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I want to live, I want to give 

I've been a miner for a heart of gold 

It's these expressions I never give 

That keep me searchin' for a heart of gold 

And I'm getting old 
I crossed the ocean for a heart of gold 

I've been in my mind, it's such a fine line 

That keeps me searchin' for a heart of gold 

And I'm getting old 

 
Neil Young - Heart of Gold 

I 
 

I’ve been reading books with great pleasure since  I was eight  

years old and from the moment I was born my grandma used to 

read to me thousands of stories that sometimes come back in 

fragments in my dreams. But the time has come to tell a story about 

myself, something I chanced on while I was on holiday in Paris a 

year ago and struck my heart. I’m getting old and I don’t want to 

keep it in a safe: I’d like to share it with all young people around the 

world. 

 

 

He was excited. ‘Ready, steady, go!’ - James thought - He was 

going to click ‘enter’ on his laptop. It was not just any click : he was 

booking the journey he had dreamt of all his life.  

‘Wow’ - James breathed deeply and looked down at his hands 

trembling with happiness.  

- ‘... and now  there is no way back: I must go!” 

Soon after that, he looked to his right and picked up that curious 

leather-bound notebook that Mr. Wilson, his English teacher, had 

given him in his first year at high school. At the time  he used to 

write some short poems that Mr. Wilson had appreciated 



 

 

encouraging him to write more. In fact, James had never filled that 

notebook with any poems, it  had  remained in a closed drawer for a 

long time. 

But from now on, James’s idea was to write in it all his thoughts and 

emotions while a long awaited step of his life was coming true. Well, 

it wasn’t just an idea, because he did it. In this way, he officially 

inaugurated that notebook with Charles Dickens’s opening 

sentence from David Copperfield.  

 

‘Whether I shall turn out to be the ‘hero’ of my own life,... these 

pages must show.’ - C. Dickens 

… 

… I will have a fantastic journey, I already feel the excitement of 

adventure and a shiver of fear under my skin. I’m finally going 

away, to  Europe; what a dream ! I can't believe that. I'm hopeful, 

proud  and surprised about myself.  I’m determined to see and 

start a different  life in amazing places around Europe. 

Now I feel like sharing my feelings with  Isabel.   

You know, Isabel, no … wait you can’t know her, so … she is the 

most confident and crazy, friendly, funny, brilliant and brave girl 

I have ever known. 

With her green eyes full of life, as green as two emeralds, and two 

reddish locks falling on her freckles and framing her child’s face, 

she is a charming young woman. I really wanted Isabel to follow 

me in this adventure, but she has already chosen her path in life. 

She’s going to live with her longtime boyfriend and she  might 

start a family with him later on.  

I’m very happy for her and I wish her all the best…  

But I really will miss her. … 

… 



 

 

 

James picked up his mobile phone to tell all that to Isabel; but 

...maybe she just needed a text, because she already knew his 

feelings better than anyone else.  So in the end he only wrote:  

 

 

 

 

And Isabel, who was James’s only real friend, soon texted back 

her approval.  

 

 

 

And supported  by his friend's emoji , he decided  to pack his 

suitcase.  

The pale door of the big wardrobe was open and James stood in 

front of  the stack of clothes for one hour without knowing what to 

take with him . 

He ended up selecting a bit of everything: from warm jumpers to 

black T-shirts which, even though the cold season was starting, 

were perfect under a sweatshirt. Some jeans, of course, a whole 

stock of socks and  underwear and finally he went downstairs to 

choose a few pairs of shoes from the shoe rack in the closet. Going 

past the bookcase in the corridor he took his must-read books: 

three books he loved and couldn’t leave behind.   

He went out when it was already dark. His hands in his pockets, his 

long slim legs moving as light as feathers along the main street: he 

was looking around to fix in his mind as many details as he could of 

his borough, Lee Green. He had always considered this area as 

colourless, despite its name, and almost insignificant with its long 

rows of terraced houses all similar to each other and the dull new 

shopping areas. Now that  he was leaving, he started to realise that 

“All booked. I’ve done it1” 



 

 

he had a strong relationship with the place where he had grown up 

in and he felt as if the buildings and the trees along the street were 

hugging him goodbye. 

He entered Sainsbury's to get some missing things for the trip and 

even some food, then he stopped at the Old Tiger’s Head to greet 

some acquaintances of his. It was a Friday evening so a number of 

his friends were arriving to stay for a nibble or a drink in the outdoor 

area. James was more cheerful than usual and all his friends 

noticed that. He didn’t stay for long however and he went away to 

go to bed early. 

 

After writing a few impressions in his notebook he went to sleep. 

He spent more than an hour in the bathroom the next morning, 

combing his tousled hair and looking at his round grey-blue eyes, 

his regular nose and his thin mouth. He double-checked that he had 

the house keys, his mobile phone and charger, his debit card and 

passport. He  picked up his suitcase with his big, strong  hands and, 

sighing, he turned to look longingly at the house he hadn’t left when 

his parents moved to a big detached house in Greenwich, aware 

that he would never look at it again with the same eyes.  

And finally he closed the door behind him. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

II  

 

He arrived at  Saint Pancras Station, in Central London, to get the 

Eurostar to Paris. When he was in front of the station James 

gasped, amazed at the size of the building. The enormous red brick 

building, the arches and the spires on top made him so small and 

clumsy, the same feeling he had always had when he was with his 

family: mum, dad and grandparents, above all. But when he entered 

the station, going to platform ten, James forgot all the negative 

feelings as he was charmed and impressed by the refurbished 

glass and iron arched roof. It was a sort of good wish for a traveller.  

 

The train flew fast across the English countryside and in less than 

two hours it arrived at Dover station and there it stopped. That was 

unusual. After fifteen minutes some passengers started grumbling 

and complaining. Some of them stood up and walked to the doors 

to ask why the train had stopped.  

A loudspeaker announced: “Ladies and gentlemen, we are very 

sorry to announce that due to an unexpected technical problem the 

tunnel will re-open in three hours.  Eurotunnel will refund all  

passengers who will be damaged by the delay. Please will all 

passengers get off the train and not leave any belongings onboard.” 

 

Some people looked really annoyed, but James didn’t worry very 

much. He sat in the lounge and started to write in is notebook:  

 

I’ve  started my  journey , but my train has already stopped: is it 

bad luck ?!  It seems to not  exactly  be a positive start. Let’s 

make it exciting.  

I need to stretch my legs and I’m going to stroll around, maybe 

along the cliff. 



 

 

I know Dover very well, my maternal grandmother lived here, I 

often saw the rough and windy sea from the cliff and dreamed 

from there of my journey in Europe. 

…. 

 

James’s  family was a middle class family, but his parents didn’t 

want James to become an adventurer. His granddad had been a 

university teacher, so James’s father wanted him to become a 

teacher of literature and work in Britain in order to one day have a 

post at a British or American university.  

James therefore had worked part-time every weekend and every 

summer for years to get the money for this dream trip. 

 

It was mild and only a few clouds were staining the blue sky with 

white and grey flocks of clouds. Then the wind started ruffling his 

hair, while he was strolling along the cliff. James walked 

energetically along the cliff, but soon the east wind started blowing 

more strongly and it slowed his steps. The weather was changing 

rapidly. He felt the wind on his chest as if huge hands  were 

pushing him back. He wanted to walk onward, but the wind was 

becoming stronger and stronger. It was pushing and pulling dark 

clouds across the sky and it was rippling the sea surface.   

From the cliff he squinted at the waves where some black and 

orange points, bobbing up and down, had appeared, but he couldn’t 

see exactly what they were, because his eyes, hit by the wind, were 

watery now. Then, running as fast as he could down to the docks, 

he noticed that the black points were small rubber dinghies crowded 

with people which he had never seen before. A clap of thunder 

broke the sound of the annoying, strong whistle of the wind and a 

terrible uproar came from the water: James looked up and … what 

a terrible sight!  An enormous wave had crashed against one of the 



 

 

boats. The people on board were thrown into the air out of the boat 

onto the shore: they looked like dry autumn leaves  lifted and twirled 

by the wind and then dropped violently to the ground. James had 

almost reached the docks, but instinctively he turned to a narrow 

path and ran to the beach where some of the shipwrecked people 

had been washed ashore by the angry water. James realised  that 

he was not alone, there were other people hurrying to the water’s 

edge. They were police officers and others who were jumping 

straight  into the cold water to collect the bodies. Without thinking 

he followed them. A woman ran past him, almost pushed him over 

and asked him to give her a hand. James turned round and on the 

tag pinned on her jacket, he could read Maddy Allen.  

 

She pointed to a man in the water and with strength she pulled him 

up and cried: “Come on, help me drag him out of the water, 

quickly!”  

James was still shocked. He didn’t know what he was doing. He 

saw his trembling hands act on their own. They laid the body on the 

beach and Maddy very quickly started to push on his chest and feel 

his pulse. 

“He’s dying! ” she cried anxiously. A man, probably a doctor or an 

officer, came. He asked Maddy and James to leave that poor man 

to him. He wasn’t  surprised at all, sad or scared; he acted silently 

with listless and languid eyes. All the other people around were 

doing the same, silently: their hands repeated the same actions, as 

if  they knew  every single necessary movement by heart. Now 

there were some dead men and women on the shore all lined up. 

James stood numb, not even the roar of the waves crashing on the 

beach brought him back to reality, but Maddy took his arm and 

pulled him over to rescue another person who was still keeping his 

head above the foaming angry waves. James this time stepped a 



 

 

bit more confidently into the water. The young boy in the water 

clung tightly to his jeans and James felt all the desperate strength of 

life that was struggling in that body. 

Once ashore Maddy rushed to collect a thermal blanket. James, 

who was kneeling on the sand, lifted the boy’s head to let him 

breathe, because it was starting to rain. Looking at his face he 

observed that he was probably about his age: he kept his swollen 

eyes closed and his skin was ghostly grey, though he certainly was 

of African origins. James helped Maddy  wrap the young man in the 

blanket, then he heard a whisper: “Thanks” coming from the boy. 

Maddy smiled at him and asked: “Are you ok? What’s your name?”  

“Samuel” he sighed and gulped, closing his eyes again.  

This simple dialogue moved James’s heart and he felt like 

searching for Maddy’s cold hand and squeezing it to show his 

sympathy and admiration.   

“Are you a doctor, Maddy?”  

“Oh no, no”  - she replied - “I’m simply a volunteer for Help 

Refugees. What about you, by the way?”  

Only then, James woke up from the apocalyptic scene and 

remembered his train. 

“I’m on my way to the continent … the train has been delayed by 

problems in the tunnel so I have been for a walk, that’s all.” James 

looked at his watch and realised he still had some thirty minutes to 

go back to the station.”  

“Ok, I’m Maddy. Can you help me carry Samuel to the first aid tent 

over there?”  

“Of course, one, two, three, up we go!” 

“That’s really odd” - Maddy shook her head while holding the 

stretcher on one side - “You’re going  to France under the Channel, 

in a comfortable train and … this boy has just crossed it the other 

way round, risking his own life in the freezing water. And who 



 

 

knows what’s behind him, behind this final trip. What a 

coincidence!”  

“What will happen to him?” - James asked, a bit embarrassed -  

“I can’t say … First of all he’s alive. I’ve heard hundreds of stories 

during the past two years: some are appalling as you probably 

know from the media, but here I’ve met the strongest and most 

motivated people of my life. Samuel is one of them. That’s why I 

spend all my free time at the charity.” 

James listened carefully and didn’t say anything. He looked at that 

girl, in her orange anorak, with wet dark hair and sparkling black 

eyes.  

“Here we are.”  - Maddy huffed - “Thanks, mate! … You are …?” 

“James.”  

“Nice to meet you” 

“I must go Maddy, but … it’s a pleasure … how can I …” 

“Of course … here is the Help Refugee card and my number is on 

it” - Maddy said giving him a small brochure - “I must go too, bye 

James”  

James’s eyes followed her as she walked back towards the beach 

until her orange jacket mixed with the other volunteers’ jackets 

under the rain.    

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

III 

 

In less than four hours James was in Paris. His dream  was finally 

coming true. But, why wasn’t he as happy and excited as he should 

have been? He wondered while walking to the youth hostel just 

behind Place de la Bastille. Once in his room, he  picked up his 

mobile phone from a pocket in his belt bag and saw a text from 

Isabel: 

 

 

 

 

Strangely, he didn’t feel like writing an answer and he didn’t feel like 

writing anything at all.  

He went out for a snack and a cup of tea and then sat on his  bed 

with the map of the city and his digital guide book.  

The next morning he had decided to visit the Centre Pompidou 

where he expected to see young people and maybe meet someone 

interesting. On the way to Beaubourg, he crossed Les Jardin du 

Luxembourg  and stopped and sat on a bench opposite the 

beautiful Palais to read something about it.  

Then he went to his left to get to Rue Auguste Comte. Suddenly 

something attracted his eyes. He turned and looked over his 

shoulder. From the corner of his eye he saw the original bronze 

model of the Statue of Liberty. It was worth another stop, maybe to 

write something in his notebook under the tall trees surrounding the 

statue. There was an energy coming from the statue and James’s 

feelings and thoughts were coming easily. He started writing: 

 

 

 

“How is it going on?  

I’m curious… 



 

 

… 

What incredible ideals are behind this symbol!  And how 

long must they have struggled to build it and take it to the USA! 

Incredible!  

I’m in front of  the power of ideas and the strength and 

determination of all the actors of that challenge, including the 

common people who believed in the project and donated to see it 

accomplished.  Millions of  migrants from Europe saw the Statue 

in New York Harbour as a beacon of hope.  

The world has changed a lot since then.  Sometimes I feel so small 

and insignificant compared to those giants who believed in the 

freedom and equality of human beings.  

… 

 

 

 

A gentle breeze started to blow and some small cards and sheets of 

paper fell out of James’s notebook. James stood up and collected 

them quickly from the ground. His attention was caught by the 

brochure of Help Refugees that the volunteer had given him the day 

before. He turned the brochure over and over in his hands, 

reminding him of Samuel’s shocking eyes and broken voice. 

‘What will be of him?’ - he thought. Maddy’s words about the 

opposite directions of his trip and Samuel’s resounded in his ears. 

And he also happened to notice that they had another thing in 

common because James’s surname was Samuelson. Could it be a 

pure matter of chance?  After a  while James dialled Maddy’s phone 

number.  

‘Hello?’ 

‘James Samuelson, speaking’ 

‘Who, please?’ 



 

 

‘Ahmm. I’m the boy who helped you yesterday rescue an African 

called Samuel’ 

‘Oh yes, I remember. How can I help you?’ 

‘Nothing’ - James said awkwardly - ‘I just wanted to know if he had 

survived. You know, I can’t stop thinking about that terrible 

situation.’ 

‘Of course. Well… he is safe and sound. He’s a strong guy. But his 

brother died in the night and so it’s tough for him. He said that they 

had been travelling together for two years so far and now he is 

alone.’ 

‘I see.’  

‘James, it was kind of you to phone, but I must go now. Have a safe 

journey’ 

‘Bye, Maddy, good luck’ - James replied, but Maddy had already 

hung up when he said his final words. 

 

James wanted to clear his mind, and so he went where he had 

planned to go. He got to the Centre Pompidou, the national artistic 

building in Paris. He liked the escalator in front of the building and a 

lot of art works that he saw inside. But James didn't stop inside the 

building for long, he preferred to sit down in the square. He watched 

some street performers in front of the structure and after a while he 

decided to leave.  

He strolled without a real destination, while a growing sense of 

dissatisfaction was beating in his heart. He went back to his room 

early in the afternoon and started writing in his notebook. He 

wanted to fix on a page the emotions and feelings he had felt after 

the shipwreck off Dover’s coast. James took the notebook out of his 

jacket and he wrote: 

 

 



 

 

                                                                                                                              

……. 

… I have been longing for this journey for years and now that I'm 

doing it I'm not feeling the excitement, the adrenaline rush that I felt 

when I booked the journey, the light heart that I felt while packing my 

suitcase or the  anxiety that I felt when I left the house I grew up in. 

Now sometimes I feel empty and other times I feel a burden on my 

heart  that doesn’t let me enjoy this trip. Why do I feel so guilty about 

this trip? Is it something regarding me, my expectations, my life 

goals?  Is it because I was shocked by  the shipwreck at Dover? I 

must examine these feelings .  

… 

 

He finally decided that he couldn’t continue this journey. Those 

puzzled thoughts that hammered his mind were choking him. 

He thought about the train which was held up in Dover, was it an 

accident? Was it fate? He heard again the whistling wind saying 

that he should have stayed in his homeland where a lot of 

desperate people were hoping to get to. Those people that had 

escaped  from their homes for a better future were flashing back in 

front of him. Had he been living in a fairy tale up to that day? 

He was sure that he was a traveller, that he absolutely wanted to 

travel, but what was the right direction to take?  

There was only one thing to do: to return to his homeland to start 

something new, a new journey, a different one.  

He surfed the Net and found a ticket to return to England for the 

following day.  

The next day, in the morning, he went to the station and found that 

the train was already at the platform ready to leave. James ran, 

quickly threw his suitcase and backpack into the train and then 

jumped on too.  

He didn’t notice that something had fallen from his pocket. 



 

 

 

IV 

 

 

The story of James’s journey is nearly closed. The little that remains 

to me to tell is told in few and simple lines. 

James's story would have been lost forever, but one afternoon I 

was walking lightheartedly along the River Seine when I stopped at 

some stalls selling old and second hand objects. I was attracted by 

some  postcards more than a century old.  Observing some of them 

I saw, to one side, a bright red leather notebook that appeared 

newer than all the other discolored books and booklets. I opened it 

on the first page and I decided to take it. The bouquiniste told me 

that he had found it at the Gare du Nord. ‘A traveller had probably 

lost it’ - he said. It was really intriguing to me and I read it 

immediately. I was impressed by James’s story, because I 

understood how an accidental encounter with the reality of life can 

turn your own life upside down. 

 

Right after reading the notebook, I tried to track down James, but I 

didn’t get many results, except that I found a name and a phone 

number. It was Isabel's boyfriend’s number. I learned from her that 

James had become a volunteer on an Emergency rescue ship in 

the Mediterranean that helped refugees sailing from Libya to get to 

the Italian coast.  

Who knows where he is directed right now?  

What I certainly know is that he has a real heart of gold: the kind of 

boy who is able to leave his easy dreams aside and share other 

people’s dreams. The dreams of the poor, of the hungry, of the 

suffering people. A simple, unknown hero that I'd like to shake hand 

to one day.   


