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  Chapter 1




  Did I make the right decision? Fernanda wondered, as she hesitantly walked to her new school. She was supposed to take the bus, but decided against it when she passed by a group of uninviting students huddled cozily at the corner bus stop. Tall elms arched over the sidewalk and shade, as Fernanda checked her make-up and hair in the compact mirror she pulled out of her purse. Her parents had given her the choice of going to either the United States or Canada for one year to experience a new culture and of course, learn English. Her family had gone on many trips together and had seen so many spectacular places; riding the gondola through the Swiss Alps by the Great Pyramids in Egypt and the Grand Canyon. Her stomach knotted as she thought of her parents and family back in Mexico. She was proud of herself for gaining her parents’ trust to be alone in a new country but she knew this would be no easy feat. She felt a chill up her spine and quickly thought I have been through worse.




  She shook her head and said quietly; never let them see you sweat. She’d heard that line about five years ago in an American movie and thought one day she would use it. Well today’s that day.




  It was common in Mexico for high school students to go on an exchange to another country to study a different language for a year. Her school was one of the best private high schools in Puebla and the students there were all from very affluent families. They had huge houses, drove fancy cars, wore designer labels and of course everyone had a maid who did absolutely everything. Adjusting to her homestay would be a challenge but she would deal with that once she survived the first day of school. Fernanda was grateful for the opportunity to study abroad and realized that she was a lucky girl.




  The guidance counselor had given her two choices: Victoria, British or Niagara Falls, Ontario. Fernanda had seen Niagara Falls in movies. Some of her friends had been there before and liked it. She remembered her dad telling her about this blonde bombshell in the 50’s that had filmed a movie there. She still didn’t know who Marilyn Monroe was, but her dad’s excitement intrigued her. She had heard that James Cameron had gone to school in Niagara Falls. Fernanda decided that’s where she wanted to be. Her parents were thrilled. Niagara Falls was a small town and her parents knew a few other families whose kids had been exchange students there before. There was so much to experience and learn. Fernanda was excited about learning to ski. She had never seen snow before and was looking forward to the winter months. She bit her lips as she cautiously crossed the street.




  Lost in thought, she reminisced about her “going-away—17th birthday party” her parents had thrown for her the night before she left for Canada. All her friends and family were there. At least 75 people crowded the Fonda de Santa Clara Restaurant that night feasting on Mole Poblano, chicken covered in sweet sauce, and some Carne Asadas, lightly grilled flank steak, with salsa on the side. Fernanda’s maid Gabriella made a beautiful chocolate cake with “Good Luck and Happy 17th” written in red and white like the Canadian flag. Gabriella was a great cook. “You should be cooking for the stars in Hollywood,” Fernanda told her. She said it all the time, and it was true. The night was filled with dancing, laughter and fun.




  The tearful goodbye was always on her mind. Her dad was so strong. Her mom was crying like a baby. Fernanda tried to hold her emotions in; she had spent two hours preparing for her first impression and didn’t want to smudge her waterproof mascara. She fought through the tears as she boarded the plane that would bring her to Canada.




  Her reverie was rudely interrupted by the honk of a huge yellow school bus. She wiped the tears from her face and waved at the driver.




  She slowly walked up the front path of her new school. It was a lot bigger than in Mexico. She stared at the gray concrete blocks St. Nicholas High School sign drooped slightly to the right and the off-white color reminded Fernanda of her grandfather’s teeth. The American high schools she had seen on “Gossip Girl” and “Beverly Hills 90210” had been so alive! The buildings were perfectly structured and welcoming, made in Hollywood—this memory popped into her mind as she looked at the decrepit building. She took a deep breath and opened the front door. The smell of freshly waxed floors and designer perfume filled the jammed hallways. There were students everywhere, cruising in their freshly washed and ironed uniforms, playing judge and jury, deciding who’d gotten hotter over the summer. Fernanda tugged on her Viva Mexico t-shirt and adjusted her skinny jeans as she tried to blend in with the masses. She was supposed to meet her guardian at the Guidance Office to pick her courses for the first semester.




  Rosa was originally from Mexico City and had come to Canada twenty-five years ago. She met, fell in love and married a man she had served at the corner gas bar and restaurant. Rosa was a plump, forty-five-year-old woman who radiated kindness and love. Fernanda immediately felt her warmth when she had first met her in Puebla last October.




  Fernanda shyly asked a woman standing against the glass pane window of the library where the Guidance Office was. The woman smiled, pointing down the hall. Fernanda saw Rosa gazing at the oncoming students, hoping to see a glimpse of one of her own. She waved with delight, and a surge of happiness sparked her confidence. She had never been so happy to see a familiar face in her life.




  “Hi, Fernanda,” Rosa said. “We have to see Mrs. Martin to get your schedule.”




  “Okay,” Fernanda replied.




  “We’re a little late. Hopefully, she will be in a good mood,” Rosa said, raising her crossed fingers in the air.




  Fernanda followed Rosa into a small office in the back. Mrs. Martin was old and listened to Rosa explain the courses that Fernanda was hoping to take this semester. She replied with irritation in her voice as she glanced at the piles of students’ folders covering the wooden desk.




  “What do you want to take?” the guidance counsellor snapped.




  “Well, I have to take math, English and science, for sure,” mumbled Fernanda, terrified.




  “I know,” the counsellor grumbled. “You still have five more courses to choose.”




  Fernanda felt herself shrinking under the counsellor’s gaze, but then she noticed the counsellor’s expression warming up. “I’m sorry. It’s been a crazy week. Today is the first day school and I have had kids non-stop trying to change their schedules. I am so tired of dealing with the same old story: ‘but I want lunch with my friends’,” the counsellor whined, mimicking a complaining teenager. She smiled. Fernanda could see how pale and tired the counsellor did indeed look. She sympathized with the woman.




  “Well, I like gym, music, religion and geography,” blurted Fernanda, hoping to ease the tension.




  The counsellor stared at her for a moment, and then began typing furiously on the computer. Fernanda was startled by the counsellor’s surge of energy. “Great,” the counsellor said. She shifted her gaze from the screen to Fernanda. “You can take those courses, no problem.”




  “Thanks, and I’m okay with my lunch period.” Fernanda giggled. In an instant, all three were laughing, enjoying the moment. The calming effect of the laughter pleased Fernanda and she grabbed Rosa’s hand, thanked the guidance counsellor and bolted out of her office.




  “Okay. Are you ready for this?” Rosa asked. “You have my number, call me anytime.”




  “Gracias, Rosa,” Fernanda said, and gave Rosa a quick kiss on the cheek. Then she turned and headed alone down the hallway. She had to be okay with this. She had no other choice. There was always the option of going back to Mexico but Fernanda wanted to prove to herself and to her parents that she was independent and fearless.




  The first thing she had to do was buy a uniform. Using her map, she manoeuvred her way through the bustling crowd to the uniform shop. The small room was filled with blue crates from floor to ceiling, overflowing with slacks, skirts and shirts. An old man with thick-rimmed glasses glanced up from his newspaper. “How can I help you?”




  “I need two pairs of pants, a skirt, some shirts and some dress socks,” Fernanda replied.




  “What size?” he asked, slowly straightening up from his chair. He winced and grabbed the lower part of his back. “It’s not as easy getting up anymore,” he said and laughed. “I’ve been selling uniforms here for a long time.” He started rummaging through the crates.




  “I think I’m a small for the pants and I’m not sure about the shirt.”




  He pulled out two shirts and she tried them on.




  “It’s huge on me. Do you have anything smaller?”




  The man shook his head no and continued to look for pants.




  She would definitely have to get them fitted. Fernanda was used to wearing designer clothes that snugged her size six body perfectly.




  “This is definitely not Hollister.” Fernanda had been to California several times shopping with her mother. They couldn’t get the name brand clothes in Mexico. Fernanda thought that wearing a uniform would be much easier than trying to decide what to wear every day. In Mexico, it took her hours in the morning, trying on this and that, to decide on an outfit. Her mother called her the chameleon because of how many times she changed her clothes.




  “Okay, two pants, three shirts and that will be $250.00,” exclaimed the salesman.




  “What? That is so expensive,” Fernanda said. She only had $300.00 left until her parents wired her some more money. “I will have to alternate between these two shirts.” Fernanda paid the man and left the room, dazed at how much it cost. Overwhelmed by her purchase, Fernanda bumped into the back of a boy standing at his locker. “Oh, I’m sorry.”




  He turned back to his locker. He wore a white polo that tightly stretched over his muscular triceps. Fernanda noticed a snake tattoo on the back of his arm that seemed to slither down to his hand. She slid past him and shook her head; she had to find her locker. He was cute, she thought. Maybe this Canada thing will be all right. She smiled.




  Fernanda had no idea what the purpose of a locker was anyway. Why couldn’t she just bring her things to each class like they did in Mexico? She walked gingerly through the crowd of students in the hallway, trying to peek at the locker numbers as she went by. The walls were covered with pictures of recent graduating classes of St. Nicholas. The smiles of the former students who survived high school were grinning at Fernanda behind their glass cage 643…647…651…656….and there it was. Locker 657. Fernanda shoved her way through the crowd and stood looking aimlessly at the lock.




  “What is wrong with this thing?” Fernanda tried one more time. “Ahh!” She screamed and kicked the locker loudly.




  “I can’t open this thing!” Fernanda pounded her fist on the locker.




  “You need some help?” a kind voice asked.




  Fernanda sensed a bit of an accent. She turned around “Yes, please,” she said, trying to sound casual.




  She watched as the stranger fiddled around with the lock. He looked to be about Fernanda’s age with dark brown hair and warm brown eyes. He hummed softly as he worked patiently on the combination He quickly opened the locker and handed her the lock.




  “It’s pretty easy, once you get the hang of it. See you around.”




  “Thanks...uhm...see you around,” responded Fernanda, wrinkling her nose and trying to appear confident. He gave her a friendly smile and darted away. Hopefully she would see him again. Fernanda hastily threw her belongings in the locker and shut the door with a bang, gloating at how easy this locker thing was; unfortunately the happiness quickly faded.




  “Shoot, my schedule is in my purse,” she said and sighed. She was so distracted by her knight in shining armor she forgot to take her schedule out of her purse, which was securely locked inside of her locker. How the heck had he opened this thing? The bell rang, and she was left alone fighting again with the lock, knowing that this was not the way she wanted to start her experience in Canada.




  Chapter 2




  Bang, bang, bang.




  Startled, Fernanda jerked her head in the direction of the distracting noise. Halfway down the dismally lit hallway, a dark-haired boy was kicking his locker in frustration. Fernanda laughed to herself. She had just been struggling with the same thing. I bet I can help him. She walked towards him and heard him mutter something out loud. It definitely wasn’t English. He was thin and frail looking. His face turned as red as a tomato as he noticed her walking his way. Fernanda felt bad; he seemed so stressed. Suddenly, he screamed, picked up his belongings and rushed past Fernanda. She started to say “hello” but he was gone in a flash. “It’s just school…wow,” she stammered at his fleeing back. She jumped: the buzz of her cell phone always caught her off-guard. She rummaged through her knapsack. “Shoot, one missed call. No message and no text. Couldn’t have been mom or dad, she thought.




  Fernanda looked happily at her most recent purchase. Her dad had promised her a new Blackberry as soon as she got to Canada. The only condition was that she call her parents twice a week. Pretty sweet deal, she thought. “Cell phones are not allowed in school.” Fernanda heard an unfamiliar voice behind her.




  She quickly turned, ready to explain that she was technically not using her phone but just staring at it. She changed her mind when she saw the coldness in the eyes of the old-looking man staring intently back at her. “The bell rang. Shouldn’t you be in class?” the man asked.




  “I’m sorry. This is my first day, don’t know my way around,” she apologized, put her phone in her bag and darted down the hall. Fernanda could feel other students looking at her, mumbling and wondering who she was. With her head held high, she smiled at the gazers. Although she appeared to know what she was doing and where she was going, fear flooded Fernanda’s body like an overflowing river. She had taken English classes in Mexico since she was little. Her English grammar was good and she could read and understand pretty much everything. A few words here and there stumped her but besides that she was pretty confident. It was her spoken English that made her nervous. She couldn’t hear her accent but everyone else could. She hated that confused, dumbfounded look that people gave her when they did not understand what she was saying. She’d been practicing correct pronunciation: we roll our rs and they don’t—that can’t be too hard to adjust. Fernanda found her class without too much trouble. She entered the room and noticed an empty desk at the back. With her head down, she hurried to the seat.




  “Hi,” Fernanda quietly said to the girl next to her.
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