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This story is dedicated to all the innocent and hopeless refugees stuck for years and decades in overcrowded refugee camps in different locations around the world. No one freely chooses to move into a refugee camp to stay and suffer there for ages. No one chooses to live in misery. My thoughts and prayers are with every single one of you.

The Story

Hello and welcome to my life story. My name is Laila, and I’m a little dalmatian. Originally, I’m from Croatia, but I’ve lived all my life in Greece. Laila is an Arabic name, and it means ‘the night’. I have no clue, though, who named me Laila, because I don’t have memories of my birth, my parents or my childhood. I don’t even know if I have any siblings. All I know is that I never had a real home and no family members. I was always on my own living on the streets, surviving day and night, looking desperately for food, water and a sense of belonging.

My deepest desire was always to live in a family-friendly household with a mom and a dad and two little kids, a girl and a boy, who would adore me and shower me with love and delicious food all day long. I wouldn't mind if they also had other pets, like a dog and a cat. I often pictured myself sitting in a comfortable bed corner next to a cosy fireplace and listening to a motherly voice reading exciting books for her children, while the father was cooking delicious meals in the kitchen. Not only that, but I saw myself playing outside of a lovely green garden filled with plants and delicious-smelling flowers next to a tiny pond. I would be surrounded by kind dogs from the neighborhood, who would accept and integrate me into their circle, and I wouldn’t feel lonely and unwanted anymore. But it was all nothing but a dream!

Daydreaming was my way of surviving. You know, it was always difficult for me to find friends. Friendship had been nothing but a foreign word. You wonder why? I’ll tell you why! Because I am different. The other street dogs at the camp didn’t treat me with kindness. The bigger dogs kept pushing me away, and the smaller ones were afraid of my look and began to bark as soon as they saw me. I guess they were irritated and scared of my skin color; of course I mean fur color.

Life in Greece was not easy because of the heat in summer and the cold in winter. I often envied the other dogs that were living closely with their family members. In the hot summer they went swimming together, and in the cold winter they cuddled each other on the icy streets. No one had taught me to swim, so in the summer I was afraid of water and in winter I was afraid of ice.

Living in constant fear, uncertainty and isolation has always been a part of my life. Because as you can imagine, living on the streets in the middle of a huge refugee camp with all kinds of people, dogs and cats from all kinds of places wasn’t easy. It was difficult to always get along with everyone and find some peace, safety, comfort and harmony in such a miserable and hopeless place. The humans spoke all kinds of languages, but mostly Arabic and Dari, which made it more difficult for everyone to get along.

Daily life in the refugee camp was always the same regardless of season. Life was gray, with absolutely no other color for miles around. But I wasn’t the only one suffering, the surrounding humans, adults and children were suffering as well. They had lost everything they had. Their homes, personal belongings and even beloved family members. They had to flee from their destroyed countries, such as Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan and other war zones. And now they were surviving in a refugee camp, miles away from home with absolutely no hope for a better and safer future for themselves and for their children. I don’t exaggerate when I say that life in the refugee camp was a living hell.

I often walked around and looked at the emotionally broken humans, dogs and cats and all I could see was helplessness and hopelessness. I wondered why and how long we all could live under these horrifying circumstances. Living a life without any perspective or plan is soul crushing.

Sometimes people from International Refugee and humanitarian organizations and charities came by to bring second-hand coats and warm clothing, sleeping bags, tents, and food for humans. For the street dogs and cats, though, they never had anything. It was like we didn’t exist at all. To them, we were invisible. No matter how loud we barked and cried for help and food, they just didn’t care and ignored us. They didn’t even take any notice of me, who was different from all the other dogs in the camp. Can you imagine? Wuuuuuf! Pooh to arrogant and uncaring humans. As if their indifferent behavior was not hurtful and cruel enough, they also called me names and looked down on me while laughing out loud. “Look at this spotted dog”, “Look at this leopard dog”, “Hee hee, look at this plum pudding dog!” Woof! How rude! What an insult. I was so humiliated and wanted to disappear for real! I often cried myself to sleep and didn’t want to see anyone for days and sometimes even weeks.

I tried to escape from this horrible place many times. But I never got far. After long days and exhausting weeks of walking and running, I ended up in the same place. I didn’t realize that I was walking in a circle. That’s how big the refugee camp was. Unbelievable, right? Woof!

After a while, I completely gave up on the idea of running away from my awful life. I had to find a way to find my peace with this dreadful place. But it was easier said than done. Some days were easier than others. The more time went by, the more life became black and white and even the shadows of gray disappeared. The days were white, and the nights were pitch dark black. I fell asleep in my own rivers of tears, but deep inside I never ever gave up on my hope that our lives would change for the better. For the humans as well as for the dogs and the cats at the camp.

On a lovely summer day in 2016 I woke up like every other day, but something felt different. There was hope and joy in the air. Maybe it was the sunshine, but honestly I believe it was my faith and my prayers.

A foreign lady came by and unlike all the refugee and humanitarian workers before; she actually took notice of me and my fellow friends. The lady came to us and spoke to me with a tender voice. It was a language that I had never heard before. Guess what, it was the language of love! I was over the moon. I began to cry rivers of tears, but this time out of joy. I don’t remember if I ever danced before, but I began to jump and nuzzle around her legs. She was so sweet and kind, that we all fell immediately in love with her. Not only me, but all the human refugees as well, especially the children. Many of us dogs were afraid of humans that we didn’t know. But with this lady it was different. I allowed her to pet me and I melted in her hands for a bit of affection.

This lady was not only loving but also very generous. She had brought lots of food for the animals and art supplies, dozens of canvases, different watercolors, pencils, markers, calligraphy paper and sketchpads for the children. We had no clue why or for what, because it was all so new to us. Until she explained and said the following: “Ladies and gentleman, girls and boys, dogs and cats, I have compassion and empathy for everyone in this world, especially for every single one of you here in this refugee camp. You probably wonder who I am and why I’m here! Well, my name is Kayra. I’m an American flight attendant and I thought it was time to bring you guys some colors of joy into your gray daily life. What do you think?”

A young refugee boy: “Colors of joy? What are colors? What is joy?”

Kayra: “Colors are life. Colors are healing. When you start to work with colors you will understand the feeling of joy and happiness. I can’t explain it, sweetie. You just have to feel it yourself. Joy is the most beautiful and powerful feeling.”

“Oh wow! This sounds promising. And what do we have to do?”

“Express your emotions. Express your feelings, desires, goals and wishes. That’s what you can do by using colors on canvas and paper. I will be organizing art workshops for you children in the tents in this camp and if your parents are interested in joining in, they are more than welcome to do so.”

An older refugee man said, “Lady, this is wonderful. That’s what we all need here. Creativity and productivity will make us feel alive again. It is the best therapy for young and old people. Thank you so much. God bless you, Lady. You are an angel with a wonderful aura.”

And the man was right. Kayra was truly an angel and from that day on everyone called her ‘Angel’. The weekly workshops indeed brought so much positivity and hope for all of us. I enjoyed playing around with the kids while they were working on their artwork. Young and old, humans, dogs and cats, we all had so much fun and I discovered my passion for colors.

I couldn’t help myself and enjoyed jumping in the paint pots. In the beginning, I jumped in the black pot and was happy to be plain black and get rid of my spots. Later I jumped into the white color and being fully white was exciting too. But to my surprise, I soon realized that me being fully black or white didn’t change anything. The other dogs still treated me the same way as if I still had my spots. And the children were still annoyed by my presence like before. So all this time when I thought that my spots were the reason for everyone’s indifferent and unkind behavior, I was wrong. It didn’t matter how I looked. All these humans, dogs and cats were unhappy and that’s why they behaved the way they behaved. It had nothing to do with me or my fur color.

Relieved by this insightful and eye-opening realization, I opened myself up and became more social. I wasn’t ashamed of my fur color anymore and was confident about my appearance. I ran around the workshop into all pots of colors. With time, I developed my own art technique. I called it the TTT Technique: the Tushy, Tummy and Tail Technique. I jumped into different paint pots and then slipped on the canvases and created the most colorful artworks with my bottom, tummy and tail. Woohoo... that was fun! I even discovered my magical skills. I was able to create new colors. From red and blue, I created purple. From red and yellow, I created orange. From blue and yellow, I created green. That was soooo much fun, and the colors brought lots of change and happiness into our miserable lives.

Even the refugee kids opened up and asked me to paint on their canvases. I put my paws into paint pots
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