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To my brother

			João

			In memory of nonno Ermanno

			Un guerrero solo vive dos veces 
una para si mismo 
una para sus sueños.

			Los años idos
y la vida parece taimada
hasta que un sueño aparece 
y LIBERTAD es su nombre.

			La libertad es un extraño 
que señaliza el camino
no pienses en el peligro 
o el extraño se habrá ido.

			Este sueño es para ti 
por lo que ¡ paga el precio!
has de este sueño una realidad.

			Un guerrero solo vive dos veces.

			(Carlos Castaneda)

			A warrior only lives twice
one for himself
and one for his dreams
Years gone by
and life seems devious
until a dream appears
and FREEDOM is its name
Freedom is a stranger
that signals the way
Don’t think about danger
or the stranger will be gone
This dream is for you
so you pay the price
to make this dream come true.

			A warrior only lives twice

			(Carlos Castaneda)
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CHAPTER 1

			Welcome to London

			Since I was 12, I had been asking my parents for a student exchange experience and they always said no, because they considered it dangerous to live in the house of strangers. I think it was the fault of Gen, the son of our Japanese friends, who told my mother that, in a student exchange experience in the United States, he lived in a barn. His sister was extorted by the family that hosted her. However, I believed that negative experiences in student exchange programs were exceptions.

			Every year, my family and I traveled to the United States or Europe. I had a good time, but I was a little frustrated because my communication in English was limited. I knew how to order food, give instructions to a taxi driver to get to an address, but I couldn’t hold conversations and make friends. I really wanted to speak English fluently.

			When I turned 18, I asked my parents for a student exchange program in London as a gift for my birthday. To my surprise, my parents said yes. My grandmother had recently passed away. She lived with us. We were not very close, but I was shaken. I think that’s why my parents agreed with my traveling. While all my schoolmates were going to prepare for university, I would go to London to study English. It was unbelievable. I had gotten rid of the university entrance exam, and all that school bore.

			I studied my whole life at a Catholic institution. If you didn’t follow the rules, you would go to hell. Who said I believed that? And when the nuns discriminated against children, I got furious. Adults think that children don’t realize these things. Although children don’t know how to name some facts, they have an immense perception to feel when they are being harassed. I remember that the children of medical doctors and authorities always had the best roles in our theater plays. Then I found out that they made donations to the school. My main role in the theater was as a dwarf in the Snow-White play.

			On the day of my farewell, my parents accompanied me to the airport. I was tense. It was the first time I would travel abroad entirely by myself. They made countless recommendations and asked me to be careful, especially with the issue of drugs and alcoholic beverages. In this regard, I have always been very sure of my total lack of interest. As a child, I witnessed an experience with a friend of my parents who was struggling with cocaine addiction. His children were my best friends, and, in the middle of the night, they usually fled to our home in search of shelter for fear of being beaten or killed by the fury of an addicted father. My mother used to say that he was an alcoholic, but one day she spoke the truth and warned me of the unhappiness that drugs can bring to a person’s health and its consequences for the family.

			Before the trip, the student exchange agency asked me to call the family that would host me for almost one year. I had to call my host mother politely: Ms. Marshall. It was a strange experience because the person who answered the phone seemed to be speaking a language other than English. I knew it because had studied American English since I was eight years old.

			— Hello, it’s ... Hello! My name is Julia — I said nervously.

			— Hi, Julia — answered a female voice.

			— Are usted the Brazilian girl? — it was a strange accent, maybe Spanish, I couldn’t identify.

			How could a person with an exotic accent, speaking poor English, had said the word usted? I was suspicious, maybe my parents were right, but now everything had been paid for. I had desired it so much that I couldn’t take it back.

			— Yes, I am Brazilian, are you Ms. Marshall?

			— No, she is not here, but we are waiting for you.

			— Okay, thank you. See you on Sunday — I ended the call abruptly.

			I was suspicious. Maybe I was getting into a trap. Did Ms. Marshall exist? The agency had told me she was a nurse and had hosted students at home for more than five years. It was too late for me to feel insecure. My parents should never know that I was afraid.

			To improve my state of mind, I started to imagine what the color of the house would be like. I was sure it would be a comfortable home, and my host mother would be kind, because English people are generally polite. I would arrive in early February, a very cold time of year, but the house should have a heating system. In addition to accommodation, breakfast and dinner service was included. I dreamed that meals would be wonderful. Delicious breakfast and dinner accompanied by good conversation.

			*

			The flight to London was long; from Belém do Pará to São Paulo it was practically six hours, due to the stopovers. In Guarulhos, I waited four hours to check in internationally. I had butterflies in my stomach. If I faced any complicated situation, I decided that I would not even enter the house. I would return to Brazil immediately.

			— Passport— said the airline attendant.

			— Can I choose my seat? I want to stay in the aisle. I know I will have to go to the bathroom every hour.

			When I was fifteen, I had a trauma on a flight with my parents when going to London with a connecting flight in Frankfurt. I had sat by the window, but in the middle seat, next to me, there was a German guy so big that he prevented me from getting up for the whole trip. Besides, the man’s feet smelled like rotten cheese. When we arrived in Germany, I felt like my bladder was going to burst. Since then, I have adopted the attitude of an old lady, always demanding an aisle seat.

			— Miss, your seat is marked. Have a good trip.

			Getting on the plane, I identified the seat that would be mine for 12 hours. The couple who were sitting in my row didn’t even look at me when I said good evening. I regretted being polite and I thought imagine if these arrogant people were in the first class! In Brazil, this always happens during international flights. There are some assholes who think they are better than others just because they can fly first class. I was tired and I needed to accommodate my backpack. I asked the flight attendant for help. That’s when I was treated with disdain.

			— Please, sir, can you help me put my backpack in the trunk? — I said to the bald Englishman, dressed as a commissioner.

			— Young lady, I am not paid to do that. Do it yourself.

			It wouldn’t hurt him to lend me a hand, but after I saw how the passengers treated the crew, I forgave him. The flight was smooth. In the darkness and in the cold temperature of the aircraft, I relaxed and slept. When I woke up, it was almost two hours before the plane reached London. 

			When the plane landed at Heathrow airport, I realized that the aircraft had not stopped in the area with the fingers. I was always upset with this situation of taking those buses, as they take much longer to leave the landing area. I was looking forward to seeing my home in London and the family that would host me. Suddenly, the captain warned that everyone should remain seated. Nobody should move. The doors opened and policemen came in from all sides.

			The policemen came towards me. Was there a problem with me? They seemed to be looking directly at my head. One of them started to say something in English that I didn’t understand. I closed my eyes instinctively. When I opened my eyes again, two guys sitting behind me were arrested. On the way to the stairs, I saw a flight attendant speaking Portuguese.

			— Good morning, could you tell me what happened? I was scared. They were sitting behind me.

			— Good Morning. Don’t worry, everything is fine now — said a Brazilian flight attendant. And she whispered in my ear: there were two guys from Eastern Europe on the plane. They found drugs at the hotel where they were staying in São Paulo and reported it to the police. Go in peace and good luck.

			— Thanks. Bye.

			It was a horrible moment, as I witnessed two people being arrested on the plane. It wasn’t fun at all. I had traveled for 12 hours with two criminals sitting behind me. How could the airline let passengers so vulnerable? I wondered what would happen if they had done something horrible during the flight.

			After the shock, I went to the immigration line, which was full. Along with the passport, I showed the letter of the school where I was going to study, in addition to my family address. I said I would study English for almost one year. The authority stamped the passport with a notice. I was supposed to register with the police department within seven days. It was the standard procedure for getting a student visa.

			I headed to the baggage claim area. I had two bags. One contained winter clothing and the other, summer clothing. With all my bags in the cart, I headed for the airport exit area. Outside, a man was holding a sign with my name on it. It was a tall man with a beard as white as cotton.

			— Sir, I’m Julia Ribeiro.

			— Hello, Julia, I’m Thomas Cooper, the school driver. We will wait for the other students to arrive. I will take two more students in my vehicle with you.

			Inside the car, the girls were having trouble communicating in English. I took the initiative to help them.

			It was wonderful to know how to speak another language, even with difficulty. When we arrived at the first house, a family was waiting outside for the Brazilian girl who, on the way from the airport to the house, proved to be very shy. The house resembled a British romantic film set, where a young couple was waiting for the student. It seemed like a good sign.

			On the way to the second house, the other girl, called Paula, talked to me.

			— How old are you?

			— Eighteen. I’m from Belém do Pará. What about you?

			— Eighteen. I’m from Marília, in the state of São Paulo. I came here to stay for a month, but I want to look for a job and maybe live here. I have a brother who is already living in London. But don’t tell anyone. It’s a secret.

			I immediately remembered the conversation I had with the British consul in Belém two weeks before the trip. Accompanied by my mother, I went to the British consulate to ask for information about student life in England. We were assisted by the honorary consul, Mr. Matheu Smith. He was tall, wore thick-lens eyeglasses and was always smiling.

			— Good afternoon, how can I help you?— the consul said when he saw us. He had a bag with golf clubs.

			— Good afternoon. My daughter Julia is going to London to study English in two weeks. We need to know if her documents and the school are okay in two weeks — said my mother.

			— Well, as far as documentation is concerned, you should already know that she doesn’t need a visa. She will get a student visa at the airport when she arrives there. As she is not a minor, she will not need parental permission. What is the school and home address?

			— It is here, Mr. Consul— my mother showed him a piece of paper.

			He looked at us approvingly and said:

			— This school is well known but if you had come to me earlier, I would have recommended another one. This one has a lot of Latin American people, and you need to learn English. Sometimes people become friends with students of the same nationality and learn nothing of the language.

			— What do you think I should do to learn English well?

			— Well, I’m late for my golf game, but I’ll tell you briefly what happens.

			Then he threw the golf bag, which he had started to hold, looking like he wanted to leave, and sat down.

			He looked me in the eyes and started talking.

			— London is quite different from here. Many people who travel as students try to enter the country with the idea of working in England. They enroll as students for a month or two and then find a job and start living there illegally. I can say that, in addition to living illegally, they have a difficult life.

			He went on talking without being interrupted.

			— Another important thing I have to tell you. Although you will make friends with Brazilians, try to relate to Europeans too. Then you will learn English. You will not learn English talking to Portuguese speakers only. What else do you need to know?

			— Nothing more. What do you think, mom?

			— I think we already have all the information needed.

			It was a strange conversation at the consulate. At the time, I found his words prejudiced, but when I talked to Paula, I immediately remembered the consul.

			Inside the car, the ride seemed to be endless. When Paula was left at her new home, I thought the region where she was going to live was a little strange. It seemed to have homes only. I didn’t see any tourist attraction. However, at that moment, I was so exhausted that any questioning would worsen the migraine that was settling in my head.

			The situation worsened when Thomas started asking questions. The car windows were fogged up. It was starting to rain and the panel indicated that the outside temperature was around minus 50C. However, the car was warm. Suddenly, the movements of the car and the winding streets started to trouble me. The vehicle turned to the right, then to the left. There were many winding roads. I answered politely, but suddenly I felt nauseous. I threw up and got the car dirty.

			Thomas was kind and showed no annoyance whatsoever. After a 60-minute drive, there were still 20 minutes left to reach Ms. Marshall’s home.

			— Thomas, I’m sorry for dirtying your car.

			— Don’t worry. Let’s open the windows.

			— Do you know Ms. Marshall?

			— I have already taken many students there.

			— What if I don’t like the house?

			— You should let the school know about it.

			I didn’t answer, but I started to panic. On the way, I couldn’t see the famous Big Ben or the London Eye. Where were those typical tourist attractions of the postcards I had seen in London when I traveled as a tourist in the company of my parents?

			— Here we are! Here is your new home.

			Immediately I got distressed when I saw stacks of garbage in front of the house. The worst thing was when three people left the house to welcome me.

			— Good morning, I must tell you she’s sick, she got my car dirty.

			Then I learned that being sick was feeling like throwing up, in English. I learned a new word. I looked closely at the three of them and saw a fat evil-faced guy. Then I saw an oriental girl smiling at me and another girl with western looks. It was at that moment that I had a panic attack. My head was spinning.

			— Julia, yo soy Jimena, Ms. Marshall me pidió para recibir usted.

			Desperate, I looked at Thomas and asked:

			— Where’s Ms. Marshall?

			— She isn’t home, but they came to welcome you — he replied.

			I imagined the worst scenario. Had they sent me to a whorehouse? When I called from Brazil, I was unable to reach Ms. Marshall. Perhaps she didn’t exist at all. And if I went in the house, would I ever be able to get out of there?

			— Well, I have to go. You solve this problem at school Monday — said Thomas.

			— No, Thomas, don’t leave me here.

			— I can’t stay with you now, trust me. Monday you solve this issue at school. Bye.

			It was a moment of total despair. My mind was like a roller coaster: Nobody had told me that there was an oriental girl here, they didn’t mention any fat evil-faced guy, either. My God, I need to solve this problem before I call home.

			— I’m from Colombia. Sakiko is Japanese. Come on, Julia, I’m going to show you to your bedroom.

			I entered the house and went upstairs with Jimena in the lead and the Japanese girl behind me. The fat guy disappeared.

			— This is your bedroom — said Jimena.

			Jimena spoke more Spanish than English. I understood her well because of the similarity with Portuguese and because I had studied Spanish for one year at school.

			My bedroom was tiny. It was a 1.50m-by-2m rectangle and felt like a toilet. The small closet was made of bamboo, lined with a type of canvas. The window looked out on an abandoned yard with a graveyard of old refrigerators and mattresses. The lateral wall of the room was made of glass blocks. It was a house in a way that I hadn’t imagined in my fantasies.

			— Hi, Julia, I’m Sakiko. Welcome, I bring Japanese sweets for you.

			It was a box full of red candies. I thanked her and indicated that I wanted to be left alone.

			I thought a little more and got stressed. Oh, my God, what about these sweets? Do they contain hallucinogenic drugs? What if I eat them and go wild? I thought Ms. Marshall, please arrive soon.

			The size of my bed was suitable for a child and had dirty sheets. More dead than alive, I threw myself tired on the bed. I seemed to be lying on a stack of hard pillows. I realized there was no heater in my bedroom.

			Damn, my parents were right. Everything’s gone wrong since the episode on the plane. Now I’m going to call home. Where’s Jimena?   

			— Jimena!! — I shouted from my bedroom door.

			— Julia, we’re up here, come on.

			I went upstairs to the third floor. Jimena and Sakiko’s bedrooms were well organized. Wallpaper and flower curtains, all light pink. It had a heater. I pretended I wasn’t surprised and preferred not to comment about it.

			— Hey, girls, can I use the phone?

			— Yes, the first call is included, but don’t be long. Tell your parents the number here — said Jimena.

			The phone was on the ground floor. I saw that the house had wooden floor, covered with carpet, and it smelled bad. A mixture of rot and piss.

			Talking to my mom and dad over the phone helped ease my nervousness. They wanted to know if the flight had been good, if the house was comfortable, and to hear about Ms. Marshall.

			— Calm down, mom, I’m fine. The house is comfortable, Ms. Marshall has not arrived yet. She is working. Tomorrow I have school. I’m also going to buy a cellphone.

			I would make the situation worse if I showed insecurity and despair.

			It was already dark when Ms. Marshall arrived and knocked on my door. I opened it and saw that giant woman. She was about 1.90m tall, white, dried blond hair, and overweight. I could see her fatty tires. The agency said she was 54 and came from Manchester.

			— Hello Julia, I’m Ms. Marshall. I was told your arrival here was deplorable. What are you up to?

			— Good evening, Ms. Marshall, I’m sorry I don’t understand, I can’t explain what happened in English — I was very tired.

			— I’ve already hosted girls like you here. See how it works: Robert, the guy who lives here, is homeless. The government pays me to look after him. He doesn’t hurt anyone. Jimena is Colombian. She arrived three months ago. She’s a wonderful person. Sakiko is from Japan and arrived last week. I chose Jimena to coordinate the students here in the house. She will show you how to get to school tomorrow morning.

			I just nodded and said yes, Ms. Marshall. I understood almost everything, but I found it difficult to express myself. I was exhausted from thinking so much. I had a terrible headache. I was experiencing a hurricane of thoughts.

			— You need to learn the rules here. First, let’s go downstairs to the kitchen.

			In the kitchen, she began to give me instructions.

			— You are entitled to breakfast and dinner. See that yogurt? — said Ms. Marshall.

			— Yes, I do.

			— It is not for you. Yours is this one.

			— You see that milk?

			— Yes, Ms. Marshall.

			— That green label is mine. Yours is the one with the red label. If you want something better, you buy it with your own money. Now let’s go upstairs.

			— This is a collective bathroom. When showering, don’t forget to dry the bathtub. I hate any drop of water in the bathtub. And don’t forget to clean it with that sponge. She showed an old filthy sponge.

			— And now come down to dinner, I will wait for you in the kitchen.

			I felt deeply sad. How could I live almost one year in that house? Maybe I could stay a month and return to Brazil to study anything. My parents would laugh at me, and my schoolmates would laugh even more.

			My bedroom was so small that it only fit one suitcase. I took a shower, put on clean clothes and went downstairs.

			— Excuse me, Ms. Marshall, I’m ready for dinner.

			— Your dinner will always be in that cupboard, open it.

			There were shelves full of instant noodles and canned foods.

			— You choose.

			I didn’t believe that bitch was talking to me. She treated worse than a dog.

			— Can I have a yogurt?

			— Yes, but then you know that tomorrow morning you’ve already used your quota. Here everyone is independent. You don’t have to let me know if you’re coming home for dinner or anything.

			I was sad and went back to my bedroom. It wasn’t what I had dreamed of for my first day in London. When I was almost asleep, someone knocked on my door. It was Jimena.

			— Tomorrow we are all going to school together. You can use the bathroom at 6 am. At 6:30 am Sakiko will use it and at 7:00 am, me. Have your breakfast, and at 7:45 am we will head out to school, Jimena determined.

			*

			When I woke up to the sound of my alarm clock, it was a very cold and cloudy morning. I slept in my overcoat because there was no heater in my bedroom. Through the window, I looked out over the garbage-filled yard in the darkness and wondered if Ms. Marshall would be a compulsive accumulator like I had seen on a Discovery Channel series. I took a shower, cleaned the bathtub, put on several layers of clothes, ignored the kitchen, went out with an empty stomach. I met the girls at the door.

			— Julia, pay attention, as I am not going to do this every day with you. Sakiko already learned. Today you come back home with her. And when the next student arrives, this obligation will be yours — Jimena again mixed English and Spanish words.

			It was strange to go to school in the dark. I could see the stars. It was cold and I had forgotten my gloves in Brazil. My fingers froze. We walked five minutes and arrived at the station. It was lined with wood and signaled Forest Hill Station. Everyone was dressed in warm clothing.

			— From Forest Hill, we are going to London Bridge, there you should look for the train to Charing Cross. Then just take the subway to Covent Garden. Right?

			— Not so sure — I said.

			— Get that map. It shows all the train and subway connections. Study it every day — said Jimena sounding like a general.

			The map was small, but when it unfolded it looked like an old set of sticks. Those colored lines crossed. I got mixed up, but I knew I would learn.

			— Don’t worry, I’ll help you until you learn — said Sakiko sweetly.

			— Thank you, Sakiko.

			I was freezing. The whole city looked wet. On the train, no one looked at anyone. People sitting read books, others read newspapers, and those who were standing did the same thing, I was impressed by the balancing capacity of the passengers. The sun was rising and, as the train moved, the sky magically changed to gray and then to blue. When we arrived at the London Bridge station, I was terrified. People walked fast. I felt a little dizzy.

			— Julia, run! You need to keep up with us — said Jimena.

			— Sorry — I replied exhausted.

			— Look here, do you see all these panels? — said the general. You have to identify the platform of the train to Charing Cross.

			— Everything is in alphabetical order — Sakiko said.

			— And then what do I do? — I asked.

			— Then you run to the platform. It is usually packed at this time, but you squeeze and get on the train. Come on, come on, see the number!!!! Platform 3. Run, Julia!!

			The same scenes were repeated. Everyone was reading something. Nobody said anything. The cold temperature continued, and my fingers were now inside my coat pocket. I promised myself that I would buy a pair of gloves as soon as I could. The change of trains to the subway was frantic. We first took the black line and then the blue line. Now the three of us were standing on the subway car, holding the vertical tubes to prevent falls. I felt my breasts squeezed and bad smell, typical of those who don’t use deodorant. The station was Covent Garden.

			— Here we are. Come on, girls, come on! Now, let’s run to the elevator. There are no escalators here, we are almost late.

			It was 5 minutes to 9 am. When we got out of the subway, I felt a wonderful wind. I was burning and thirsty.

			— Are we almost there? How long does it take, girls? — I asked.

			— You see that blue and white building on the other side? It is there!— said Sakiko.

			— Come on, come on, cross the street carefully. There are no cars here, but there are many bikes — said Jimena.

			Arriving at the school door, Jimena said:

			— Well, here I end my services. You have to take an exam to find out your level, Julia.

			— I will meet you here at 5 pm to get home together — Sakiko said politely.

			The school was beautiful. An old white building, the windows painted blue. The first floor was an art gallery. The school occupied the upper floors (two floors). Everything was clean and organized. It was no coincidence that I had chosen this school. My parents and I loved Covent Garden.

			At the entrance, a table with tea, water, coffee and cookies was set for the new students. On the first day, everyone was subjected to an exam to find out their level. The exam started at 9:15 am and took the entire morning. It involved grammar, conversation and writing. At 12 noon, we— the newbies— were released for lunch. The result would come out at 3 pm.

			I left school and saw many cellphone stores around. I found everything expensive. I bought the cheapest model, put credit in it and called home.

			— Hi, mom, write down my cellphone number.

			— Darling! How are you?

			— I am fine! Sorry to wake you up so early. I had to take an exam, and now it’s break time. I bought a prepaid cellphone.

			— I was already awake and ready to work — she replied.

			It was a brief conversation, but I knew that having a cellphone and giving my parents a chance to call me any time would relax them.

			Leaving the store, I saw some people selling gloves on the sidewalks. They spoke quickly and competed for my attention. I bought a pair of beautiful gloves for five pounds. I had no idea of prices. I was in a period of transition. The cold weather was hard to withstand. I couldn’t think.

			At 3 pm sharp, I was in the school hall.

			— Who is Julia Ribeiro?

			— It’s me. I arrived just when they called my name.

			— Here’s your schedule and class — said a red-haired, freckled woman.

			— Good afternoon to all new students. I’m Paul, the school headmaster. Today you are dismissed, but tomorrow at 9 am, please be here. Delays are not allowed. Some students are taking the intensive course, others are not. This means that some of you are registered from 9 am to 12 noon, and others from 9 am to 5 pm. Lunch time is from 12 noon to 2 pm. Welcome to Blue School.

			My language level was good. I didn’t perform well in grammar, but the conversation test helped me be placed in the advanced level. The course included grammar and conversation classes, as well as cultural studies. I would take the intensive course. Sakiko was still in class, and I would have to wait until 5 pm. I took the chance to see the school premises. I realized there was a tourism department. It was a colorful space, full of city maps and photos.

			— Hi, girl! I’m Dominic. Can I help you? Want a map?

			— Hi, I’m Julia from Brazil. What kind of maps do you have?

			— Is this your first day?

			— Yes, it is.

			— Then get that kit. You will find the subway map. And this one with all areas of the city. This zone is very cool.

			— And how much does it cost?

			— It’s our courtesy. Save your money, this city is expensive. I’d like to tell you that I organize trips around Europe for students. When you have time, stop by.

			— I want to go for a walk while I wait for a friend.

			— Then go for a walk in Covent Garden.

			— I’m afraid of getting lost.

			— No way! Look at the map here. I’ll highlight the school for you. Have a good time.

			I went out, looking at everything and every detail around me. People were in a hurry. I walked carefully. I wasn’t used to the left-hand traffic. I always looked both ways before crossing the streets. When I approached the streetlamps typical of the Covent Garden area and the colorful storefronts, I was excited to see something familiar to my memories. I walked until I reached Covent Garden’s main structure, an old building from the industrial period that now sheltered charming shops and restaurants. I bought some postcards, walked past the Royal Opera House, picked up some brochures and returned to school. I remembered when I visited the area for the first time with my parents. When I got back to school, Sakiko was already outside waiting for me. I arrived 5 minutes late.

			— How are you?— asked Sakiko.

			— I’m fine. I went for a walk in Covent Garden. I picked up these brochures from the Royal Opera House.

			— Oh really!? Do you enjoy Opera?

			— I am not sure, but my grandmother always said that the best thing about London was the Royal Opera House.

			— I saw The Sleeping Beauty last week. It was fantastic— said Sakiko.

			We went to the subway station taking the opposite direction we had taken in the morning. Changing trains was stressing until we reached London Bridge station, where we finally managed to chat while sitting on the train on the way to Forest Hill.

			— Julia, what was the result of your test?

			— Advanced 1. Professor Mike. Mike.

			— Mike Hardy?

			— Yes!

			— We will study in the same class!

			— How cool, Sakiko! What’s Jimena’s level?

			— Intermediate 1. I don’t understand what she says, I was impressed that you could communicate with her. She has been here for three months and I always see her surrounded by Spanish-speaking people.

			— This doesn’t help her learn English.

			— Julia, I need to admit something. I don’t like Ms. Marshall’ s house.

			— Well, now that I’m here, things can change. We can help each other. How long will you stay in London?

			— Until March 30. What about you?

			— Until the first week of December.

			— Great.

			When we got home, there was nobody there but me and Sakiko.

			— Julia, look here!

			Sakiko showed Robert’s room. We saw cans of beer and bits of food scattered around. Suddenly, we heard a noise and ran to my bedroom. Steps were coming from the stairs and someone was approaching. Someone knocked on my door.

			— Hi! Who is it? — I said, terrified.

			— It’s me, Robert.

			I opened the door. It was Robert. He smelled bad and looked drunk. We were terrified.

			— Need help? — said Robert.

			It was a strange, shaky and slow voice.

			— No, thank you very much — I said, slamming the door on his face.

			— Julia, aren’t you afraid of him? — I’m scared.

			— If he was dangerous, he wouldn’t be here. Don’t you think? Do you know the meaning of the word prejudice?

			— I do, but that’s not prejudice. I am concerned because Ms. Marshal didn’t tell us that there was a man living in the house...

			I felt terribly unwell and ran towards the bathroom. My stomach was burning and I threw up.

			*

			— Take this medicine, you will get better. Here are two pills. You must take the two together.

			I took the pills with tap water.

			— Thank you very much, Sakiko. I haven’t eaten almost anything since Saturday, I forgot to have lunch today.

			— You must eat something, let’s go to the kitchen.

			In the kitchen, all foods were canned. Ms. Marshall had a junk-rich diet. There was a bundle of bananas on the table. I took two and thought tomorrow I will buy bananas to replace them. I was just borrowing them.

			— I’m going to eat those bananas, call home, and go to bed. See you tomorrow, Sakiko.

			— Julia, please call me if you need something. See you tomorrow.

			I called mom. She always had thousands of recommendations and ended up telling me to call them on Sundays, because the rate was cheaper.

			It was already 8:30 pm. I blacked out. I woke up at 5:45 am with the alarm clock. My body was hurting. My throat hurt. I had slept another night without a heater, dressed in my overcoat. I showered and went down to the kitchen for breakfast. Ms. Marshall was there.

			— I realize you are impolite. Yesterday, when I arrived, someone had eaten my bananas.

			A husky voice came out.

			— I don’t feel well, I’m sorry, I’ll buy your bananas. Ms. Marshall, why doesn’t my room have a heater?

			— Don’t get me in trouble. I’ll get your heater.

			I was nauseated and I felt I could get seriously ill. The way to school was stressful. It took about an hour and a half to get to school. Breakfast and dinner, as my parents had paid for, was pure fiction. I left home on an empty stomach, waited for the 10 am break to eat something at school. At lunch I would join Sakiko’s friends and eat with the Japanese group at an Italian restaurant in Covent Garden.

			*

			I went to and from school with Sakiko. I had already been in London for almost a week and the heating problem had not been solved. I was anxious for my first weekend. The course was difficult. It was a heavy routine, I barely had time to enjoy London. But the classes were wonderful, excellent teachers, and meeting people from other cultures was always fun. Still in the first week, observing the seven-day limit, I decided to get my Registration Certificate at the police department. Working wasn’t allowed. In the first weekend, I wanted to tour around the city and get to see new things.

			— Sakiko, tomorrow is Saturday. How about going out and touring?

			— Unfortunately, I can’t. There will be a demonstration tomorrow. I will participate.

			I didn’t know the meaning of the word demonstration, I looked up in the dictionary, I found the meaning of political protest. I didn’t pay much attention. Nothing would stop me from having a wonderful day.

			On Saturday, Sakiko and I went to Piccadilly Circus Station together. Outside the station, there was a crowd. It was February 15, 2003 and the world had stopped to protest against the Iraq war. It was a frightening way to grasp the meaning of the word demonstration.

			— Julia, are you coming with me? — asked Sakiko.

			— No. I’ll stay here in the neighborhood, eat something nearby, and go home.

			There were lots of people. It looked like the Círio de Nazaré celebrations. I could barely walk, I looked back and didn’t see Sakiko, I tried to go back to the station, but when I arrived there, it was closed by an iron gate. I was pushed by the crowd. My feet got off the ground. It started to rain, people carried panels with anti-war slogans.

			I walked the entire Piccadilly street, crammed among the crowd. My feet seemed to float. I made a lot of effort to stay on my feet. The ground had turned into mud. That was when I fell on the floor and felt like crying. I wished I were home in my bedroom or talking to my friends at school in our class breaks.

			I got up and looked for a more peaceful place. That’s when I felt better, following the signs that would lead me to Hyde Park. I breathed deeply to calm down and, despite being dressed in the overcoat I wore to sleep, all dirty with mud, I felt I was part of a collective force. It was my debut into the adult world. Growing up hurts, but there had to be a bright side to it. An inner voice whispered Welcome to London!

			After walking slowly through the crowd, I arrived at Green Park station, which, luckily, was open. Next to the station, there was a supermarket where I bought fruit, yogurt and water, as well as some cookies that seemed delicious. I looked at the map. I was already more familiar with that huge diagram and decided to go home. On the way, I stopped at a newsstand and bought an international calling card. I studied the map and went ahead. I was exhausted.

			*

			When I arrived at Forest Hill station, I saw that my overcoat was filthy and wondered how I was going to sleep. At home, I left two bananas on the kitchen table and went upstairs with the rest of the fruit. I devoured everything in a few minutes.

			When I was in bed, I heard someone knocking on my door.

			— Julia, can we come in?

			I was in pajamas, but wide awake.

			— Hi girls, how are you?

			— I already invited Sakiko and she agreed. Now you answer me. Would you like to spend an amazing Sunday with me as a guide?

			— And what does an incredible Sunday mean?— I asked, suspicious.

			— I will take you out to eat Colombian food tomorrow. What about it?

			— Come on, let’s go, Julia!— said Sakiko

			— Thank you very much, Jimena. But tomorrow I want to sleep late. What time would that be?

			— We will leave home at 11 am.

			— Okay, then. I’m going to sleep now, good night, girls.

			The night was difficult. It was cold, but I was knocked out by tiredness. I woke up with the girls knocking on my door.

			— Wake up, Julia, you’re late.

			I got up feeling like I had a hangover, showered, went out on an empty stomach— again— and followed Jimena’s commands.

			— Did you enjoy your first week?— Sakiko asked, speaking softly.

			— I liked the school, but not this house— I whispered to Sakiko.

			— Don’t you know this is impolite? Come on, girls— said Jimena

			— Where are we going? — I asked.

			— We are going to Victoria station. Nearby there is a street where people sell Colombian products and delicious empanadas. I’m going to introduce you to a friend of my mother’s.

			— Well, I don’t know what empanadas mean. But as this is your recommendation, let’s go! — I said, sleepy and exhausted.

			*

			We took the train as usual, but when I switched to the subway, I realized that Jimena was left behind us. She stopped near the turnstile while Sakiko and I had passed to the other side.

			— What is it, Jimena? — asked Sakiko.

			— I’m waiting to see when there are fewer people. Quiet!

			Suddenly, she jumped the turnstile. Sakiko and I went pale.

			— Quick, fast, don’t look back. Go downstairs.

			Sakiko and I were stressed.

			— Take it easy girls — said Jimena, cool.

			— You can’t do that. You could be arrested — I reprimanded her.

			— I felt nervous. You committed a crime — said Sakiko.

			— I didn’t do anything seriously wrong. Please don’t make a tragedy of it! Let’s go. This is not a crime. It was just an emergency.

			Leaving Victoria station, we followed Jimena’s orders in quick steps, as I no longer remembered how to get back to the station.

			— Here we are — said Jimena.

			The place was modest. There was only an empty counter and shelves. Behind the counter was an elderly woman.

			— Carmen, these are Sakiko and Julia. One Japanese and the other, Brazilian. They are hosted in the same house as I am— she spoke in Spanish, but I understood everything.

			— We came here to eat your empanadas, Carmen. Bring us the beef empanadas — Jimena ordered.

			— Here they are. They were baked today — said Carmen enthusiastically.

			I saw something that looked like Brazilian fried pasties. I saw the idea was a waste of time.

			— Please, I’d like one to taste — I said.

			I had a bite with enthusiasm, but I felt my mouth burn. The filling was a mixture of red hot chili and ground beef; I could hardly breathe. They brought me water and I took a whole jar. Jimena and Carmen burst into laughter.

			— I’m not going to eat the empanadas. I don’t like spicy food. But you can eat at your will. How long are we going to stay here? — said Sakiko.

			— I have an order to receive from Carmen, and then we will go home. Don’t you want to taste Carmen’s chocolate cupcakes?

			— No, muchas gracias — I said, still recovering from the effect of the chili.

			I thought I had wasted another day in London. I had not visited any museum. I was eating poorly and had spoken little English, because Jimena always mixed English with Spanish, but Spanish prevailed. She seemed to have difficulty leaving Colombia and fully experiencing her exchange program.

			Despite cultural differences, Sakiko and I had something in common, especially in our view of Jimena, Ms. Marshall, Robert and, most importantly, Ms. Marshall’s house.

			When we got home, Sakiko knocked on my door and asked to enter.

			— Julia, can I come in? — said Sakiko.

			— Yes. What is it?

			— Ms. Marshall is rude and dirty. What about us moving to another house?

			Sakiko wondered about the treatment we received. Also about Robert. She thought Ms. Marshall was an opportunist, and the homeless was used for her to make money. Just as we were big business.

			— Sakiko, what if we go to a worse place? What if all houses are like this?

			— My Japanese friends live near the school and are quite satisfied. They told me that students from South and Central America are sent to the eastern area of the city, which is cheaper. Europeans and Asians are sent to the west zone, closer to the school — said Sakiko.

			— But if that is true, why are you here, Sakiko?

			— I don’t know. It could have been a mistake. But tomorrow I’m going to ask to move out of this house. If you want, we can do it together.

			— I’m not sure.

			— Julia, your bedroom is unacceptable! You don’t deserve to be there.

			*

			I got confused again. Perhaps there was no worse situation than that. I spent many hours on trains and subways to get to school. When I got home, I was done. I ate poorly and, worst of all, I wasn’t getting to know London, nor people with whom I could practice my English.

			— Well, Sakiko, exchanging one hell for another shouldn’t be the end of the world. Okay, tomorrow we will solve this issue. Good night, Sakiko.

			— Good night, Julia.

			I still needed to tell my parents news about me. I called from Ms. Marshall’s conventional phone. I used the international calling card. The numbers were covered like a scratch card. I called home and told them I had participated in a demonstration against the Iraq war. I was immediately warned to be alert to terrorist attacks. My parents also warned me against spending too much money and told me to avoid using my traveler’s checks, as they should serve for emergencies only.

			*

			My parents had given me seven thousand dollars in traveler’s checks to be used in an emergency. The rest of the money I had taken in hand, in addition to having credit and debit cards.

			The night was cold, and another week of studies began. I was discouraged, worried and sad. In my dreams, participating in an exchange program should not involve great difficulties.

			The next morning, the three of us went to school together. Upon reaching the school lobby, we said goodbye to Jimena and went straight to the housing department. The person who assisted us was the freckled, red-haired young woman who organized the beginners’ exams on the first day of school.

			— Good morning, can I help you? — said the red-haired girl.

			— Good morning, we want to move to another house — said Sakiko.

			— And preferably stay together— I added.

			— Well, girls, Blue School takes great care in choosing the home of each exchange student. We have a quality standard that must be followed.

			— I must tell you I don’t have a heater in my bedroom. Also, there is a man hosted in the house we live in. Nobody told me that when I was in Brazil— I was interrupted by the redhead.

			— If you want to move to another home, write a letter explaining it. And hand it to me. I work here from 9 am to 12 noon, and then from 2 pm to 4:30 pm. Now rush to your classroom or you won’t be allowed to enter.

			*

			In the classroom I thought about what I would write. During lunch break, I went to the library to meet Sakiko. In a few minutes, the letter was ready, we had something to eat in the school cafeteria and went to the housing department to talk to the redhead, when someone approached.

			— Good afternoon, girls, can I help you? — it was Paul, the school headmaster.

			— We are waiting for the young lady who works in this department. The red-haired one — said Sakiko.

			— Suzan. Her name is Suzan! She didn’t feel well and had to leave.

			Sakiko and I looked at each other sadly.

			— Okay, we’ll be back tomorrow — I said.

			Sakiko said nothing. During class, she looked absorbed by her thoughts. I realized that she began to act strangely. We returned home in silence. On the way home, we stopped at the supermarket near Forest Hill station, went shopping and in a few minutes, we got home.

			I always had my meals in my bedroom. I started to miss my home in Brazil and think that everything was horrible. This wasn’t what I had imagined when I asked to participate in an exchange program. Suddenly, Sakiko knocked on my door.

			— Julia, I want you to speak to my father! — Sakiko’s voice was tense.

			— Your father? Is he here?— I stammered.

			— He’s in Japan, on the phone, and he wants to talk to you. Come quickly before they hear us.

			I went downstairs, barefoot and anxious.

			— How should I call your father? Mister... what?

			— Mr. Fujiwara.

			The house was cold and dark. There was a single light on coming from the stairs. It was around 7:30 pm and we were alone there.

			— Hello, good evening, Mr. Fujiwara.

			— Good evening, Julia. I’m worried. Sakiko told me there is a man living in the house. You must get out of there immediately.

			— But we’re going to do this tomorrow... — I was interrupted.

			— Julia, my daughter said you have already been in London before. I want you to go to a hotel with her right away. I will pay for everything.

			*

			I felt butterflies in my stomach. Once again, I was confused and nervous. I wondered if it I could have a normal day without having to make any difficult choices.

			— Mr. Fujiwara, it’s too late to do that. We can’t get out of here. I promise that tomorrow we will solve this situation at school. I also promise we will protect ourselves.

			— Thank you, Julia.

			— You’re welcome, Mr. Fujiwara — I replied, handing the phone to Sakiko.

			Speaking Japanese, Sakiko looked like a different person. The tone of her voice was harder, unlike when she spoke English. I couldn’t understand a word she said. Suddenly, we heard someone coming in. Sakiko went on talking to her father in the certainty that no one would understand her.

			Ms. Marshall, Jimena and Robert arrived together, like a family. They said good evening and went to the kitchen. Sakiko put the phone down and went to her bedroom. I did the same. Upstairs, at my bedroom door, we quickly exchanged a few words.

			— Julia, don’t tell anyone what happened. Tomorrow morning, we will go to the housing department. We must leave early.

			— See you tomorrow, Sakiko.

			— See you tomorrow, Julia.

			I couldn’t get to sleep all night. I was confused and unsure and wondered if I could trust Sakiko, as we had known each other for just over a week. I thought about my family, my comfortable home in Brazil, remembered my mother’s delicious cooking and how much love I had as a routine. However, I had created this situation myself, and I needed to get out of it without troubling my parents.

			*

			When it was 5 am, I started getting ready to go to school. I took a long shower. At 6 am, I went downstairs, opened the refrigerator and helped myself to everything I was authorized. Then, Sakiko appeared.

			She helped herself to cute packages of things from Japan and prepared soup. She offered them to me politely, but I refused.

			— Julia, please, we must leave home before Jimena. We need to get to school early.

			— I’m ready — I said, as Sakiko finished cleaning the plate she had used.

			— I’ll get my books and meet you at the door. Okay?

			— Okay! — I replied.

			It was almost 7 am when we left Ms. Marshall’s house. The sky was dark. It was a cold day. On the way to school, we talked about how the letters would be handed. We would ask them to move us to another home and say we wanted to stay together. We were determined not to live at Ms. Marshall’s anymore.

			Arriving at the school, the housing department was already open. Paul and Suzan were there.

			— Good morning, we are...— Sakiko said, but was interrupted.

			— You must be Sakiko Fujiwara — said the headmaster — and you are the Brazilian girl. Right?

			— Yes, you are — said SakiKo.

			— My name is Julia Ribeiro.

			— Okay. Please be informed that we are moving you to another home and you will be staying in the same house. Today you will leave school early and will go to another home later this afternoon— said Headmaster Paul, looking annoyed.

			— You are dismissed from afternoon classes. At 1 pm, our driver will take you to your new home. Pick up all your belongings and put them in the vehicle. A new family will host you both— said Suzan.

			— And what about the letter? — asked Paul.

			— We already wrote it — said Sakiko.

			Your father contacted the Blue School President last night, but we need the letters — said Suzan.

			I was shocked. Sakiko’s father was certainly influential.

			— And now you can go to your classroom — said the headmaster.

			*

			We handed them the letters and left the housing department. Outside, we had an explosion of joy. We embraced like sisters do.

			It seemed to be my first day of school, as the roller coaster of ideas mixed with insecurity and sadness had given my mind a break. It was after this joyful moment that I really noticed I had new classmates and that part of the guys from the previous week were no longer in class. The fact is that the minimum time to enroll in the school was two weeks. When I arrived in London, it was already the last week for some of my classmates.

			The school looked different. I could pay attention to everything around me. The people, the color of the walls, the sound of voices. It was as if I had cleaned a foggy window, because my first week had been so traumatic that the only thing I remembered was my desire to leave Ms. Marshall’s home.

			— Julia, start our presentations— said teacher Mike.

			— I’m Julia Ribeiro, 18 years old, Brazilian, and I will stay in London until the beginning of December.

			— I’m Sakiko Fujiwara, 19 years old, Japanese, and will stay here until March 30.

			— I’m Paolo Lampedusa, 29 years old, Italian, and will be here for three weeks.

			And everyone introduced themselves. The rest of the group included Chinese and Korean guys. Paolo, the Italian, was very funny. He made jokes with everyone in the classroom, made the Chinese and Korean guys flush. He was tall, athletic, and had an oval face. When he spoke, he moved his whole body, as if he were a concert conductor. In the first class, he showed one of his greatest skills: attracting people.

			English classes were interesting, as they included learning about other cultures. Excerpts from the interpretation of texts such as Shakespeare, George Orwell, Henry James, and Philip Roth were used in class. Everything was new to me. I didn’t like to study grammar and vocabulary but loved conversation. Morning classes were mandatory. They started at 9 am and ended at 12 noon. In the afternoon, there were cultural studies and listening classes. Classes finished at 5 pm.

			To celebrate, we quickly went to lunch at a bakery in Covent Garden. We bought delicious sandwiches and raspberry macaroons, before starting our new adventure. We sat on the sidewalk and ate in front of the school. We made plans to tour more often during weekends. Maybe we could visit other cities, use our free time to dance, make new friends and practice the language.
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