Day 8 
Free half day today so we decided to head into the Centro. People shopped, Claudia found some great shoes, Dylan wanted to buy a leather jacket from Prada – on sale too, Marcel was keen on the Ferrari store and we ended up in the soccer shop. Several headed up to the top of the Duomo for views the Piazza and beyond. The queue for the Duomo was massive and would take a good hour or so, Nadia said that our group was wanting to pray which meant they didn’t have to queue and they could go in for free. Hastily, some converted to Catholicism and went in to check out the Milan Cathedral. 
From the Centro to the suburbs to catch up with the CREA guys at their fencing academy. We all got to learn the basic positions and stances of fencing. Then we got to watch two exhibition duels, then we got to have a few bouts ourselves. First up Rob and I went head to head ... Rob won! Soon followed by a few others then they chose Tessa to have a go with one of their students who has been fencing for 4 years. It was a great duel with Tessa being awarded the bout on video replay!
We had dinner with fencers & CREA at another church that has a soccer pitch and a basketball court. We played charades acting out typical Italian and Australian behaviours. Great night with the foosball competition being really intense as mixed teams took on each other in some really competitive and noisy matches. On a lighter note some of the door knobs in Italy are not turning door knobs rather they have a button on top of the knob and that opens the door. Unfortunately Dylan couldn’t work out the door knobs and as we passed the toilet we heard these calls for help. Dylan couldn’t work out the door knob and had spent the last 10 minutes trying to get out. He knows now!!
__________________________________________________________________________________
Day 9 
Today was the 30th birthday at Atlha and we headed off to the Cascina which had been transformed into a fair ground with activities, stalls and food. It was here we had to make not one but 2 speeches to the crowd and dignitaries – Milanese politicians, writers, journalists, parents of Atlha, the Board of Atlha  ... Later we did our second presentation and ran our video which went really well (yay Faye).
The day went really well for Atlha and we had a great day with everyone. We did Yoga, weaving, wheelchair tennis, ceramics, ‘art of the sun’ and made pasta. With all exchanges there are always these moments that we cannot for the life of us fathom while they occur. For this exchange we received a lecture on Egyptian mythology with about 5000 slides on the presentation. For some reason we sat through it even though people were having difficulty staying awake and poor Nadia’s tongue was swelling with the interpreting work. All the Italians left and it was just us and a couple of exceptionally polite people. It was all about the sun god, beetles and goats??? 
Once through that we were up and we gave a couple of more speeches and showed our slide presentation about Interchange and reflections from all the exchanges. Following that it was birthday cake time – yummy cake Jenna went back for seconds. Atlha have made 30 years without receiving any ongoing funding and now they fund their programs through a social enterprise running a restaurant and accommodation – very impressive. 
We then headed to the park for a kick of the footy. After 5 minutes I told the Italians they have learnt enough and it’s time for a match - Australia v Italy & Great Britain. National Anthems were sung – the great roar from the crowd and the ball was bounced. Whilst ‘Jessie Hogan’ (Marcel) was a star early on the Italians soon learnt how to tackle. Being somewhat averse to the physical stuff, ‘Jessie Hogan’s’ influence waned and the Italian’s started to work out what was going on and the comeback was on ... A fter Jenna kicked a great goal from 30 metres the scores were almost level. The ubiquitous ‘next goal wins’ rule was applied and the Italians came up trumps to win bragging rights over the Australians.
Dinner was a huge smorgasbord shared with about 40 others as the day wound down ... Happy Birthday Atlha
Day 10
Moving day today as we said farewell to the Hub Hotel and moved to the San Siro B&B. Very chilled day – the parents had a meeting with Atlha whilst the rest of us just relaxed and napped. 
Tonight was the Derby D’Italia (Inter v Juventus) at the San Siro stadium just across the road. To get a feeling for the atmosphere we went for a walk around the stadium pre game. As we left our hotel everybody was lined up along the street...Then the Inter bus arrived and they crowd sang and cheered. Once the bus had passed everybody stayed so I asked someone why? Then the Juventus bus arrived and people booed and hissed and gave them the bird. The crowd then dissipated from the road and hung out around the stadium. We went for a walk through the crowd to have a look at the stands and the food trucks. Now this was about 4pm and the game not due to start until 6 and it was already packed with people singing. The police with dogs and full riot gear were there and they shepparded the Juventus Ultra’s (cheer squad) through and into the stadium accompanied by significant abuse from the Inter fans. We headed back to the hotel and sat outside in the courtyard and listened as the noise and the singing began to increase. We couldn’t get tickets as the stadium was sold out but I did get offered one for 200 euro’s ...tempted.
So the game began – we had the game live on SKY and out in the courtyard were able to listen to the fans chant and sing. A couple of explosions (big bangs) and then the first mighty roar as Icardi hit the post for Inter. Noah nearly jumped out of his chair! We were outside listening then would bolt inside to look at the TV when the crowd told us something was happening. The game was sensational and was nil all at half time. 
The parents returned and half the group decided to head into the city to look at the centre at night whilst the others decided to stay back. The city group had to leave before the game ended. By now the crowd had erupted twice as first Juventus then Inter scored. As we were walking to the station a massive roar went up and then this chant as Inter hit the front...this was killing me!! The stayers had dinner in the American diner whilst the adventurers navigated the train system with the early crowd escapees. Inter won 2:1
The city at night was beautiful and we had dinner in a little restaurant in the city. Great night, got back at 12.30am... 

Day 11
A free day today prior to the farewell dinner at the Cascina with Atlha and CREA. As it was a free day we decided to pack as much into it as possible and headed to Lake Como by train. 
Now this is a country that pays scant attention to OH&S and rules. So you have hot bitumen being poured by the guy as people walk next to him – no barriers, people just stop where the need to flick their hazard lights on, and basically just worry about getting things done rather than rules. Then this... Train pulls in and we were running a little late so we just jumped on. The station master chased us on and told me I had to get off with Karin as they can only have 1 wheelchair per train????? We had to get off at the next station and wait for the next train!!! When I asked why I was told because it is the rules...
So when we changed trains to the suburban system we were able to be on the same train and we headed off to beautiful Lake Como, home of George Cluny & co. We caught the fast ferry, enjoying the beautiful views (most of us – Rob ‘wasn’t sleeping’ just resting his eyes) of the lake to Belagio and then checked the town out and had some lunch.
Lake Como looked very inviting and Julie decided to push the boundaries and nearly went in for a swim. All good we moved on to catch a bus back to Como. First bus arrived .... not accessible. Got all the others on whilst we had a chilled hour in Belagio to wait for the accessible bus which was next. Karin and I sat on the shore of the lake and basked in the sun, whilst Noah and Co went off to eat Gelato. Carly kept annoying our peace by ringing to let us know Nadia is in a panic and we will miss the train... so we will catch the next one - its OK. Got the rest of the group to keep going saying we will work it out... famous last words... next bus... surprise not accessible. OK plan C let’s get the ferry back. Checked at the ticket office – leaves in 1 minute from about 500m down the road. Run to the ferry no tickets and jumped on board ... the slow ferry which takes 2 hours back to Como. Well we are here now nothing to do except sit back, enjoy the views and  ... there is a bar on board!
So the others caught the right train but we would be very late and Carly had all the tickets. So Carly and Jenna hid them in a stone wall and sent us the clues to follow. Kind of fun like the Italian job without the gold! So we finally made it back and off to the Cascina for the farewell dinner.
The dinner was great and everybody mixed really well. Speeches, gift exchanged – Vincent’s cutting Boards were a big hit – tears, hugs and farewells for all but a few who were coming with us to Ossanna. Great night for everybody.
Day 12
Today we were up early and on the road to Ossana in the valley of the sun in the Dolimites. They know mountains here and these are massive. Far too many wows and look at that ...  to keep up with. Ears kept popping as we changed altitude over the pass and into the Valley of the Sun.  Nice place!!!
Got into our hotel and then headed off to the ruins of Ossana Castle which was built in the 14th century then to the Lake of the Little Deer for a beautiful walk around the lake keeping an eye out for bears. There was a bear... looked like Marcel which scared Rob as he came around a corner. That night we had dinner in the hotel and the night was spent playing cards and chilling out together.
[bookmark: _GoBack]At one stage I was walking past this group of Italian students. So one of them said hi and began talking, another spoke up and said “something something molto vechio”. Now my Italian is not great but I knew she was saying I was very old. I glared at her and just left them to stew. At dinner I went up to the whole group of students and gave them a hard time in Italian about calling me old – that’s what I thought I was saying but their laughter probably means I said “I smell like a goat!” Now Luca (from Atlha)  is referring to me as his favourite very old friend!
Day 13
Today was spent in the Valley of the Sun. We visited a deer sanctuary for injured deer, a park in a bear area and visited a bee laboratory (as they call a museum). 
So Dylan and I went looking for the bears ... alas no luck but there is a family of bears living there at the moment and there have been many sightings over the past month. 
The bee ‘laboratory’ was a little sobering. It seems that bees are in dire straits in Europe, the Americas and Asia. In fact the main hope of the world seems to be Australia for without bees human beings will perish. It seems England is close to calling the bees in England critical! Europe without radical action seems destined to follow over the next few years. In Italy they are trying to take action to reverse this trend by encouraging more people to become bee keepers. There are no wild bees in Italy just bees kept by beekeepers – and all those bee keepers are over 60 years of age.
Dinner back at the hotel, more cards and it’s our last night with Atlha.
Day 14
On the road again as we head to Mestre which is on the mainland just across from Venice. Lunch was on the side of an Autostrada in one of those pit stop places that are ubiquitous across the world. Full of German tourists as we arrived at the same time as a tour bus. Narrow aisles through the shop so Karin and I took down a Pringles stand closely followed by a Nutella stand just trying to get through...whoops
It’s time to say goodbye to the last of our Italian comrades in arms.  To Gemma who has been exceptionally patient, kind and forgiving and has been with us non-stop for the entire trip. To Luca and Maoro who have driven us all over with a smile on their faces. To Valentina and Rebecca from CREA who have also been our constant companions over the past few days. Gifts, hugs and thank-yous were shared as we said goodbye... now it’s up to us. Venice for dinner?
Ciao Fred

