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Dedication




For everybody that recognises themselves in the story, either directly or indirectly - this story is for you. 




But most of all, it is for my mom, grandma,  and three sisters - it’s about time you found out  what really happened.
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Look at me. Don’t you just hate me already? I don’t speak like you, I come from a country you’ve probably never heard of, and you can see from miles away that I have zero English blood in me. According to some of the British media, I was born to take your job. I am the reason for everything bad happening in your country. Well, here I am, nice to meet you! I am Eva. 




I can’t remember much of my childhood, nor do I think you’d really care. But in order to really understand why I left my life behind and jumped into the unknown, one must start from the very beginning. As therapists always say when you wind up at their office, lost, confused, and most definitely about to cry, ‘Tell me about your childhood.’ So… here I go.




I grew up in Estonia in the 1990s. Technically, I was still born in the Soviet Union, because Estonia regained its independence only seven months after my birth. Of course, the Soviet Union was already thoroughly broken by the time I was brought into this world. And, despite the freedom, the 90s was still a tough decade for our little country.




 It was August 1991 when Estonia became free again. We first got our independence in 1918, but that only lasted until 1940 when we were forced back under the Russian law. Before that, we had also been under German law, Swedish law, Danish law, and God knows who else’s. Nowadays, whenever anybody asks why Estonian women are so good-looking, the answer is that we’ve been screwed over by so many different countries that… well, something good had to come out of it, at least. 




By 1991, the USSR was destroyed and all the countries in eastern Europe started to declare their independence one after another. They were like the first seeds that grow on an empty, harsh soil without really knowing what they’re supposed to do. It wasn’t easy – 51 years of occupation is a long time. It can break even the toughest man. Most of the people had never lived in a free country before. My own grandmother, who was then in her forties, had never lived in an independent Estonia, nor my mother. Nobody knew how to fly with the wings that they had never used. 




For over four decades, we hadn’t been free. Closed from the world, deprived of free speech and real opportunities, all eastern European countries had been waiting for their turn to get out of Soviet rule and become independent once more. But when it finally happened, life wasn’t easy at all.




In the 90s, Estonia was probably best known for its high crime, poor economy, alcoholism, and high death rates… that’s if it was known at all. Inflation and unemployment were at its highest; all the old ways had been destroyed, yet a stable, strong foundation from which to build your future, didn’t yet exist. The only thing that kept people going was the hope of a better future and the fact that at least now, we were free. Even though it tasted bittersweet.




I was a child and didn’t really care nor understand what was happening around me. Only years later did I realise the reasons behind some of the inexplicable aspects of daily life that I had come to see as normal. 




Estonia was a mess. People didn’t know how to be, what to do. It was completely normal to see drunk people at my great-grandma’s early in the afternoon, crying over a bottle of vodka. Or to see sleeping men in the outside cafe, sometimes covered in their own piss while others around them were having coffee and cake. 




One of the favourite places for me and my friends to play at was the back of a motel which had these large, beautiful stairs. We spent most of our free time there. The motel had been abandoned for years by that point, and the stairs were full of tumbleweed, stones, and heaps of bloody syringes. We pretended the motel was our kingdom and cleaned its stairs for our beautiful home, careful not to touch the needles. But it was a never-ending job; if we cleaned them one day, the needles were back a few days later. 




But that was all fine. As a child, you don’t really judge, I think. You do have a sense of right and wrong and we knew those syringes weren’t great, but everybody was welcomed in our little kingdom. All the drunks, all the junkies, all the adults and other children. No judgment there. I never minded my great-grandma’s alcohol-fuelled friends, either. They’d always bring me sweets and books, and they hugged me so much I started to think this transparent liquor must be love in a bottle. 




My great-grandmother was a big, serious woman with white hair, who never drank and hardly spoke – even to her own friends. All she really cared about was getting food on the table for her family while listening to her neighbours gossip about anybody but her. Needless to say, she was so busy doing this that she didn’t have any time to hug me much. I hung out more with her friends than with my great-grandmother herself. To me, stale alcohol smells meant chocolate-covered candies, old books, and lots of hugs from funky-smelling, shivering adults with red, sad faces. 




If I wasn’t hanging out with my great-grandmother and her friends, I was with my mom and older sister. We lived in a small flat on the highest floor. We were so high up you could see all of our little town from the big windows in our bedroom. It was quite grey, dark, and sad, to be honest – even for a young girl like me. There was nothing but low, dirty buildings, and tired, intoxicated people staggering in its hollow, lifeless streets. 




But there was one thing that was the most beautiful sight I thought I had ever seen – a Ferris wheel. When I looked outside my window, I could see it a little further away. Amongst all of this sadness and grey existence, there was this bright yellow beauty, the only colourful thing in town. This was the only indicator that there was still life in this world, riding people into happiness with its every turn. 




For my 5-year-old child’s brain, this was the most beautiful thing in the world. I thought it was where the rich people went when they grew up. There, you could buy a ticket to eternal happiness. If only my great-grandma’s friends knew that a ride on a Ferris wheel was all they needed to feel good, they would never cry nor drink again. I tried to explain this to them, but they only smiled back and had another sip and a cry. Not wanting to turn out like them, I promised myself I would go there first thing when I grew up. 




My mom was a single mother who worked a lot to keep us going. She loves music, clothes, and has a funny sense of humour, making her quite charming. Unfortunately, the fact that she had two little kids at such an early age in her life meant that she never got to live out her real self. Instead of having fun like a young woman should, she had to do stressful jobs and deal with two crazy kids. Fortunately for her, my older sister has always been the better one – more obedient and well behaved; the perfect child. Since I was the total opposite, we argued and fought constantly. Because of this, I ended up spending a lot of time with my grandmother and great-grandmother.




I loved staying at my grandmother’s. She was just as strong and quiet as her mother, and just as big, but she had fiery red hair and even fiercer personality that radiated through her strong work ethics, direct words, and brown eyes . In the Soviet Union, she had tried to hide her hair by dying it blonde her whole life, for fear of standing out too much. Now, she had had enough of pretending in every way. She was letting her short, red hair run free while embracing everything Western our new little country could offer. When she wanted a doughnut and a coffee, she walked like a trooper through all the syringes and piss lying on the ground without even blinking an eye. All I could do was to keep up with her and her ambition; I admired and was scared of her, at the same time. 




Being a new-age, Western grandmother, she had a satellite TV with about 20 channels. It was a real luxury to have a colour TV with foreign channels in the 90s’ Estonia. My mom’s TV, for example, only had the boring three channels Estonia offered at the time, while I had all the world in front of my eyes at grandmother’s. 




After spending a day at my great-grandma’s, playing in her garden, discovering bugs, nature, and also that too much love in a bottle will kill you sooner or later, I’d go to my grandma’s and watch Cartoon Network for hours. She would buy me all the sweets, crisps, and drinks anybody could wish for, without ever thinking about what horrible effect it would have on the health of a child who had already spent the day eating chocolate and breathing in alcohol fumes.




I remember clearly the day it all changed.




After the usual day full of drunken complaints and hugs, followed by sugarshop tour and Cartoon Network, my grandmother decided she’d had enough of Tom and Jerry sounds. She took the remote control and changed it to a random music channel, angrily taking the remote control with her. Surprised by my grandma’s sudden outburst, her (apparent) hate for cartoons, and my own inability to understand what  I was now watching, I was baffled. I didn’t say a word. It was as if she had said, without using any words, that I should grow up. And I had no other option but to obey. 




I looked at the screen. Music was blasting out. I had never heard anything like that. These were real people. They were saying actual words, none of which I understood. But they were cool, young, and hip. There were all sorts of colours, hairstyles, and clothes. Black, yellow, white people, jumping, singing, dancing on big city streets, moving their bodies in ways I had never seen before. Tall, concrete buildings, lots of traffic, cars beeping, people enjoying themselves. They were loud, confident, and looked like they were having so much fun. 




I did not understand what I was watching. Where were the motels with syringes in the front? Where were the drunk, crying people? Why were these people so happy? Nobody was ever that happy; I knew that already. 




I watched these music videos for hours, until it came time to go to bed. And even then, I couldn’t stop thinking about what I had just seen. I had never encountered anything like that in my life. The only people I had seen had all been white, mostly blonde and blue-eyed, usually hungover from the previous day or still drunk, and definitely sick of life. So, who were these people in this TV? 




I became obsessed. I realised at that moment that there was a life more vibrant, bigger, and bolder than the one I was in. And I became determined to be part of it. Right there, right then. 




And from that moment on, my life was changed forever. VH1 became my new best friend, and my grandmother learned to work to the sounds of the latest music hits. I didn’t understand a single word nor did I care; the images alone fulfilled my every wish. I was like a poor kid that was window shopping for her better life, counting down the time and money till she could have a taste of one. 




I never wanted to leave grandma’s house again. I wanted to watch TV all the time and look at the world that I was already living in inside my head. I started to crave for things I didn’t know the name of and had only seen on foreign channels. 




Real life started to feel like a drag and I couldn’t talk to my great-grandma’s friends any more. “You, girl, are talking about life far, far away, in the fancy land, somewhere that we will never get to, never be part of. Let it go. Stop dancing like this. What are these words you’re saying? That ain’t Estonian. Girl, you need to come back down to earth, that life ain’t for us,” they’d tell me when I talked about the magical things I had seen on TV. I’d show them the new dance moves from the foreign videos, bending my limbs and body in ways I had seen the happy people do, but they weren’t impressed.




‘Your great-granddaughter’s gone crazy, look at her. What is she saying, doing? It’s weird. A woman needs to know how to cook and when to shut up, and not watch this crazy foreign stuff on the telly. It will bring her no good. No good,’ they’d tell my great-grandmother. She’d then try unsuccessfully to tame me, because she was embarrassed in front of her friends. She never wanted to be their reason for gossiping.




It felt like the bottle of love they had been drinking had been switched with a bottle of pure crap, and I didn’t want to be part of any of that. They didn’t believe the life I knew I was gonna live, and I didn’t believe them when they told me people ‘like us’ could never be that happy and live that life. Who was this ‘us’? Who was this ‘them’? Aren’t we all just people, living, crying, and loving the same way? 




I didn’t understand them; they didn’t understand me. From that moment on, I started to stay away from them, because  I knew I was going to go to the streets I’d seen on the telly the moment I could. Also, they began to die, one by one, due to all the transparent love they were constantly sculling down. 




To be honest, every moment I spent away from my grandmother’s TV felt like a waste of time. I wasn’t dreaming of getting older and bigger and finding out what happiness the Ferris wheel held anymore. Now, I knew I was gonna go away, far further than that Ferris wheel. All I wanted to do was go to a place that had skyscrapers, and traffic, and colourful people all happily dancing on the streets. That’s where I was going to go. 




And I would have, too, if we hadn’t moved and I’d had to start school, which delayed my plans for the next thirteen years. My mother gave birth to my two little sisters some years later. Going to school, making friends, going through life and its changes played with me a lot – - as it does to all of us. But no matter what was happening in my life, I knew where I wanted to end up. 




I began collecting money when I was about ten years old so that I would have a head-start to my new life when I was older. Every day, I’d put half of my lunch money in a shoebox, and only opened it when I wanted to buy a foreign magazine or a cassette. 




I didn’t have any high hopes. Even though I had just started school, I knew I wasn’t gonna be great at it, nor did I care. I already knew what my plan was going to be. And whenever anybody told me to stop watching ‘that foreign crap and stop dreaming of what will never be’, I turned the other way. There was no point in arguing. They would never understand the life much bigger that I was talking about, just like I didn’t understand the narrow, small-minded world they tried to push me into. 




We were two types of people that had come from the same place, looked the same, and did the same things… while living in completely different worlds. 




I graduated in 2010. I felt so happy. Relieved. Excited. Liberated. After twelve years of feeling like I had no control over my life, and forced to obey some silly rules that often made no sense to me (nor even to the people who were preaching them), I finally started to see the light at the end of this long, dark tunnel of mine. I had served my duty. I had done my part. Now I was free. And, oh boy, did it feel sweet. 




Just as I had changed, so had Estonia. We joined the EU in 2004, opening our borders to the world, cleaned up our streets, and focused on becoming the best IT country out there. But this decision didn’t come easily. Becoming part of the EU was regarded as joining another union where we had to follow others’ laws. It had been thirteen years since we had managed to get out of one, and nobody had the desire to step into the same hole again. Nevertheless, 66% of people decided to vote for the EU and, with that, we were in. 




During the following years, Estonia really struggled due to high emigration. For the first time in forever, people were free to go and live anywhere, travel everywhere, and not have to worry about having visas or being killed on the way. Many went to live and work in Finland, where they could live a similar life while getting better wages, mostly ending up as construction workers or as cleaners. 




In the meantime, Estonia was making huge progress in the IT field, becoming a cool little country that had started to make a name for itself for other things besides drinking and crime. 




I had survived my time in school thanks to my four amazing friends. Together, we shared the idea of foreign adventures, music, books, and life. Since none of us was interested in anything IT-related , we couldn’t wait until graduation so that we could go and explore what the rest of the world had to offer us – just like thousands of other Estonians. We were completely and utterly obsessed with everything from the other side of the border, whether it was art, fashion, people, or the countries themselves. It was all that we talked about, thought about, and wanted. 




My dream had always been to go to France. In my head, I could imagine myself wandering through the streets of Paris like the poets, painters, and artists had done back in the 1920s and 30s. Our other options were to become an au pair, a go-go dancer, or a volunteer abroad, but none of these options sparked my interest as much as my imaginary life in Paris. 




I was living in Tallinn a week after the graduation. But as it turned out, I was the only one from my friends who was still holding onto the foreign dream. Everybody else was applying for universities and finding their own place in Estonia, not even wanting to discuss any of our past thoughts or promises. 




I felt devastated. For me, there was no other option but leaving Estonia. It had been my dream since I could first remember, and the only light and reason to get me through school in the first place. 




Because of the failed dreams, I applied to university as well. I chose to study Roman languages – still holding onto my French dream – but I wasn’t even excited when they informed me I had been accepted. My only reason for applying was so that I could take part in the Erasmus study abroad programme the following year, which is offered to the good students.




I started living in a youth hostel right in the heart of Tallinn, but I must admit, I was very hesitant at first. I had no desire to live there, and no desire to attend university. All I wanted was to go to France and never look back. 




But as soon as the door opened and I saw a skinny, sleepy-eyed, gel-haired, over-perfumed boy welcoming me in, I knew I was going to live in this hostel… and I was in big trouble. At that moment, France had nothing on that boy. I was so smitten by him I couldn’t even focus on what the house actually looked like nor what was said. 




Me and my room-mate were the one of the only Estonian girls in the house: there were people from Czech Republic, Hungary, Australia, England, France, Finland, Georgia, plus all the artists that came into our house every now and again from around the world, showing their skills and way of life. At times, it was like living in a museum or a circus. You never knew who you were going to meet while walking into your kitchen. 




Sean, who became one of my best friends in the house, was an Englishman in his forties who had worked as a musician and as a policeman in London his whole life. He had brown eyes, a bald head, and a gorgeous English accent. He had lived in Tallinn for over five years, and made his money as a guitar player in bands before he ended up in our hostel. He loved the Estonian culture and how direct and quiet the people were, and hated what he described as the superficial, boring chit-chat in England.




 We hit it off immediately. I loved his dark, quirky, English sense humour, and he loved that I challenged his bantering in my American accent. He taught me to play Wish you were here and Tequila! on the guitar, and gave me advice on how to get over my heartache caused by the young, gel-haired landlord (who, it turned out, opened his door, arms, and pants, to every girl in town). 




As two insomniacs, Sean and I would spend countless nights sitting in the upstairs loft, smoking and chatting about life, while I was stroking his grey cat and he drank endless gallons of black tea with milk and sugar.




Even though Estonia had been free for almost 20 years and had made a tremendous step forward from the complicated Soviet Union/90s’ days, Western people still seemed to think of us as a ‘poor Russian village country’. When we joined the EU in 2004 and our borders opened to the whole world, Estonia became a notorious place for the English bachelors and their crazy stag parties. 




Throughout the 2000s, every Estonian crime or police TV show featured some British men in their episodes every week, and it became something of a joke. It seemed like they thought they were coming to a poor, non-English speaking country, where their accent and money would be so attractive they could get any girl they want. Instead, they ended up being so wasted that they had to spend the night with the police instead. 




I have to admit, I never got to know how much a pint of beer cost in a bar, because I never needed to buy one. There were so many Englishmen buying drinks, hoping to get you drunk and then have sex with you, that I never even had to open my wallet when I went out. Not that I was even drinking. I found bantering with them entertaining, and I wasn’t a big drinker anyway. 




It usually took four beers and two shots for the Englishmen to be so wasted that their talk became incomprehensible, then I could go home to hang out with my favourite Londoner and his grey cat.




After the first semester at university, it became clear to me that my grades were so poor there was no way in hell I could even apply to the Erasmus programme to live and study in France the following year. So I left university and decided I’d go to France on my own.




At that time, I was working in a 24h grocery shop in Tallinn Old Town, getting minimum wage and poor blood circulation from standing up for twelve hours straight. But I only managed to stay there for a month - the work was just too bad, and I was too reckless to care for it. As the spring came along, I took my month’s pay and headed to France with a backpack, thinking and hoping this could be my new home. It was time to fulfil my French dream.




I returned ten days later, wishing I could have come back earlier. I felt tired, unimpressed, and sad. Instead of getting a job and working my way up from there, I had been harassed on the streets, gone to Nice to see the famous beach, and come home from there. The only nice person I came across during these ten days was this Norwegian guy I met on the train, who took me out for a pizza and didn’t try to put his hands down my pants. Which I really appreciated. Everything else was a complete nightmare and left me confused about my entire life choices.




I returned to the hostel in Tallinn, sad, lost, and confused, not sure what to do with my life. I knew I couldn’t stay there longer than another month. Busy summertime was approaching, the whole house was about to change, and the guy of my dreams was spending every night with a new girl, kissing them in front of me. 




I didn’t know what to do, but I knew I couldn’t continue like this. So, I hung out with Sean and his cat in the loft, watching him drinking tea while he watched me falling into sad darkness, night after night after night.




As the summer approached, the hostel got busier and more tourists started coming in. On another insomniac night, when I dragged myself to the upstairs loft to complain to Sean about life and the weirdness of it, I found that he wasn’t alone. He was sitting there with a woman from the Isle of Wight named Hannah, who had come to Tallinn for the weekend. Now there were two people drinking black tea with milk and sugar, and me staring at both of them while they talked about all things English. 




Sean hadn’t been back to England in about three years, and had spent all this time with Estonians, so being able to talk about things back in his former home made him happier and more excited than I had ever seen him. They were both talking about London and its madness in the most romantic way. 




“Eva, why don’t you go to London?” Sean asked me abruptly. ‘France didn’t work out, but England would. You already speak the language and you’ll get a job easily in London.’




Hannah was next to him, nodding and getting excited. ‘Yes, London! You definitely should go there!’




For me, England equalled rainy days, an expensive lifestyle, people drinking cups of teas and eating fish and chips, occasionally bantering like they do in Never Mind the Buzzcocks TV show (which I´ve loved since I was a young teenager), while whining about the weather. Somewhere, there was the Queen sitting on her golden throne talking in her fancy English accent, eating scones and drinking milky tea. 




I had always loved English bands – the Rolling Stones, David Bowie, Arctic Monkeys, the Kooks, Queen, Amy Winehouse – but all this beauty had been darkened by the wasted lads I had seen in Tallinn with bad teeth and worse manners, drunkenly screaming: “I COME FROM ENGLAND, OKAY, LOVE? DO YOU SPEAK ENGLISH? IS YOU ALRIGHT? HOW MUCH MONEY? YES, YOU. YOU, HOW MUCH?”




That was England for me. I had seen my fair share of English lads right here in Tallinn, and I couldn’t have cared less about the Queen, tea, or rain.




“Nah, I don’t really care for England, to be honest. I don’t have enough money to go live in an overpriced city, anyway,”  I told them.




They insisted I go to England nevertheless. 




“You’ve wanted to go away for a while now, and London is the best option. You speak the language, you understand the humour, and you’ll find work with no problem. The English are very pretentious and don’t want to do a lot of jobs. That’s why there’s so many immigrants in London. There’s just  so many jobs available that the locals themselves don’t want  to do,” Sean explained. “Believe me, the real English lads are much better than the ones you see here in Tallinn.”




Hannah was already looking at airline tickets. Ryanair had just started flying there, so the prices were very cheap. 




They were more excited and confident about my future than I was. There was nothing in me that wanted to go to England. Years before, I had known a girl whose father worked as a lorry driver in Europe and had to go to England every now and again. He said that he tried to avoid going to the UK as much as he could, because he was tired of constantly being told off for not being able to speak Russian or Polish. “But Estonia is just a little village in Russia, innit? You all speak Polish and Russian, innit!? No? Fuck off!”




I really was not interested in being spoken to like that. 




Our little English party was interrupted by the boy who I had been dreaming of that whole year and who was the only reason I had come to live in this hostel. He rocked up with a girl and a bottle of bubbly, sat down on one of the couches, opened the bottle, and started making out with the girl who could barely stand up. I wanted to die. 




Sean and Hannah kept talking about their English food and lives, while my crush was about to create a new one with some random bird in front of me. I looked at him, then I looked at Sean. I was a second away from screaming at the lovers or crying in front of them. 




So I took a deep breath, the last that was left in my broken body, and said as loud as I could, “Fuck it! Yeah, maybe I should go! Yeah, why not! Screw it, let’s go to London!”




I tried to sound enthusiastic about this newfound plan, whereas I was actually hoping that my crush would hear my words through all his kissing, leave the girl, and confess his eternal love for me on the spot. But he didn’t. He was too busy examining this random girl’s tonsils with his tongue, and nothing else existed for him at that moment… especially me. 




There I was, trying to catch my love’s attention with a shivering voice, and a second away from crying. But Sean and Hannah heard me.




“Yes! Yes, London is going to be great! And you must visit me in the Isle of Wight,” she said.




“Nah, Isle of Wight is too far. She’s gonna be a Londoner from now on,” Sean said confidently, giving me a proud, cheeky smile.




I was not feeling confident nor smiley at all. I was still hoping my love would hear me and be interested in me, instead of this girl. I had said the words out loud about going to London, but I did not really believe them. 




“Only on one condition, though,’ I announced. ‘I will not go by myself. If I find somebody to go there with – anybody – then I will go. But I’m not gonna go there alone.”




Going to France had shown me that moving to live in a new country was hard enough, but could be excruciatingly difficult if you did it alone. I needed a partner in crime. I also said it, hoping in a way that I maybe wouldn’t have to go at all. 




However, I left this choice up to the Universe. If London was written in my stars, the Universe would send someone on my way. 




“Sean, go with her. Don’t you miss London?” Hannah asked him.




“Hell, no, I will never go back there. I love it here too much,” he said immediately. “Plus,” he added confidently, sipping his tea and smiling at me, “she’ll be just fine there.”




I don’t know what made him so sure about it all. I felt the total opposite – lost, weird, and uncertain. But hey, I had proposed an ultimatum to the Universe, and frankly, I thought it was too much to become real. So there was no reason to actually worry about it. My bigger problem was the man kissing the wrong woman, in front of me.




Hannah stayed in the hostel for another two days, spending all her time telling me the best places in London, where to go, what to do, how to be, England this, and England that. She was so happy that I was going to go to her home country, even though I didn’t have a ticket nor did I show any excitement over the possible move. I was still holding on to my ultimatum with the Universe. I’d washed my hands of the worrying that comes with planning, and was allowing the Universe do its work if this move was meant to be. 




The only good thing that came out of my 24h grocery shop days was my colleague, Lemmi. She was determined to go to Australia (she even had the visa and everything), and we had bonded instantly when she’d found out I was planning to go to France. But we’d only worked two shifts together, exchanged numbers, and then I had left. 




A few days after my supposed deal with the Universe, she suddenly texted me. We hadn’t seen each other for over a month.




“How’s France? All good?” she asked. 




“Screw France. I’m back home but thinking about going to London. How’s Australia?” I texted her back.




“I don’t know if I want to go to Australia any more. But London is boring and has crappy salaries, why would you wanna go there?” 




Lovely! Looked like the whole world was confused and uncertain of what was about to happen. I didn’t have an answer for her. 




A day later, she sent me another text: “Do you want to go to London with me?” 




Cards had been dealt. The universe had shown me their hand, now it was my turn to show my ace. It was like the game Leonardo DiCaprio played before getting on the Titanic. That one game that determined Jack’s future. 




It looked like I had just won the tickets. To what? To a country that was gonna kill me slowly yet determinedly, without even an option of a random floating door? 




I was almost ready to text Lemmi back that I was not going anywhere and would stay in Estonia, where I belong. I had no intention of going to England – a country full of tea-sipping queens who expect me to speak Russian or Polish and would get angry at me for not knowing either – with a girl I’d only met twice in my life. I really wanted to tell her all of that. 




But then I heard the guy of my dreams going upstairs with a new random bird, laughing and kissing between the incredibly hilarious jokes he was apparently telling. Every step they took on those stairs felt like a stomp on my already fragile heart. And when the loft door made its quirky opening sound, I knew I had had enough. I was not gonna go upstairs any more and watch the same shitshow I had done many, many times before just to be closer to him. This time, I was drawing the line. I was getting out. I was done.




“Sure, let’s go to London. Let’s buy the tickets tomorrow?” I texted Lemmi. 




“Let’s do this,” she texted me back. 




Lemmi came to mine the next day and we bought the tickets to London. Hand luggage only. One way only. Gatwick Airport was apparently a good place to go (or so they said). We had ten days to cut all ties with the life we had created so far and make plans for the next one. 




She was determined never to return to Estonia. “Things are not right, I don’t like it here,” she told me. She had lived and worked in Finland before, so was used to moving and living abroad. 




And me? I had nothing to lose; no ties to cut. All of my childhood friends were doing different things, going to university, living their own lives. The friends I had made during this year in the hostel were citizens of the world, constantly travelling and living by the wind. 




 I called my mom and told her I wouldn’t be returning to Pärnu for a while. ‘Okay,’ was her answer. My grandmother said the same. No questions asked, just like a real Estonian.




Sean gave me a big smile and a hug once I told him that I was leaving. In the most confident and proud voice, he assured me I would get along just fine and find a job easily. I smiled back nervously. 




My crush was right there; this time, sober and without anybody on his lap. He looked at me in a strange way. “So, you’re really leaving?”




“Uhuh.” Actually, I wanted to throw myself in his arms and never let him go. If he would have said anything at that moment, I would have stayed. But the nice shirt he was wearing gave me a hint that the man was going out to have another great night with some other woman. One I did not want to hear anything about. One I was running away from.




‘I’m leaving in ten days.’ More nervous laughter, trying to look confident. Try to look happy for this choice you just made, even if you feel like it’s the biggest mistake of your life, I told myself. He was looking at me strangely, while I tried to  hold onto the little self-esteem and fake confidence I had left in me. 




His face never gave away any of his emotions, nor was he ever gonna say what he felt. Like a true Estonian. 




The men in England better speak, I thought angrily, because I’ve had enough of mysterious looks, mind games and unspoken words! England better be full of those happy, fun people I had once seen in those music videos as a child!




Ah, who was I kidding? I had already learned that life wasn’t like those videos anywhere. Nobody was gonna sing or dance or be as pretty and happy as they were on TV, even if I travelled the world fifty times over. 




The reality was that I knew I was gonna be living in a huge metropolis, and be just another immigrant running away from something in their home country, ready to do any job just to get by and argue for my right to exist with the natives. 




But hey, at least I wouldn’t have to hear about his love life any more. And no matter what shit was gonna be thrown at my way, it wouldn’t hurt more than the pain of unrequited love. 
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MY FLIGHT TO LONDON WAS AT 7AM, and I was so excited and scared that I stayed up all night.




I went to see Sean before I left. His life in the hostel was going to change, too, because of the busy tourist season ahead. He was enjoying one of the last quiet, insomniac nights with the girl he had spent all winter with. 




He was so excited and happy that I was going. ‘You’re gonna do so well,’ he kept repeating with his warm cheeky smile. ‘Say that you know “very nook and cranny” of this place; it’s an old English saying,’ he advised. 




‘Nook and cranny? Uhuh,’ I repeated, trying to think of anything other than England, planes, or the morning ahead.




‘Nook and cranny, nook and cranny,’ he kept saying. He taught me other phrases as well that were supposedly very English and would make me sound cool. But unfortunately they all fell on death ears. I was busy trying to hold myself in one piece.




It was half five when Lemmi called me to come downstairs where she was waiting in the cab. 




I took my small backpack with a few clothes and a notebook, then left my keys on the table and closed the door behind me. It was early in the morning but the sun was already so strong it was burning my skin. Farewell, sunny days; hello, rainy, grey England. 




As I got on that plane, I refused to let myself think too much about what the future held. Frankly, I wouldn’t have been able to step on the plane if I had given it a thought. I fastened my seatbelt and kept my eyes on Lemmi, who was as joyful as a wind-up toy, dancing, smiling, and singing how we were gonna be in London soon. I refused to think of the reality.




Even though I was scared to death, I was also excited. A little part of me wanted to see how much I could endure, and I had some sort of belief in me that this could work out. At least I knew where we were gonna stay that evening; I had arranged for us to couch surf in some French guy’s place. After that, I was ready for anything. 




Having lived in a hostel for almost a year, I had seen how people always manage to get by and survive somehow. I also had Lemmi with me, and even though we didn’t really know each other, she was so cheerful and thrilled that whenever I was in doubt, I looked at her excited face and thought to myself, We’ll be fine. 




Although time would come to show that the definition of the word ‘fine’ means different things to different people, I can say, in hindsight, that we were going to be fine. We were fine. But in very, very different ways. 




Unbeknown to me, Lemmi had also done her research. She had contacted this Estonian guy that was living in Lewisham, who was supposed to help us with moving into a new town. His name was Roland, he was only 17, rode BMX bikes, and was supposedly very cool. We spent the first day together and he showed us around town, helping us buy Oyster cards and a brick phone with a new SIM card. We taught him new Estonian slang words in return. He hadn’t spoken Estonian in such a long time, so it was funny to hear his accent and ancient use of words.




Roland had come to London a few years earlier to live with his mother. I never found out the specifics about when, why, or how. To be honest, me and him didn’t exactly become best friends, though he and Lemmi got along very well. Very, very well. They were dating by the second week we were there. 




From that first day onwards, Roland was hanging out with us at all times, unless he had to go to school. In Estonia, summer vacation starts early June and finishes on the 1st of September, but as I found out, the English spend half of their summer in school. That must be horrible. But luckily for me, it meant I could hang out with Lemmi without Roland constantly being all over her. 




Roland knew a woman in Lewisham who was renting out one of her bedrooms for some extra cash. It wasn’t bad, but we tried to get out of there as soon as possible. It’s not easy living in a family house, especially if the family isn’t yours.




Even though our arrival day had been very sunny and warm, June 2011 turned out to be very cold, rainy, and dark – both in weather and the path of our new lives. I knew England was the country of rain, but I hadn’t expected it to be that bad.




My first weeks in London were horrible, to say the least. All my plans started to fail me immediately, and the confidence, hope, and social skills I had gained in the hostel began to fade. I felt like a little awkward child in a big adult concrete world. Hard as concrete were the high buildings and never-ending streets; cold as concrete were the hearts, words, and the looks of the millions of people living in it. I felt like the only nice English person in this world was Sean, whose friendliness had lured me into his world. Unfortunately, he was thousands of miles away, and I was stuck in a land of rude, cold, and very unfriendly people, who were nothing like him.




Although London is one of the greenest cities in the world, it had nothing on my home, which was like a fairyland in the middle of forests. People’s houses. All brown. All semi-detached/detached. All looking the same. Like copy and paste, copy and paste, only to be interrupted by trees or abandoned looking areas. No wonder so much great punk and sad rock comes from the UK; I’d be a sad rebel, too, if I had to call this grey, isolated existence my home. 




When you ask, what did I expect to see – skyscrapers and big city lights? My answer is yes; that is exactly what I expected to see. Throughout my whole life, I had read and understood from the Western media and the British stag party lads how everything in eastern European was poor, horrible, and depressing. I was surprised to find that their own buildings and environment gave me suicidal thoughts faster than anything in my previous life. 




Then there were the people: everybody rushing somewhere, fighting for their existence, nobody had time, money, or energy. Their actions were harsh and indifferent, although they sugar-coated it with fake politeness: “How are you? So nice to meet you! I am so sorry. Miss you! Sorry, sorry, sorry!” Sorry should be every Englishman’s second name, because they use it constantly yet rarely with any real meaning.




I guess, though, it was my own fault for believing those words. For example, when people asked me how I was, I really did think they wanted to know about my life and how I felt lost. I also foolishly believed them when they said sorry, yet stepped on my feet again and elbowed me in the ribs on the tube. I learned, quite reluctantly but quite fast, that the right answers to these two phrases are always (I repeat: ALWAYS): ‘I’m good!’ and ‘Sorry!’ And I’ve never meant anything more in my life. 




It didn’t take me and Lemmi long to understand that our understanding of a good home, respectable job, and what we held important, were quite different. I didn’t mind living anywhere, as long as it was cheap; hostel life had made me quite tolerant of anything. But Lemmi was more ambitious work-wise, and needed a really good, clean place to live.




So, my plan of working and living in hostels was out, if I wanted to be with her. And I did want to be with her. We were obviously going to follow different lives, but at that moment, both of our paths were still too fragile to be walked alone. She had lived in Finland before, so she knew the formula of leaving home and starting new somewhere else. Yet London was too much to handle alone, even for her. I, on the other hand, was too naive and carefree to be alone in a country that felt so cold, rigid, and abusive. So, we stayed together. 




Things also didn’t work out job-wise. We would walk around with our CVs and talk to people every day, but with no luck. Everybody’s first question (and sometimes the only question) was whether I had any work experience in England. ‘No, I only arrived here four days ago’ was not a good enough answer for them. 




Frankly, nobody gave a toss about our CVs. Unfortunately for me, I didn’t know how to lie back then. I didn’t know how to sell myself, and didn’t want to believe I had to pretend to be somebody or something else in order to get something. How stupid and naive of me.




‘Sorry love, good luck,’ was usually their answer. Oh yes, I also learned that people can call you ‘darling’ and ‘love’ while actually thinking you’re a piece of crap. As a matter of fact, they most definitely think you’re a piece of crap when they condescendingly call you ‘darling’. That, unfortunately, took me longer to learn.




So, when anybody called me ‘darling’ or ‘love’ during my first four months in England, my little sad heart and utterly foolish head sparked up and fell a bit in love with them, too. 




Weeks went by, each one more miserable than the other, as Lemmi and I ran around London looking for work and being constantly disappointed. Sean’s words ‘You’ll get a job easily, there’s so many jobs English don’t want to do so they’ll give it to the immigrants’ rang through my head, and I wondered where those jobs were. I was looking for them everywhere but still found nothing. At that moment, anything sounded great; anything would do. 




We reckoned we must really suck if nobody wanted to hire us even in the summer – one of the busiest periods of the year. We were both depressed and felt defeated.




Lemmi’s way of dealing with defeat was to go to Superdrug and Boots, buy all sorts of make-up, and accessorize herself. She was a beautiful, tiny girl with a great body, who knew all the secrets of make-up. Her face was a canvas on which she painted her moods every morning, and she looked flawless – her eyebrows, foundation, eyes, lips, and cheeks, as well as her hair, clothes, shoes. She also had a great singing voice, and her favourite music was East Side old school hip-hop, which she listened to daily to bump her up for possible job interviews.
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