A Step Back in Time
“Come back as soon as possible, Rachel,” Miss Chan said as I closed the door with a bang.  Throwing her a defiant look, I walked away and headed towards the restroom.  To teachers, I was a rebellious student who always found excuses to bunk classes, but in fact, I was just feeling bored and wanted to find a peaceful and quiet corner for myself.  Having a stomachache wasn’t a good reason but it worked given the expression of pain on my face.  I walked towards the restroom.  

On my way, I saw an old lady sitting in a small round wooden chair in a quiet corner.  The chair was so small that it could barely contain her.  I had seen her many times before, sitting in the same place and always smiling but I had never paid any attention to her. She looked fragile with her hunchback, but her face shone with a charm that I almost couldn’t resist.  She was staring into the distance contentedly.  She must have been recalling the past.

I headed for the washroom and locked myself inside a cubicle.  Then after the bell had rung, I went out.  When I was looking into the mirror, I caught a glimpse of the calendar on the wall.  Something was not right— Feb 1909.  I thought to myself, this must be some kind of a joke.  However, after a second, I remembered the rumor about the Time Machine cubicle in school.  I must have entered that cubicle!

I ran outside and bumped into another girl.  I apologized quickly but she did not seem to mind.  It didn’t take me long to realize that she was blind.  

She held out her hand, smiling a little shyly, “My name is Ellen. Nice to meet you.” Not used to such a warm welcome, I replied plainly, “Rachel.” 

I walked her to the playground and we chatted happily.  

“How do you feel about your school?” she asked and continued speaking when I didn’t respond.

“I appreciate that I can learn so much about the world in my school.  I would have been kept at home and would have lost the chance to meet friends if there had been no school.”

I nodded, even though I couldn’t truly understand. 

Ellen showed me many places in school and I was shocked to see that there was no Gymnasium, no Tuck Shop and no Hall, only an old brick building surrounded by trees and an open area in front. St. Francis’ was very primitive back in the early twentieth century. Deep in thought, I followed Ellen up the staircase. 

Make me a channel of your peace, where there is hatred, let me bring your love…

This melody seemed so familiar. Where had I heard it before? I pressed my ear against the door. Wait! There were not only girls, but boys too. I never knew that St. Francis’ was a co-educational school back in the olden days. 

“Perfect. One, two, three. One more time. You will do just fine in the 40th Anniversary performance. Johnny, no chatting please. Stand up straight.” I peered through the small glass window and saw a small figure dressed in black, wearing a hood, sitting in front of a piano. She must be the teacher and this must be the Music Room, but a simple one. I could tell that despite the simplicity, students and teachers were very happy being a part of school.

“Let’s go. I want to show you the playground,” Ellen was pulling me along. Suddenly, I stumbled and fell. 

AH-AWW!

The next thing I knew I was lying flat on the ground. 

“RA-CHEL!” I looked up and saw Miss Chan towering over me, her voice exploding with anger, “Where were you?”

“I travelled to 1909.”

“Stop daydreaming.”

I wish I could see Ellen again.

The next morning I went to school with the same old feeling, feeling sick of the Tuck Shop’s smell, feeling fenced in in the classroom again, feeling tired of everything.  

We gathered for the morning assembly in the Hall. The Principal introduced us to a special guest— the tiny old lady whom we had seen many times around school, but had most of the time ignored.  “She is so weird,” said some voices from the back.  

“Ellen is 109 years old this year…” said the Principal.  

“Wow…” and the students started to pay attention to the guest’s speech.  Although she was an old blind lady, her tone was filled with joy and enthusiasm. She cleared her throat and started, “I can’t tell you how much I love this school.  Without school, I wouldn’t have known God and understood about the world. Most important of all, I experienced love and learnt to love. This school has been my companion for 100 years.  I hope you will feel the same in your hearts and appreciate the blessings of being a member of this school.  May our school live forever and continue to nurture our future generations who will turn into beautiful young ladies ready to make contributions to society.”

Her words echoed in my mind.  I must have heard this some time before.  Yes!  I should have known. She was the little blind girl who had walked me to the playground and expressed to me her gratitude for the school.

“At last, I want to tell you about a special friendship I had with a girl whom I met a long time ago.  Although I don’t know where she is today, I have always prayed to God hoping that she will learn to love her school and enjoy learning.”

Who invented the Time Machine and put it in the cubicle? I wondered if we would ever find the answer. In fact, I had no intention to do so because I had already found the most valuable treasure – St. Francis’ Canossian College – the place that has all my most unforgettable memories!
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