. They set a budget  

of $750,000 and started searching for an open-concept, two-bedroom condo, 

preferably close to downtown with green space nearby for Ben. 

THE  CHASE

The Self-Starters
This couple saved up during lockdown and decided  
to put that money toward their first property

by roxy kirshenbaum

OPTION  

1  

OPTION  

2  

THE

BUY





TO LEARN MORE ABOUT THE WINEMAKERS AND SIGN UP, VISIT  

torontolife.wine

ONTARIO’S BEST WINES
DELIVERED TO YOUR HOME OR OFFICE

2018 Picone Vineyard 
Cabernet Franc  
VQA Vinemount Ridge, $43.95

This deeply flavoured cabernet franc 

has it all: fig, cassis, black cherry, 

earth, cedar, graphite and black 

pepper. Excellent structure and 

balance with ample tannin and acid 

make it a natural food partner. 

Match with root vegetables or smoky 

barbecued meats. 

2019 Hughes Vineyard 
Riesling   
VQA Lincoln Lakeshore, $19.95

Tantalizing and delicate with notes 

of white flowers, tropical fruit, 

citrus and peach. Dry with a hint of 

sweetness on the finish. Wonderful 

balance with a light, unctuous 

mouthfeel. Enjoy with calamari or 

apple-stuffed pork tenderloin. 

2019 Picone Vineyard 
Cabernet Franc Rosé  
VQA Vinemount Ridge, $21.95

A saignée-method rosé that is as 

pretty in the glass as it is on the 

palate. Gorgeous strawberry, 

rhubarb and citrus finishes with a 

vanilla swirl and touch of spice from 

10 months of oak aging. Pair with 

chickpea salad and seafood paella. 

$89/month
Includes tax, shipping  

and handling

JOIN NOW!

Sign up to receive a monthly delivery from producers  
like June’s feature, Fogolar Wines 

MEMBER BENEFITS

• Small-batch wines delivered to your door

• An opportunity to taste new, exclusive and hard-to-obtain wines

• Expert insight with tasting notes and food pairings

• Gift subscriptions available from a single month to a full year 

IN THIS MONTH’S 

THREE-PACK 
A complex cabernet 
franc, a beautiful 
riesling and a 
strawberry-lifted 
rosé from Niagara’s 
ultra-small-batch 
boutique wine label 
Fogolar Wines.  
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FL AVOUR  OF  THE  MONTH

Blanket Statements 
Our favourite fancy picnic baskets  

for a most unusual summer 

by alex baldinger and  

rebecca fleming 

photography by daniel neuhaus

The PPE—Personal 

Picnic Experience—from 

Good Cheese

TURN 

THE 

PAGE  

FOR 

MORE 
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SWEET CHEESES  

Leave it to the city’s cheese experts to put together a serious spread.  

Cheese Boutique’s no-cook nosh includes a board loaded up with cheeses, 

meats, olives, cornichons, grapes, crostini, bagel chips, dips (tzatziki, truffle 

hummus), Greek salad, butter tarts and two artisanal sodas—because  

not every picnic needs to be a boozy one. It all comes in a reusable jute bag,  

and $4 from each purchase goes to the Cheese Boutique Mental Health 

Promise Fund at St. Joseph’s Health Centre. $62. 45 Ripley Ave.,  

416-762-6292, cheeseboutique.com

TEA FOR TWO 

Aviator Danforth’s Victoria Afternoon Tea kit comes with everything you 

need for a super-civilized outdoor snack sesh: freshly baked scones with 

Chantilly cream and jam, six mini tea sandwiches (crusts cut off, of course) 

and three sweet treats, including a white chocolate and raspberry tart.  

All you need to do is provide the loose-leaf and get your pinky in position. 

(And if Earl Grey isn’t really your speed, Aviator will sell you all kinds of beer 

or wine to put in your teapot.) $18. 1458 Danforth Ave., 647-348-2680, 

aviatordanforth.com

THE ITALIAN JOB  

A picnic is about more than just food and drink. That’s why Mattachioni 

includes some outdoor essentials with its picnic kits, including bubbles, 

playing cards and even a frisbee. But the food is super important too, and 

there are two options: a charcuterie basket loaded with meats, cheeses, 

bread and condiments like house-made giardiniera and pepperoncini;  

and a lunch basket with hearty cold-cut sandwiches, caprese and cucumber 

salads, and chips. Bottled cocktails—think negroni and boulevardier—can be 

added on. $65-$80. 1617 Dupont St., 1501 Gerrard St. E., mattachioni.com 

BISTRO BANQUET

For an impromptu picnic for two in nearby Trinity Bellwoods Park, Queen 

West’s Bar Piquette has you covered. Piquette’s cheekily named  

“Piqnic Basket” includes all kinds of classics: Iberico chorizo, cured Ontario 

trout, a couple of quality cheeses, beet-yogurt dip, giardiniera pickles,  

red pepper jelly, black truffle chips and a freshly baked Prairie Boy baguette. 

They even throw in a cozy fleece blanket to spread it all out on. And for a bit 

extra, they’ll set you up with perfect beer, wine or bottled cocktail pairings. 

$50. 1084 Queen St. W., 416-533-7745, barpiquette.com







June 2021  toronto life  83

BREAD WINNER 

Picnic purists know that nothing beats a really good sandwich under the 

sun. XO Bisous’s picnic baskets, available from the St. Lawrence café and 

bakery for two or four people, include a choice of satisfying classics like 

roasted veggie and goat cheese on focaccia, turkey and avocado on a 

sesame-studded bun, or tuna salad on a baguette. The baskets also come 

with a hearty harvest salad, fresh fruit, chips, freshly baked chocolate chip 

cookies and a litre of refreshing iced tea to keep you cool under  

the summer sun. $40-$80. 60 Adelaide St. E., xobisous.ambassador.ai

FLIP SIDE

Just a frisbee’s throw from the sprawling, super-easy-to-be-physically-

distant Downsview Park is Senyorita Filipino Streetfoods, a strip plaza 

spot that sells picnic-perfect lunches. Their Bente Box comes with all kinds 

of sweet, savoury and deep-fried delights: grilled chicken and pork chops, 

two kinds of dumplings (Shanghai, siomai), mini hot dogs, veggie lumpia,  

a couple of kwek-kwek (battered and fried quail eggs) and two scoops of 

garlic rice. Tip: add on a cup of refreshing and fruity halo-halo to complete 

your order. $20. 748 Wilson Ave., 416-878-9527

ALONE TIME  

East Chinatown’s Good Cheese has given new meaning to the term PPE. 

Their Personal Picnic Experience is a no-nonsense assortment of picnic 

essentials for those whose ideal al fresco eating experience is a solo affair. 

(Though there’s plenty here for two.) The spread includes cured meat, like 

Seed to Sausage chorizo, and two kinds of cheese, like some Red Fox Aged 

Leicester from the U.K. or Ontario aged goat cheddar from Lenberg Farms. 

And it comes with all the trimmings, like crackers, chips and olives,  

along with sustainable cutlery. $40. 614 Gerrard St. E., goodcheese.ca  

BIG FAT GREEK PICNIC  

Agora, the grab-and-go sibling of Mamakas Taverna, is ideally situated just 

across from Trinity Bellwoods. Their two-to-three-person picnic baskets are 

filled to the brim with a full pantheon of Greek goodies. Think spanakopita 

stuffed with spinach and feta; tangy tzatziki, cheesy kopanisti and smoky 

melitzanosalata dips with fresh pita; a tomato-studded orzo salad; two 

kinds of Greek cheese; grilled Greek sausage; and some frosted cookies for 

good measure. Use the sleek basket for future picnics or return it to Agora 

for a $15 gift card. $75. 921 Queen St. W., mamakas.ca/agora
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QUARANT INE  CU I S INE

How to make Jill Barber’s choco-charged cookies 
Classic chocolate chip cookies aren’t part of the curriculum at 
the École Nationale Supérieure de Pâtisserie in France, where 
Jill Barber perfected her pastry craft nine years ago. But the 
Choco Chippy is one of the few non-puff-pastry items she sells 
at Barbershop, the College Street patisserie she opened in 
December, and it’s a mainstay of her own baking routine. “I pretty 
much always have this dough in the freezer ready for emergencies,” 

she says. Her secrets: an incredible concentration of high-
quality dark chocolate that the dough can barely contain, and 
a higher-than-usual baking temperature that results in a crispy-
edged cookie with a gooey middle. “I want to make things that 
people want to eat, and eat again and again and again,” Barber 
says. Mission accomplished. The next time a cookie craving 
strikes, here’s how to make them at home.  —Alex Baldinger 

INGREDIENTS 

Makes up to 24 cookies

227 g unsalted butter (room temperature)  

200 g dark brown sugar    

200 g white sugar

2 large eggs (room temperature)         

10 g pure vanilla extract    

335 g all-purpose flour  

3 g salt 

6 g baking soda    

325 g 70 per cent dark chocolate (Barber 

uses Cacao Barry) chopped into  

a mix of chunks and shards

Pinch flaked sea salt, for sprinkling 

TECHNIQUE 

1. Using the paddle attachment on a stand 

mixer, lightly whip the sugars into the butter 

until the mixture is fully integrated and it 

lightens in colour.   

2. Add vanilla and mix in the eggs one by one. 

Turn off the mixer. 

3. Scrape down the bowl and add all the dry 

ingredients except the chocolate. Mix until 

barely combined. 

4. Add the chocolate and mix until there’s  

no visible flour and the chocolate is well 

dispersed. Turn off the mixer and scrape down 

the bowl again.  

5. Turn the dough out onto a clean work surface 

and shape into a log about 

two inches in diameter. 

Wrap the dough in plastic 

and chill in the freezer  

for one hour.  

6. Preheat oven to 375°F. 

Slice the firm dough into even rounds and place 

on a baking sheet (or sheets) lined with 

parchment paper, leaving room for the cookies 

to spread out.   

7. Bake until the edges are golden brown  

but the centre has just stopped looking wet, 

about 8-12 minutes.  

8. Sprinkle the finished cookies with the  

flaked sea salt. 



CURATED CONVENIENCE

Welcome to Runner! We offer LCBO products, premium snacks and home 

goods delivered to your doorstep in as little as one hour. We service Toronto, 

Mississauga and Etobicoke, and offer free at-home delivery for TL Insiders. 

Check out our curated selection of hundreds of products on our mobile app 

or at torontolife.getrunner.io—and leave the heavy lifting to us!

NEW! YOU CAN NOW ALSO BROWSE AND SHOP AT OUR NEW BRICK-AND-MORTAR STORE LOCATED AT 14 BERKELEY STREET, TORONTO.

x



Diageo World Class 
Canada Bartending 
Competition 2021

The results from the big virtual  

showdown that pitted the country’s  

top bartenders against each other

THIS PAST MARCH, nine of the country’s top bartenders 

wanted to prove that they have what it takes to represent 

Canada against the world’s best at the Diageo World 

Class Global Finals 2021. Considered one of the most 

respected international bartending competitions in the 

world, Diageo World Class celebrates the craft and 

evolving cocktail culture made possible by the best in 

international bartending talent. Partnered with the lead-

ing spirits producer Diageo—leader of brands like Ketel 

One Vodka, Don Julio Tequila, Tanqueray, Bulleit Bourbon 

and Johnnie Walker Scotch Whisky—winners from each 

participating country go on to compete for the prestigious 

title of Diageo World Class Global Bartender of the Year. 

This year’s Canadian National Finals kick-started World 

Class Cocktail Festival Toronto. Held over three intense 

days, the competition saw finalists vying to impress a 

distinguished and accomplished judging panel. The 

virtual competition was live streamed through World 

Class’s Facebook page and broadcasted as a series of 

in-person competitions that followed strict COVID-19 

safety procedures. While unconventional, viewers were 

able to tune in from the comforts of home as the com-

petitors double-shook, stirred and worked their charm. 

Four finalists advanced to a gripping final showdown 

where competitors were given an order of six classic 

cocktails that had to be executed to perfection in the 

quickest time. In the end it was James Grant of Edmon-

ton who took home the illustrious title.

For more information on the event, visit 

www.diageoworldclasscanada.com

CREATED FOR WORLD CLASS CANADA



PLEASE ENJOY RESPONSIBLY.

MAKE YOUR

DRINKS
WORLD

CLASS
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A globe-trotting  
subscription box

KIWICO ATLAS CRATE

Recommended by Farah Nasser,  

anchor, Global Toronto  

“Every month, my two 

young kids and I open the 

KiwiCo box and explore a 

new country through local 

recipes, fun facts and arts 

and crafts. So far, we’ve painted a replica 

stained-glass window from Notre Dame 

and built a Brazilian rainforest sloth out 

of felt and stuffing. My husband even 

finds local music to play while the entire 

family works on the activity. Next, we’re 

off to Kenya.”

A cheeky  
wellness podcast

POOG

Recommended by Madison Walsh,  

actor and writer, Something Undone  

“Two of my favourite 

comics, Kate Berlant and 

Jacqueline Novak, have a 

wellness podcast (yes, it’s 

Goop spelled backwards) 

dedicated to the self-care fads and snake 

oils we all covet—but it’s become so 

much more. Come for their musings on 

red light therapy, stay for the existential 

deep-dives into life as we know it.”

A heart-swelling 
18th-century period drama

POLDARK

Recommended by Laila Biali, musician   

“For comfort and escape, 

I’ve been on a British 

period drama kick. The 

decadent costumes and 

gorgeous settings make 

my heart swell. Poldark on Amazon 

Prime—about a nobleman who returns 

to England after the American 

Revolution—was my favourite discov-

ery, but I’ve also been getting into other 

dramas and mysteries, from silly and 

heartwarming (Father Brown) to smart 

(Endeavour) to racy (Bridgerton).”

A scathingly funny novel  
about bourgeois expats  

FRENCH EXIT by Patrick deWitt

Recommended by Mike Walker,  

musician and member, Kiwi Jr.   

“The story follows a 

broke socialite, Frances, 

and her adult son, who 

leave their Upper East 

Side brownstone for new 

beginnings in Paris. Frances’s scathing 

wit and ruthless one-liners had my 

bandmates and I passing around two 

copies until everyone had read it. If 

Brian ever returns my copy, I’ll give 

Jeremy’s back.”

What notable, self-isolating  
Torontonians are watching, reading  

and listening to this month
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A side-splitting  
TV show  
CRASHING 

Recommended by Alyson McNamara, musician

“I love this series so much I’ve 

watched it twice. Pete Holmes 

plays a version of himself early 

in his career as a stand-up comedian—only in  

this semi-fictionalized account, his wife cheats on 

him then kicks him out, and he’s forced to couch-

surf with friends, where he routinely overstays 

his welcome.” 

A poet’s unconventional 
memoir about family 

AN ALPHABET FOR JOANNA by Damian Rogers

Recommended by Tony Dekker,  

musician and member, Great Lake Swimmers 

“I consider Rogers’s  

volumes of poetry, Paper 

Radio and Dear Leader, 

essential reading, so my 

interest was immediately 

piqued by her first book of prose. On 

the surface, it appears to be a memoir 

about her relationship with her mother, 

who lives in a long-term care facility 

and suffers from dementia. And it is that, 

but it’s creatively presented as a series 

of memories, organized around the 

letters of the alphabet.” 

An indie rock album  
from the Lake District 

REWARD by Cate Le Bon

Recommended by Anna Wiesen,  

co-founder and creative director, Somewherelse   

“This album, presciently 

written pre-pandemic 

while the artist was stay-

ing alone in an English 

cottage in the Lake  

District, is all about isolation. It was 

released just in time for me to become 

enthralled with its dystopian, self-

ruminating lullabies, and I play it on an 

infinite loop. I also love the visually 

stunning album concert on YouTube.”

A virtual  
portraiture exhibit 

BP PORTRAIT AWARD 2020

Recommended by Madeleine Sims-Fewer, 

f ilmmaker  

“When I lived in London,  

I would set aside a whole 

afternoon for this annual 

exhibition. The art is 

always an exceptional mix 

of different styles, and each portrait 

brilliantly evokes the essence of its 

subject. Last year, the National Portrait 

Gallery launched a wonderful virtual 

exhibit, and it feels just like strolling 

around the space, but without having  

to crane your neck to look over other  

people’s pesky heads.”
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A riveting sports doc  
LAST CHANCE U: BASKETBALL  

Recommended by Tamara Lindeman, musician and member, 

the Weather Station

“I got into basketball last year. 

Spiritually, a basketball team 

is a lot like a band—it all comes 

down to collective passion and the cohesion of  

the group. Last Chance U is a wonderfully empathetic 

docuseries that follows a group of young men  

in East Los Angeles as they navigate college  

basketball, at varying levels of emotional and 

physical mastery.”

A Spanish author’s 
magnum opus

THE SHADOW OF THE WIND by Carlos Ruiz Zafón

Recommended by Steve Brown,  

president and CEO, Nelson  

“Zafón passed away last 

June, which stirred me  

to pick up this book  

again, 20 years later. It’s 

 a powerful, emotional and 

enthralling read, set in Franco-controlled 

Barcelona, about an antiquarian book 

dealer who takes his young son on a 

 dark and disturbing journey. It’s one  

of the most beautifully written novels 

I’ve ever read.”

An enlightening  
crime podcast 

MISSING AND MURDERED: FINDING CLEO

Recommended by Tamara Podemski, actor   

“This podcast is about  

a missing Indigenous girl 

in 1970s Saskatchewan. 

It’s hosted by the brilliant 

Connie Walker, who 

brings perspective, context and heart to 

complex realities. She has elevated the 

conversation of the Indigenous experi-

ence in Canada, a tremendous task 

given many people’s difficulty acknowl-

edging our nation’s dark history. It’s not 

easy listening, but it’s important listen-

ing—I am always changed for the better 

after one of Connie’s stories.”

A soulful crooner’s  
debut album

JAMES BLAKE by James Blake

Recommended by Jesse Maxwell, musician  

“I recently bought this 

album on vinyl, and lis-

tening to it brings me  

back to when I discovered 

James Blake for the first 

time as a teenager. His voice is incredi-

bly soulful, and the musicianship and 

range on the album are outstanding. 

The highlights for me are ‘Give Me  

My Month,’ which is one of the more  

beautiful piano ballads I’ve ever come 

across, and ‘The Wilhelm Scream,’ a 

repetitive, mantra-driven song, which 

crescendos to a dense wall of heavy 

synths and reverbs.”
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A folk record 
about grief

AND IT’S STILL ALRIGHT  
by Nathaniel Rateliff

Recommended by Dani Kind, actor  

“Music has held my hand 

through this pandemic— 

I haven’t felt this con-

nected to it since I was  

a teenager. This album,  

in particular, has been on repeat in our 

home. Nathaniel has reached a truth in 

his art, and the animal growl in his voice 

feels like a razor-sharp arrow straight  

to the deepest parts of humanity.”

A mythbusting 
podcast 

OUR FAKE HISTORY

Recommended by Justin Rutledge, musician  

“This podcast satiates my 

inner history buff. It’s  

produced in Toronto and 

hosted by Sebastian Major, 

who scrutinizes myths, 

legends and tall tales—like the Crusades, 

Rasputin and the Pied Piper—to distin-

guish fact from fiction. Major’s voice is 

informative but conversational and never 

alienating. It’s a very inviting listen.”

A motivational 
read  
RADICAL COMPASSION   

BY TARA BRACH

Recommended by Juno Rinaldi, 

actor

“I discovered 

psychologist 

Tara Brach 

in early 2020, and her insights, 

meditations and words have 

been the lifeline I needed to 

move through this troubling 

time. She’s written two moti-

vational books on finding 

peace and acceptance, but 

Radical Compassion is the one 

that really resonated with me: 

it helps us acknowledge 

what’s going on in ourselves 

and loosens the grip we have 

on anger, fear, resentment 

and self-aversion. Do your-

selves a huge favour and 

reach for this book. It has 

changed my life.”

A platform that brings 
artists together

HUH

Recommended by Josh Dyer,  

director of marketing, Myseum of Toronto  

“This Toronto-based art 

platform brings creatives 

together from different 

parts of the world. During 

the Nigerian uprising in 

2020, for example, artists from Lagos 

and Singapore demonstrated their  

collective moods through an original 

song and animated video. No matter 

where we are, we’re sharing similar 

emotions, experiences and longings 

during these strange times.”

A behind-the-movies  
YouTube channel

CORRIDOR CREW

Recommended by Alan Shane Lewis, 

 host, The Great Canadian Baking Show  

“Corridor Crew features 

CGI experts who explain 

the techniques behind the 

good and bad special 

effects in popular films 

like Harry Potter and Justice League. It’s  

a fantastic put-on-and-binge series that 

gives viewers a greater appreciation  

for all the hard work animators do.”
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Grand Hotel  
As a Syrian refugee, I lived in a hotel shelter with my family when  

we first came to Toronto. Now I work there 

by khaled al mouktaran

I was a teenager when my family came to Toronto five years ago 

as Syrian refugees. The government put us up in a big hotel that 

served as a shelter in the northwest corner of the city. It was a 

happy time. There were four of us kids—two boys, two girls—and 

there wasn’t a lot for us to do. Every day, to pass the time, we’d 

just pick up the room phone and call reception. There was a nice 

guy, Claudio, who worked at the front desk. We would ramble 

on in Arabic while he tried to figure out what we were saying. 

We just wanted to talk to someone, but we really tried his patience. 

Once, right after a newcomer class about Canada, we decided to 

call 911 from a payphone. We’d learned that you should do that 

if you ever felt unsafe, and we wanted to try it out. The dispatcher 

tracked our location and minutes later, there 

were police, firefighters, an ambulance. We were 

shaking, but no one ever found out it was us.

After two months in the hotel, my family 

moved into a two-bedroom apartment in 

Thorncliffe Park. We were one of the last 

families to leave the hotel, so by the end we’d 

really gotten to know the serving staff, the 

chefs, the housekeepers. They felt like close 

friends. The day we left, I ran to Claudio and 

hugged him and cried. I said I’d come back to 

see him, but I never did.

We settled in to our new apartment. We all 

went to school—even my parents, who started 

English classes—and my youngest siblings soon 

spoke like locals. I graduated high school. In 

the summers, I got jobs with the city, first as 

a biking instructor, then as a rink guard and 

camp counsellor.

Last spring, as the pandemic got worse, the city 

was desperate for additional workers. I got a 

notification asking if I wanted a job helping out a 

few days a week in a hospital, a long-term care facility or a homeless 

shelter. And of course, I chose the shelter. As a refugee, I knew what 

it was like to live in one. I knew what it was like to leave my home 

and start a new life. I thought I might be able to relate to the clients.

The city had converted some hotels into shelters, and in January, 

I heard that the hotel where I’d lived when I came to Canada had 

been turned into one too. Even though it’s far from our apartment 

in Thorncliffe, I put in a request to work there and got an offer.

The first thing I did when I started was poke my head in at the 

front desk—and I saw Claudio sitting there! As I walked toward 

him, he said, “Oh, city clients are on the other side.” I pulled my 

mask down for a second so he could see my face. He stared at me. 

“Are you that Syrian kid who used to annoy me?”

Five years had passed, yet he still remembered that my dad was 

the guy with the beard who liked to talk and that my mom wore 

the niqab. That my sister had broken her arm riding a bike in front 

of the hotel. He still had our pictures on his phone.

These days, I take my breaks in the old activity room where 

my little brother and sister used to play and colour. Every time I 

pass by the window of my old room, I think, that was my window, 

and I remember sitting there, looking out at my new country from 

the other side, a little afraid and a little hopeful. 

And now I’m the one helping. Sometimes I assist clients who 

need a TTC token to go to an appointment, or help applying for 

a health card. Because of Covid, we deliver meals to their 

rooms, which is good because we can make sure they’re okay. 

The pandemic is isolating for them. They’re alone with the 

TV all day long.

All my clients have stories. One guy told 

me about his kids, who were university grad-

uates. They’re not in touch anymore, but he 

thinks about them. Toronto is such a polite 

city, but if you say “homeless,” everyone thinks 

the worst. Nobody thinks these people might 

have kids or a profession. My dad was an 

engineer in Syria. But in the shelter system, 

he was just a refugee.

Sometimes clients come down to my desk and 

they’re agitated. They hate the food or there’s 

some problem with their room or one of the 

employees did something wrong. They’re 

screaming and waving their arms. But usually 

all it takes is a conversation and they start to feel 

better. I try to get them to talk about something 

they’re interested in. One guy was a fisherman. 

He gave me advice on catching fish. I told him I 

kept losing my hooks whenever I tried to fish. He 

pulled a thread from his shirt and taught me 

how to tie a fisherman’s knot. I thanked him for 

teaching me, and I meant it. People need human contact.

It’s like when my siblings and I used to call down to Claudio. 

We couldn’t even speak the same language, but somehow he 

helped so much. So now I make a point of telling the clients that 

I’m always free if they want to talk. My job is to be there for them. 

I can’t change everything about their lives, but I’m making them 

feel comfortable. I’m supporting them.

The other week, one of our clients overdosed at the hotel, and 

an ambulance came. The client was okay, but I overheard a para-

medic talking about what it was like when the refugees were here. 

“Those kids would call 911 just for fun,” she said. She was laughing 

about it, but I was aghast. That was me! How things change.

—As told to Alison Motluk

I remember 
sitting at the 

window, looking 
out at my new 
country from 
the other side,  

a little afraid and 
a little hopeful

MEMOIR

Email submissions to memoir@torontolife.com



Join Tech4SickKids: leaders from across the tech community 

who are rallying to the SickKids cause, funding ideas like applying 

machine learning to whole-body MRI scans. AI, applied to scans of

kids who don’t have cancer, will help SickKids clinicians detect 

the first bud of cancer in kids who do – so their cancer is

addressed early, sparing them the impact of aggressive 

treatments. Dozens of projects like this are how

SickKids leads in the AI space – we just need your funding, 

in the form of dollars, or an equity pledge, to make 

them happen.  So far, the Tech4SickKids initiative has

raised $5M towards a $25M goal: making

revolutionary ideas like this a reality, and building a 

new hospital to house them. tech4sickkids.com

Thank you, Tech4SickKids Founding Chairs: 

Jodi Kovitz, Founder, #movethedial

Salim Teja, Partner, Radical Ventures

Welcome, new Co-Chairs: 

Erin Bury, Co-founder & CEO, Willful 

Fatima Zaidi, Co-founder & CEO, Quill



Print is Trust. 

trust

noun. /trəst/

Firm belief  in the

reliability, truth, ability, or 

strength of  someone 

or something.

(Also: confi dence, certainty)

St. Joseph Communications is proudly celebrating 65 years of print.whatisprinttoyou.ca

NOW, IT’S YOUR TURN.  Share one word that describes what print means to you. It might be a feeling, an 

 xp ri nc , a habit.  (W  ask d our SJC staff  and h r  ar  a f w of th ir words to g t you thinking: P rsp ctiv , 

Relaxation, Voice and Focus.)  All participants will be entered in a draw to win one of 25 print-themed prize packs 

with a on -y ar magazin  subscription and a $50 gift  card to a Canadian ind p nd nt bookstor  n ar you. Plus, your 

submission may b  f atur d in our national ad campaign this summ r!  To  nt r, visit th  URL b low or shar  on social 

with hashtag #PrintIs and w ’ll g t in touch.


