
IF I WERE AN ANGEL 

 

BY 

 

Josie Di Sciascio-Andrews 

 
A story about the power of music, spiritual connection, and my immigration 

experience as a child in Canada, in the now distant 1968.  

 

When I arrived in Canada, I went to Oakwood Public School starting in September 

1968, which as a school year went into 1969.  

 

 

It's strange about synchronicities, how they can throw us for a loop around the 

bends of time, reconstituting memories, people, and events we had forgotten, as if 

the years had not elapsed: serendipity tapping us on the shoulder, through the 

fabric of space-time, brimming with prophetic meanings. Such was the 

unexplainable coincidence, that like only two other pivotal times in my life, 

brought me to the brink of mystery, to question everything I had ever thought I 

knew about reality, putting my belief on the solely tangible on the line.  

    It was, in fact, quite unusual for me, especially on a Friday afternoon, to make 

my way from my classroom to the teachers’ lounge, situated in the furthest wing of 

the school. With everyone already eagerly gone home for the weekend, it was 

strange that I did go in there, on that particular day, lights dimmed and all, 

compelled by the sudden urge to check my hair in the full-length mirror.  

 Stacked on the floor were several complimentary bundles of The Hamilton 

Spectator, a paper I usually never buy, but I was equally, casually compelled to 

pick up a copy for later perusal. If it's cliché to say that truth is often stranger than 

fiction, such truism materialized for me on that day in ways I couldn't have 

anticipated, with spirit cracking through my world's material dimension, for no 

other reason than to connect and to let me know that we are a part of something 

greater. It was as if God, the angels, the universe, or whatever matrix inhabits the 

psychic realm, had decided to come through to me specifically, in order to remind 

me, with the mind-blowing thought that, indeed I am not, and have never been, 

alone. The whole thing that transpired could have very well been a total 

coincidence, but the sequence of small details, which successively led from one 

thing to the next, although inconsequential in themselves, added up to reveal a 

story nothing short of extraordinary.  

    I drove home with the sole thought of making dinner. I remember placing the  
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newspaper on the kitchen table, while chopping vegetables and breading meat. 

Once I had everything set and the skillet of veal and peppers was simmering, I 

poured myself a glass of wine and sat down to flip through the pages of the 

Spectator. Randomly, it sliced open to the obituaries. As my eyes honed in on the 

first death notice, a shiver ran through me. It was a name I knew very well, a name 

I hadn't seen or thought about in decades. Lina Borsoi, the French teacher who in 

1968 had helped me to survive my transition from Italy to Canada. The impact of 

the news that she had passed away filled me with sadness. Moreover, the 

awareness that this fact had somehow made itself known to me, in such a 

coincidental manner, yet so clearly a message for me to heed, struck with the full 

weight of its significance. It was a meaning I had not formulated or paid much 

attention to for a lifetime. On the occasion of Lina's death, it had arrived to 

announce itself to me, shaking me out of my existential slumber. It had come to 

speak to me of destiny, of soul, of purpose. This was a crucial piece of information, 

meant for my eyes only. 

    I had met Madame Borsoi in 1968, the year my family emigrated from Italy to 

Canada. She had the gentle, caring ways of those rare teachers who change the 

course of young students' lives. She was firm, yet kind with a demeanour that set 

her apart, a compassion of the heart that made her quite unique, and to which I was 

immediately drawn. I remember the first day she walked into Mr. Lamoine's grade 

eight classroom, with her large storyboards of Ici on Parle Francais, with the then-

popular cartoon illustrations of La Famille Benoit. Who could ever forget the 

Charlie Brown-type characters and their infamous dog Pitou? Madame Borsoi 

didn't know it, but with her repertoire of visuals and storyboards, together with her 

cool sense of style, she made viable for me the possibility of a life in Canada, a 

thing I had been seriously doubting since I had arrived. Many were the times when 

I had cried on my way to school, with frozen hands and toes, in inappropriate 

winter clothing. Language, culture, and temperature shock, as well as coping with 

my parents' own struggles with language, work, and their own grief of loss, often 

made me wish to return home to familiarity, wistful of kissing the warm soil once I 

got there.  

    At first, I didn't know Madame Borsoi was Italian like me. Fair and gentle, a 

native of Veneto, she had the grace of a blue fairy godmother. She exuded 

kindness and knowledge, unlike some of the other teachers, who slapped rulers on 

desks and dished out detentions for every misdemeanour like they were traffic 

tickets. Mr. Lamoine was the only other exception to this child-unfriendly school-

scape. I realize now that he and Lina must have been in cahoots. You could see it 

in the way they interacted. They understood each other, and it was their intuitive, 

emotional intelligence with kids that made them stand out from the rest. If Lina  
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was a cool, trendy dresser, Lenny Lamoine looked like a newscaster from the 60s 

CBS. White shirts, khaki suits and fancy ties earned him fame with his students for 

his professional style, the kind of respect given to television anchormen.  

 Mr. Lamoine fits in perfectly with my memories those tumultuous times: of 

my family's immigration to a new world; of my adolescent debut into the foreign; 

and of that very school year's mythic landing on the moon. Having just returned 

from Kenya, with his stories of lions and African tribes, Mr. Lamoine appealed to 

our young imaginations, with his exotic tales of the then-famous TV series Born 

Free. I remember the day he brought spears and head dresses of the tribes he 

taught in Kenya. He had a way of bringing learning and the world to life. Probably 

because of his experiences in Africa, as well as his compassionate nature, Mr. 

Lamoine understood me and the other immigrant kids. He didn't exhibit any of the 

preconceived notions that other teachers seemed to have about us: that we were 

slow or culturally backward because we didn't speak English or wear the “in” 

clothes. Lina and Lenny took care of us. They rounded us up and gave us room to 

grow. Though we were unaware of it then, they probably schemed strategies that 

would ensure our success in our new Canadian world. To such aim, we were given 

roles of responsibility in the student council; parts in the choir; jobs as decorators 

of the school foyer at Christmas; and leadership positions teaching English to the 

newest immigrant arrivals. It was genius on their part to instil in us such sense of 

capability, of self-worth and belonging, despite our many hardships and setbacks. 

They planted seeds that would grow and serve us well to continue striving in our 

futures. 

    Madame Borsoi was a married mother of two boys, much like I am now. She 

was petite, intelligent, fashionable, and kind. It followed, as a matter of course, that 

French soon became my favourite subject. I looked forward to her arrival in the 

classroom, to break up the monotony of the rest of the school day. It helped that 

French was so easy for me to understand, due to the fact that it's so similar to 

Italian. French became the middle ground for me, the common denominator 

language between my old world and the new. It became my comfort zone in a 

context of the otherwise unfamiliar and foreign.  

 There were other students who had just landed from other countries like me. 

Some were from Greece, some from Scotland, England, and Yugoslavia. We all 

stood out, had accents, and therefore clung together, despite our different 

languages and cultures. I remember Lynn, the Scottish girl with the heavy Glasgow 

accent, who soon became my best friend. Although from different countries, we 

stuck together as foreigners in a new world that hesitated to welcome us in. My 

first contact with the Anglo world was at Lynn's house. It was where I ate my first 

dinner of roast beef, followed by cherry Jell-O, cut into small wiggly cubes, and  
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topped with Cool Whip. Conversely, she would come to my house and for the first 

time, ate homemade pizza, pasta, and yes, drank wine. We teasingly argued about 

rinsing or not rinsing the dishes. Italians rinse them ten times. She dried the dishes 

with suds still on them. Little nuances of culture everyone takes for granted. Like 

saying "I washed my hairs”, perfectly acceptable translated from Italian, but totally 

ridiculous in English. "I washed my hair" she would insist. “Hair” is singular, and 

it would dawn on me that the image was funny: one mass of hair on the head 

instead of thousands of follicles. Our friendship grew out of these small things. 

Like typical girls in grade eight, we talked about clothes, boys, music, and TV 

shows. 

    Those were the days before English as a Second Language classes. Madame 

Borsoi must have read in our faces that we were struggling. Either that or Mr. 

Lamoine must have told her because she would drive us to her house on certain 

evenings, with our parents' grateful permission, to teach us English at her dining 

room table. She took us into her home, on her own free time, out of the goodness 

of heart, because she felt empathy for us, because she cared for our success. It was 

Lina Borsoi who comforted us when other kids taunted us with ethnic slurs. Lina 

who followed me in the girls' bathroom one day, when I was crying over one such 

cruel comment. It was Lina again who cleaned my bleeding nose after I was hit in 

the face by a baseball during a game. She called my parents, drove me to the 

emergency department of the local hospital and stayed with me until my father 

arrived. Madame Borsoi, my guardian angel! How ungrateful I must have seemed 

to you when in the following years, taken as I was with the task of fitting in and 

succeeding, I forgot you. Believing I had left you behind in my faded memories of 

Oakwood Public School, certain you belonged to a sad chapter of a past I so 

wanted to overcome and forget. You were there in some of the most traumatic 

moments of my life. You were a light in my painful transition from growing up 

with one cultural identity to shifting into another.  

 In the 60s, there was no concept of multiculturalism. You were either 

Canadian or you weren't. If you weren’t, then you were an immigrant, a foreigner. 

In small town Canada, before globalization, children arriving in the 60s either 

culturally swam or sank. Having an accent was not a luxury. You had to learn 

quickly to speak proper English, to integrate and fit in. Madame Borsoi helped me 

to swim through the cultural quagmire of those times. If I lost sight of her, it wasn't 

because I didn't care, but because life pushed me forward, away from the pain of 

that time, into new endeavours and new growth. High school with all its academic 

and social pressures, as well as a part-time job to save up for college, swallowed up 

my thoughts and time. I lost my father in my first year of university. Worries and 

responsibilities to make it in life became pivotal, especially as I tried to help my  
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mother and my younger sister, all the while going to school and working.  

    It wasn't until I was in my twenties that I saw Lina again at a cultural event. 

She was proud of my academic success. I remember telling her then, how grateful I 

was for what she had done for me and the others back in the late 60s. With her 

usual benevolence, she had shrugged it off as nothing that anyone else wouldn't 

have done. She switched the subject to the music playing in the background and we 

talked about her favourite Italian musician, Lucio Dalla, who in her opinion, wrote 

the most poetic lyrics of all other songwriters. "Se Io Fossi Un Angelo/If I Were an 

Angel", the tune playing, she said, was her favourite song: an omen of what she 

was to become for me; what she already was. There are kairos moments in our 

lives, but we don't recognize them as such while they're happening. I did not know 

it then, but for me, 1968, that first year in Canada, was one such time. Impressions 

were made; futures etched; unconscious decisions formulated; personas tried on for 

size, and identities forged. Becoming Canadian became possible for me, and not in 

the way of my parents, but in the style of the new society welcoming me in, such 

as was embodied by Madame Borsoi. She was the role model I could aspire to, the 

epitome of the possible.  

    Perhaps the biggest lesson she taught me was that the smallest acts of 

kindness are often the greatest catalysts of hope in a child's life. With her 

metaphorical fairy wand, she grounded me to a new landscape and context, 

knighting me a citizen. Although I never made the conscious decision to emulate 

her, it is sort of interesting that today, I am a French teacher. I do love Lucio 

Dalla's music too, but that is quite coincidental. More than emulation, it was 

perhaps our kindred natures that made me admire Lina, both as a teacher and as a 

person. Perhaps there was something of herself that she saw in me too, of the way 

she was when she first arrived in Canada as a child, for which she felt compassion. 

She knew what my foreign friends and I were going through. In the 60s, being 

Italian in Oakville, a very rich suburb of Toronto, was like being a Biafran in 

Nunavut. I missed Italy terribly and not in a patriotic sense. It was more immediate 

than that. It was physical. Ontario was cold for half of the year, it seemed, and 

there were bullies taunting us for looking different and not speaking the language.  

    In retrospect, had it not been for Madame Borsoi, I don't know if my life 

would have taken a different turn. She was always there to soothe my transition 

into my new world, fostering in me a positive view of the future and sending me 

off like a sail on the ocean of my destiny. It took the unlikely coincidence of 

reading her obituary, one Friday afternoon, in a newspaper I almost didn't pick up, 

to catapult me back in time, showing me the importance of this one key person in 

my life. It is for Lina Borsoi that I write this story, but also for all the other 

teachers who have made and continue to make a difference in the lives they touch.  
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It is with gratitude and love that I write these words, to an angel who would 

otherwise remain nameless. And it is with a heavy heart that I salute her in the 

language of the country she taught me to love: "Merci beaucoup et, au revoir 

Madame!"  

 

 

If I Were an Angel 

 

Lucio Dalla 

 

Se io fossi / If I were 

Un angelo / An angel 

Chissà cosa farei / Who knows what I would do 

Alto biondo / Tall blond 

Invisible / Invisible 

Che bello che sarei / How beautiful I would be 

E che coraggio avrei / And what courage I would have 

Sfruttandomi / Using my potential 

Al massimo / To the utmost 

È chiaro / Of course 

Che volerei / I would fly 

Zingaro, libero / Gypsy, free 

Tutto il mondo / Worldwide… 

  

Sono milioni di / They are millions of 

Milioni / Millions 

E non li vedi / And you don’t see them 

Nei cieli / In the skies 

Ma tra gli uomini / But among men 

Sono i più poveri/ They are the poorest 

E i più soli / And the most alone* 

 

 
 
* The above lyrics were derived from “Se io fossi un angelo” (“If I Were an Angel”) from Lucio Dalla’s 1986 album 
Bugie. The above lyrics were translated into English by Josie DiSciascio-Andrews. 
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Editor’s Note 

Readers can find Josie DiSciascio-Andrews’ poetry in the “Special Features” 

section of Volume 1, Issue 1 of Syncopation Literary Journal. 
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