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To Tate, Reed, and Finn— the best travelers I 
know and my greatest adventure yet.
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I knew when I met you an adventure was going to happen.

— Winnie- the- Pooh
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xI

INTRODUCTION

There is a false dichotomy spread via the modern travel section of 
your local bookstore: you either love to travel, and therefore throw 
caution to the wind by divorcing a spouse or dropping out of college 
to go “find yourself” on sale in some foreign night market, or you’re 
happily married with kids, which means you have zero hankering to 
leave the suburbs and the school pickup line. Sitting on my desk is yet 
another new memoir— fresh on the market and one I cannot bring 
myself to finish— about a vagabond’s quest for the open road with 
the motive to escape any form of responsibility. Marriage? That’s only 
for the conventional types who love memberships at bulk warehouse 
stores. Produce offspring? That’s even worse— say good- bye to any 
semblance of independence as you know it.

This makes me sad.
I can dispel this myth. I can shout from the rooftops that you can 

both love to travel and be happily married with children. You don’t 
have to delay familial commitment out of fear that a ringed finger 
means no more fun in European bars or on African safaris. Giving 
birth to new life doesn’t mean the death of your passport; kids are 
remarkably fantastic travelers and can open more doors to cultural 
experiences than going solo.

Ignore the books that tell you travel is the antithesis of family. To 
me, those two beautiful words go hand in hand. They stand together 
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xII

I N T R O D U C T I O N

on a crowded city bus, holding on as the tires bounce over potholes, 
siblings who have each others’ backs.

It’s not easy. You can bet the saffron in Istanbul’s Grand Bazaar 
that it’s far easier to pack when you’re single, and it’s decidedly much 
cheaper to move about the cabin. But traveling with family isn’t 
impossible. A love for travel, to explore new places and foods and 
cultures, to sleep on the cheap in the world’s grandest cities, doesn’t 
mean you’re not family material. It means you’re one of the more hon-
est parents in the car- pool line.

If you’ve picked up this book in search of another story to justify 
your hard- held belief that kids and travel don’t mix, you might want 
to move on to another one. Or better yet, buy this and start reading 
it right now, before declining that marriage proposal out of fear you’ll 
never again strap on a backpack. A solid marriage, well- cultured kids, 
and travel? Hearty ingredients for a fulfilling life.

If you’re holding this book because you’re weary of punching your 
parenting timecard yet one more day, I offer you solidarity with a 
side of hope: I can’t tell you how to travel with your kids, exactly, 
but I can show you what it’s like for me to travel with mine. This 
book chronicles my experience as a happily married wife and mom 
in her midthirties who never outgrew her wanderlust. Those post- 
college backpacking years whetted my appetite for more, and once 
my three kids came on the scene, I couldn’t believe my good luck: I 
now have three beautiful people to whom I can leave my love of travel 
and a worldview that accounts for the entire planet. Because once 
they’ve traveled, they’ve seen it firsthand. No going back. What a gift 
to bequeath them before leaving their childhood home.

Parenting and global travel— I can’t think of a better mix.
This is my family’s story. It’s a story about how we spent a rather 

ordinary nine months in an extraordinary way.
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PA R T  I

Traveling makes one modest— you see what 

a tiny place you occupy in the world.

— Gustave Flaubert
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1

LEAvING

The prayer labyrinth is two hundred feet away and the kids are climb-
ing rope nets on a playground next to a babbling brook. Bare feet 
are required on a spring day like this, textbook with chirping birds 
and budding leaves, as is a walk through the village park. After sev-
eral hours in the car, my legs need to stretch. My husband, Kyle, 
returns from his loop around the walking trail, so we switch shifts, his 
turn on the playground bench to supervise the kids and my turn on 
the dirt. In the distance, the kids take turns on the slide with young 
locals, a revolving door of squeals and dares, the metal slide proffering 
a taller and steeper drop than anything found stateside, something 
more risky, as most good European playground equipment is.

Grass sways in tufts against the early spring zephyr, kelly green 
and iridescent. I walk across the gravel path and onto the grass, 
remove my sandals like it is holy ground. The dirt is chilly and there 
is still a bite in the air, not yet dissipated by the April sun; I have no 
idea where, specifically, we are, but I know we’re in Germany. This is 
our farewell to the country; we’ll soon reenter France a few kilometers 
away. I walk to the labyrinth.

It’s not terribly impressive and looks like it hasn’t been used 
for its intended purpose for maybe a decade. It’s a circular concrete 
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interruption in the swath of grass, a winding detour on the way to a 
makeshift neighborhood petting zoo at the park’s opposite end. Cars 
drive past on one side, heading to the grocery store and dance class; 
teenagers recline on each other atop the park benches on the other 
side, examining each other’s tonsils with their tongues, oblivious to 
the fact that this is some sort of sacred prayer space. Ordinary life 
hums around this ordinary town, and I am here, alone in front of a 
prayer labyrinth in the Black Forest region of Germany.

I take one quiet barefoot step into the labyrinth and turn left, 
starting the winding path in and out and around itself in symmetry. 
I begin the monastic prayer I learned six months ago at the Ignatian 
monastery in Chiang Mai, Thailand, where a woman named Nora 
taught me letting go would do me well: Christ be with me, Christ 
within me, Christ behind me, Christ before me. Rinse and repeat.

We have two weeks left of our journey around the world, and it 
is time to begin the nebulous process of landing the plane. Prayer in 
a labyrinth will help.

I pray through the circle’s narrow path, stop once I reached the 
center, look up to the sky in gratitude, then sling my sandals in my 
hand and walk back to the kids. They’d enjoy this German petting 
zoo on the other side of the park, but I’ll need to show it to them 
now— we will soon drive away from this village and have dinner in 
France.

—

I have lived in twenty- two homes in just under forty years; the vast 
majority as an adult, having spent age two to eighteen in the same 
house. In my university years, friends joked that if you wanted to 
get married, you should live with me; almost all my roommates got 
hitched the summer after moving into my place. It wasn’t really my 
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college goal to keep cardboard boxes at the ready in case I needed 
a new living situation, but this is what happened in my early foray 
into independence. I’d finally settle in to the nooks and crannies of 
an apartment or rental house, only to hear the squeal of a roommate 
bursting through the door after an eventful date: “He asked me! And 
I said yes!” A few months later, I’d drag out the boxes and change my 
address at the post office again.

In hindsight, this was a good thing— I now know I thrive on 
change, and five different pads in five years of college saved my sanity 
and kept me going during the bookish years of study all- nighters and 
shifts waitressing at the local diner. In the thick of it, though, when 
the lights were off and I was alone in my twin bed, roommate snoring 
nearby, I’d wonder, What sort of jinxed roommate potion did I drink? 
It became an annual assumption that I’d need to find a new rent- 
sharing companion every May, a new place where I could hang my 
growing collection of gently worn bridesmaid dresses.

I was happy for my friends who found lifelong love so early, but 
I was also relieved I hadn’t. I hoped the person for me was out there 
somewhere, but in my early twenties, I felt as young as I was. I did the 
math, calculated how much time I had to enjoy being called wife even 
if I waited a solid decade to marry. When it was my turn to graduate, 
there were blessedly no suitors on the horizon.

Instead of settling down into family life, I applied for a teaching 
position that required a move to Kosovo, a war- torn pocket in the for-
mer Yugoslavia, a country fresh from a genocide spearheaded by the 
dictator Slobodan Milošević. This was my resistance against register-
ing for tea towels and gravy boats, settling into picket- fence suburbia.

—

This postgraduate season of teaching English to Albanian teenagers, 
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conserving water by taking weekly showers, and cursing a spotty, 
generator- powered Internet connection in a tiny Albanian village was, 
somehow, dreamy. I lived in a second- floor apartment on a nameless 
street in a village of a thousand people who seemed suspended in 
time. Cars had rolled in only twenty years earlier, and those same cars 
traveled these streets. My landlords and employers were an American 
family helping repair the devastated land and its inhabitants, and I 
took my cultural cues from them. That year I learned how to sit with 
my thoughts and go without English- speaking companionship in 
my age bracket (quite the change from university life, mere months 
before). I learned how to start a wood- burning stove and felt like Ma 
Ingalls with a navel piercing. I learned to make do without a clothes 
dryer, as most of the world does, and I learned to burn my trash 
instead of carting it to the curb on garbage day.

I also learned home mattered to me more than I thought it did. 
After a childhood spent under one roof, I blossomed in the hodgepodge 
experience of college, and was convinced that normal things— like 
predictable water output from the bathroom sink— weren’t my high-
est priority. I categorized myself an Adventurer, someone who flies by 
the seat of her pants, who needs the next thing around the bend so 
long as it isn’t settling down. I sought out experimental food from the 
local hole- in- the- wall café— fish still with its head, rabbit casserole— 
and shunned any resemblance of a self- initiated menu plan.

But after months of daily work in the village, riding the bus into 
the capital city once a month to call my parents from an international 
phone, and sleeping under a borrowed blanket I’d never pick for 
myself, there it was, an innocent little truth staring me in the face six 
months in to my life in Kosovo: I liked the idea of home. Things like 
wall colors and candles mattered to me more than I had guessed, and 
it felt freeing to admit it. I wanted to sink into the unpredictability of 
a cross- cultural life, yes, but I also wanted a bona fide home. This was 
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a season of refinement, of acknowledging there were multiple sides to 
me that were equally true.

I was infected with an incurable sense of wanderlust, but I was 
also a homebody.

I matured into adulthood when I acknowledged this truth.

—

We may not have soul mates in this life, but most of us have 
my- God- if- I- don’t- walk- through- the- rest- of- my- life- with- that- 
person- I’m- an- idiot mates. Kyle was a like- minded American living 
a few villages over, rebuilding houses for widows who had lost every-
thing during the horrific genocide instigated by Milošević. We hit it 
off instantly. There was someone else in the world willing to work a 
horribly paying job in order to play a small part in restoring a ravaged 
country to its former, if not makeshift, ancient glory. I wasn’t looking 
for him, but when you find that special someone swimming with 
Albanian teenage boys in a lake potentially swirling with all strains of 
hepatitis and you’re still attracted to him, you don’t walk away.

We were fast friends, and we spent all our time together. We 
helped widows and the poor; we unearthed smoky, seedy jazz bars 
in the capital city; we took rickety buses to Thessaloniki and found 
cheap hostels on the beach. And when we weren’t together, in the 
quiet of my own apartment, I wondered whether Kyle was thinking 
of me as much as I was of him.

We married two years later and vowed to spend our life thick in 
adventure. Preferably overseas.

—

God has a sense of humor.
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Ten years later, I tuck my youngest son into bed and creep back 
downstairs to finish the dinner dishes. Kyle tosses toys back into 
buckets, both of us grateful for this time of the day, when quieter 
hours bookend nighttime kisses and passing out from the day’s toil. 
Our home is of the typical suburban variety, freshly remodeled with 
our own hands. When I chop carrots, I stand on trendy distressed 
wood slats; when I empty the dishwasher and toss the silverware into 
its drawer, the track silently glides shut like a modern marvel. We 
don’t suffer from an overload of stuff by normal American standards, 
but I am still nagged by the notion that our closets are too full. I am 
happy to have these dishes to wash, because it means our family eats 
well, and the tucking- in ritual means the children have a comfortable 
place to sleep. I know from our years living abroad this is no small 
thing for many parents and their children.

Kyle and I— we are still the people who met in Kosovo, and we 
are the couple who later moved with their toddler to Turkey and lived 
there for three years. I am the one who gave birth to our second child 
in a Turkish hospital, where I barely spoke the language and almost 
left the building with a needle still stuck in my spine.

It’s now ten years after we met in Kosovo and two years after we 
moved back to the States from Turkey, and something is missing. 
Our inner adventurers hug the walls as shadows, eclipsed by parental 
and culturally expected responsibility. I still think of myself as a vaga-
bond, and yet these days I only travel for work. I am a writer and Kyle 
works from home for a small company, but we feel the heaviness of 
our ordinary life. It is a reasonable weight; we aren’t overcommitted, 
and I am mightily grateful for the years of exploration behind us. 
But our existence is still heavy with midlife expectations— mortgage 
payments, schlepping the kids to karate and gymnastics, cleaning the 
gutters.

Tonight, the air is thick with the conviction that there is no 
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reason for unhappiness. We are in our thirties, doing work we enjoy 
after having spent most of our twenties traveling, and we are finally 
settling down to become the Normal People most of our friends 
became ten years earlier. Over kitchen cleanup and toy redistribution, 
I admit what I know is true: “I miss the Adventurers. And I think it’s 
time for them to come out again.”

Kyle knows what I mean. Now is as good a time as it will ever 
be to move beyond dreaming and playing with the idea we’ve qui-
etly cultivated for several years. The kids are all potty- trained, they’re 
astute travelers for their age, and yet they are still young enough to 
be unrooted.

“Let’s do it,” Kyle says. I dry my hands with the kitchen towel and 
find the calendar.

—

This is our grand idea: we’ll circumnavigate the earth in one direc-
tion, kids in tow, for an entire school year. We’ll show them what it 
means to get lost in the world. It’s a dream we’ve put on hold, one 
Kyle concocted a few years ago. I was nursing our youngest, and he 
bounded down the stairs, plopped down on the couch next to me, and 
said matter- of- factly, “I have an idea.” It was crazy and irresponsible 
and no right- thinking parent would toy with such an idea. But also, 
it was fantastically brilliant, and “Thank you for bringing it up first,” 
I said.

Two years later, in our kitchen in the Pacific Northwest, we circle 
a square on the calendar. I like having plane tickets in my name on 
the horizon, and this is close enough: we are going to stop brainstorm-
ing the idea; we’re going to do it.

We’ve been earmarking money for several years for our travel 
fund, and though we haven’t yet reached our financial goal, we do the 
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math and calculate how much we’d need to earn working from the 
road. It’s doable. I research flight patterns and travel gear and create 
a burgeoning to- do list. We’ll continue homeschooling our kids, but 
they’ll carry the heft of their spelling lists in backpacks and times 
tables on portable tablets.

I reject any speaking opportunities for the next twelve months, 
jokingly adding, “. . . Unless your event is located on an island in the 
Indian Ocean or on an Icelandic volcano.” Kyle meets with his cow-
orkers the next day, asks if they’re on board with his working remotely 
for the foreseeable future. We make a checklist of things to do in 
central Oregon before leaving for a year.

We prepare ourselves in the ways we know how. We will never be 
fully ready, of course, because how do you prepare to circumnavigate 
the globe with three kids in tow?

—

Two opposing things can be equally true. Counting the days till 
Christmas doesn’t mean we hate Halloween. I go to church on 
Sundays, and still hold the same faith at the pub on Saturday night. 
I shamelessly play a steady stream of eighties pop music and likewise 
have an undying devotion to Chopin. And perhaps most significantly: 
I love to travel and I love my home.

This is my one rub with the trip idea. All these years, I’d been 
plagued with longing for a return to my global explorative roots, but 
I also want nothing more than to curl up in my armchair with a good 
book. I dream about places unknown, but I also buy throw pillows for 
the couch and mull over the just- right master bathroom paint color. 
I want the perfect shade of sea- glass green both in tile above my sink 
and in water below my boat.

Every memoir I leaf through in the travel section at the bookstore 
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tells stories from people in search of themselves on the open road. 
Usually they are young and single. The occasional volume carries the 
story of someone older, often in search of healing after unfathomable 
grief. Their stories are a pre- travel life that is rough at best, soul- 
sucking at worst. Nobody seems to embark on a massive journey 
because their lives are already full of meaning.

I look out beyond the precipice into a year of global nomadism 
and a pang of guilt gut- punches me: I wonder if it’s selfish to uproot 
us in the name of itchy feet.

There is, of course, the immeasurable good fortune that Kyle is 
also plagued with wanderlust. This is no small thing. I know lopsided 
couples, one dying to hop on a plane and the other wanting nothing 
to do with the idea. The travel itch spills into our children as well, 
besotted with our DNA. Finn, our preschooler, doesn’t know the dif-
ference between a county and a continent and is along for whatever 
ride the rest of us venture. But Reed has an unrelenting interest in 
Turkey, his birthplace that holds little memory, and Tate misses her 
life as the token blonde kid in a sea of dark heads, with more stamps 
in her passport than counties in Oregon. Our entire little collective 
misses the world, and this counts for something.

This is key, I think, to my acceptance of the For Sale sign in the 
front yard. If we store our earthly possessions for a year in a storage 
unit, it will benefit of all five of us.

We pencil in a hard date.
The house sells ridiculously fast.

—

Selling the house is just one piece of the puzzle; we must also decide 
what to keep, where to keep it, what belongings we need for the year, 
and what travel plans to reserve in advance. Trekking around the 
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world will be more enjoyable, we deduce, if we don’t schlep much 
around, and so, we narrow down our list of possessions to only what 
will fit in packs on our backs. We also need to buy said packs, along 
with the smallest version of gadgets we can afford— only the ones that 
will make our travels better.

In all this bustle, the questions churn. Do we bring all the tooth-
paste we’d need for a whole year? What about an extra power cord 
for my laptop, in case mine bites the dust in the middle of nowhere? 
Will the kids have regular chores, will they still earn allowance? The 
answer to all is wait and see.

On the cusp of homelessness, there’s no turning back.
We make several trips to the local travel gear outfitter and try 

on backpacks half the size of our bodies, weighing them down with 
beanbags to simulate a full load. Reed, age six, wavers like a drunk 
through the aisles, knocking down compasses and water bottles. I 
worry about his ability to carry all he needs for the year, with his 
low muscle tone and his penchant for surrendering to exhaustion 
when things get physically challenging. The only pack that fits our 
four- year- old is school- sized, with just enough room for his clothes, a 
toothbrush, and a notebook. Maybe a stuffed animal, if we squeeze.

All three kids are determined to bring their prized blankets, 
emotional lovies since their infancy, which leads to a simple lesson in 
economy: our bags, like life, have finite capacity. If something comes 
in, something else must stay behind.

Some items we insist on, several of them surprising: battery- 
operated electric toothbrushes, expensive quick- drying underwear, an 
annual VPN account that will let us watch Netflix from anywhere. 
The kids’ clothing is fairly easy, and we stick to lightweight shorts and 
T- shirts, a few pairs of underwear and socks, and a thin jacket with 
the thought that we can buy anything we need as we go (after all, 
every culture has clothing). I have a hard time narrowing down what 
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I will want to wear for the next nine months, and scour the Internet 
for capsule wardrobe inspiration; I don’t want to be an Ugly American 
with ubiquitous running shoes and flip- flops. I want to blend in with 
my surroundings, which will be hard to do, since blending in on the 
Sydney beaches looks different than blending in at the marktplatz in 
Munich.

We will go to my in- laws for a week to say good- bye, then make 
a stop in Texas to see my parents before leaving the country. This will 
be our trial run, and I pack both short and long- sleeved tees, three 
pants, shorts, a skirt, two cardigans, a jacket, and a fleece pullover. 
Everyone has two pairs of shoes except for me— I add another pair to 
my pack, in case I need to dress up sometime between September and 
June. We all have swimsuits, and the boys’ double as an extra pair of 
shorts.

Our work is lightweight and portable, and we need little more 
than laptops, cameras, and a journal. I toss in a pen and wonder how 
long it’ll be until I lose it. Kyle adds his watercolors and sketchpad. I 
debate bringing my yoga mat, but it’s superfluous. It gets tossed into 
the storage unit with the lamps, bicycles, Christmas wrapping paper, 
the soccer ball, the winter coats. We pack three tubes of toothpaste 
because they’re on sale.

Schoolwork is a bit trickier. Much of the kids’ education will 
revolve around what we do and see, most of it planned on the fly, 
and I don’t want hefty textbooks to detract from firsthand learning. 
The hand- hewn stones on the Great Wall of China will teach us more 
about the ancient dynasties than any map in a book. We decide on 
electronic readers for our two literate children and a simple learning- 
to- read workbook for the preschooler, mostly to appease him when 
he wants to do school like his older siblings. Everyone will have a 
notebook and pen to record travel thoughts, which doubles as both 
handwriting and grammar practice and a first- edition souvenir. We 

AtHomeInTheWorld_1P.indd   13 10/13/16   10:29 AM



AT  H O M E  I N  T H E  W O R L D

14

load the tablet with history audiobooks and apps for math curriculum 
and toss in a set of Uno cards for entertainment and for practicing 
number facts. One set of colored pencils, crayons, and markers for 
the five of us.

We head to my in- laws’ house, and within a week I jettison half 
the stuff out of my pack.

—

The French writer Gustave Flaubert wrote, “Traveling makes one 
modest— you see what a tiny place you occupy in the world.” It’s easy 
to assume that Earth is very, very big and we are therefore very, very 
small, but it isn’t so obvious from the vantage point of our living room 
as it is from teeming market stalls in Turkish suburbs or stuffed buses 
in India.

In fourth grade, I made a model of the solar system and noticed 
the size of Earth compared to the sun. I think of Australia, how its 
gross domestic product is smaller than New York State, yet how tiny 
one must surely feel in the miles of open outback.

Our individual bodies take up minute measurements of space, 
which is a good thing because there are over six billion of us. But it’s 
easy to feel bigger than I am, important within my own thoughts and 
somehow significant in the grand scheme of things. My life matters, 
of course, and so do the lives of my other four family members. So, 
too, do the seven billion other lives currently inhaling oxygen and 
exhaling carbon dioxide twenty thousand times a day. We all matter. 
And yet we are so much more microscopic than our daily tasks lead 
us to believe. Tiny.

What a tiny place I occupy in the world.
I want to see a thousand tiny places, smell their flowers, and 

taste the sauces made by their people. I want to feel the difference 
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between the textures of grit in Sri Lanka and Morocco. I want to 
meet the woman who bakes the best bread in the smallest town in 
New Zealand. I want to find the best vantage point to see Bosnia 
from Croatia. What do the Grand Marnier crêpes taste like in Rouen? 
In Paris? There are untold numbers of tiny places and extraordinary 
people who occupy them. We will perhaps see a hundred of both.

We roll up our clothes in backpacks, test laundry soap embedded 
on dissolvable paper, get haircuts for the boys, then feel silly checking 
in backpacks meant for African jaunts on a plane to my parents’ home 
in Texas. We eat barbecue and Tex- Mex, we take the Eucharist at 
church, we say good- bye to the kids’ grandparents, and we head back 
to the airport.

On a steaming hot evening in early September, we board a west-
bound plane, where, in twenty- nine hours, we will next touch earth 
in China. As we rumble down the runway, as the nose angles upward, 
as we lift into the air, I already miss the lamplight glow next to our 
couch. I crave sitting there amongst my books.

AtHomeInTheWorld_1P.indd   15 10/13/16   10:29 AM



AtHomeInTheWorld_1P.indd   16 10/13/16   10:29 AM



17

PA R T   I I

Broad, wholesome, charitable views of men and 

things cannot be acquired by vegetating in one 

little corner of the earth all of one’s lifetime.

— Mark Twain
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2

CHINA

Read travel blogs and books before you head out on a major expedi-
tion, and you will find as wide a variety of advice on what to bring 
as there are cultures and climates in the world. One expert swears by 
bringing only two pairs of underwear for a year’s worth of nomadic 
living, that the disadvantage of having to wash one daily, drying back 
at the guesthouse while you’re out and about, is offset by the advan-
tage of a light backpack. Another experienced traveler— one likely 
without small heads to count— threatens that if you choose to rent 
a car instead of relying solely on public transportation, you’ll miss 
out on the real version of the place. Another tribe of travel writers 
promises that with enough tenacity, you, too, can make a living from 
anywhere and live the rest of your days location independent, so long 
as you live out of a backpack.

Research where to begin your round- the- world endeavor, and 
you’ll find some sane advice: start closest to where you already are 
and avoid major jet lag on top of the inevitable culture shock. If you’re 
European, take a bus across the closest border with nary a passport 
stamp. If you’re from the United States, begin in Canada, Mexico, 
or Central and South America. (However, as some Canadian friends 
of ours realized when they started their round- the- world trek in 

AtHomeInTheWorld_1P.indd   19 10/13/16   10:29 AM



AT  H O M E  I N  T H E  W O R L D

20

Argentina, eastern South America is still five hours ahead of western 
North American time. No matter how map savvy you are, the world 
continues to surprise.)

It’s not standard advice for this new way of life, this living out of 
the pack on your back for a year with three small kids in tow, to start 
on the opposite side of the planet amidst almost as opposite a cultural 
worldview. You won’t find many travel experts recommend, “Ah, the 
heck with it— chuck logic out the window and start your kid- centric 
trip in a huge Communist country where you can’t even read the 
alphabet, much less ask for an appropriate place to pee.”

This is how we start anyway.
There are plenty of guidebooks about the fourth largest county 

in the world, and there is more to do there than is possible in a life-
time. But easy? Ease into a major shift of your family’s daily routine, 
breakfast options, or sense of privacy? You won’t find a gradual entry 
by starting in China. Tiptoeing down a gently sloping beach into the 
waters of world- travel would mean starting in Canada. Cannonballing 
into the deep end of an ice cube– filled pool full of swimmers with no 
sense of democratically promised personal space— that’s China.

The only real advantage we have to starting our trip in the land 
of a billion people is that Kyle and I have already been here. Twelve 
years earlier, we found ourselves newly engaged and schlepping back-
packs through China with friends as part of a research project entitled 
Could We Actually Live Here? That was the question on our minds, 
combining the stress of choosing the right flowers for a fall wedding 
with deciding in which foreign culture we should raise a family in a 
few years’ time.

We grabbed lunch in the Beijing airport on that trip, and I 
remember the hotel’s breakfast the following morning: fish and rice, 
and an eggplant- colored, hard- boiled egg called a century egg. Ask 
me what I am least in the mood to eat when I wake up in the throes 
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of jet lag, and I will tell you fish, rice, and a discolored, fermented 
weeks- old egg.

We walked up the Great Wall with our friends, dripping with 
sweat from the humidity, and arrived at the top at closing time, which 
meant we stole only a few minutes to look around, then rushed back 
down to our taxi. The vendors taunted us with their Great Wall– 
emblazoned T- shirts and paperweights, and we joked that if the 
original Huns somehow made it over the wall today, they’d never pass 
the elderly women shoving copyright- violating guidebooks in their 
hands.

Beyond this, I don’t remember much of my first taste of Beijing. 
Clearer in my mind is our trek outward, into the wild west of China 
on the other side. There, in Ürümqi and Kashgar and the Gobi 
Desert, near the border of Tajikistan and Afghanistan, China’s land-
scape becomes more like its Central Asian neighbors. It is here that I 
had my first and last sip of fermented horse milk tea. This is where I 
witnessed the extreme geography of Asia: the tallest mountains in the 
world laying neighbor to one of its biggest deserts. And it is here that 
I first slept in a yurt.

Our friends decided it would be a cultural experience to spend the 
night with a traditional Kazakh family in the Tian Shan mountains 
of western China. We chartered a boat across the Tianchi lake, hiked 
several miles over moss- encrusted stones, and met our host family for 
the evening. She was middle- aged with teenage sons, a workhorse of a 
woman who silently eyed us while we partook of her culinary know- 
how. She slept that night with her boys in a makeshift shelter nearby 
while we slept in their dry yurt. The rain began at dusk and didn’t 
relent till the middle of the night. The heavens poured out so much 
water that nothing left in my pack could be classically defined as dry.

The yurt was dark but comfortable, and every rug, every bit of 
the tapestried walls, every teacup and sack of grain was a mystery to 
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me. It resembled a movie set starring an unshaven Brad Pitt wander-
ing the Himalayas. The woodburning stove in the middle kept us 
toasty through the night, but I shivered with exhaustion as I slept.

The next morning, after tea and breakfast, Kyle strapped on his 
backpack and trekked up the mountain for a solo walk, searching 
for quiet apart from the crowd. From my vantage point, mountain 
goats peeked out from boulders, the green grass shimmered with dew, 
and below, out and beyond, lay a mirrored- gray lake tucked into the 
nooks and crannies of low- lying clouds. At the base of the mountain, 
I sat on a wet log, ignored the group- chatter around me, and clicked 
a mental snapshot, long and slow: this world is huge; it is majestic; it 
is worth exploring just for the sake of knowing it. Above me, some-
where, wandered a man who felt the same way and who also thought 
it a good idea to marry me. As I looked up the mountain, I considered 
it— maybe we’d have kids, and we’d unearth the hidden paths and 
mysteries of this grand world together.

—

Robert, our first guesthouse host of the year, picks the five of us up 
at the airport and drives through Beijing traffic to our apartment, 
a concrete building planted at the end of a gray alley canopied by a 
thousand electric wires. This is not his real name, of course, but he 
gives an English name to his Western guests to make his life easier. 
The lobby is sparse, and the minuscule elevators lead us to the fifth 
floor, where ten bikes perch against the scratched, unpainted concrete 
walls, lined up like delivery boys waiting for their next errand. The 
apartment door closest to the elevator is wide open, and its innards 
have been turned into a call center, six dark heads bobbling above 
makeshift cubicles from which the clattering of keyboards can be 
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heard. The matted office carpet down the hallway is so stained I’m 
not sure where to step.

Robert unlocks a door. “Here we are.”
I know generally how our place will look because of the Internet 

listing, but it is still disorienting to see it in person. There are two 
double beds, a couch with an extra blanket, a bathroom, a kitchen-
ette, a washer, and a clothes dryer all sandwiched in a room the size 
of my Oregon kitchen. Robert tells us he is a native of Beijing and is 
happy to give us ideas of what to do and see during our week there. 
Our only two official goals in Beijing are to show the kids the Great 
Wall and to begin the process of jet lag recovery, and we know the 
latter is best accomplished with sunshine and fresh air.

He scribbles a list of suggestions in Kyle’s notebook, most of 
which we already know: the Temple of Heaven, Tiananmen Square, 
a kung fu show. On the left he writes them in English; in the middle 
he writes in pinyin Chinese, a bastardized Mandarin employing the 
Roman alphabet, which helps native English speakers pronounce the 
language. On the right, he writes rapid- fire in Chinese characters, 
which we can show taxi drivers.

“Is there a place to buy food nearby?” I ask. There is, he says, and 
he draws a map on another journal page that points the way to a mall 
with a food court and supermarket down the road. He recommends 
the twenty- four– hour diner on the ground floor of our apartment 
building, tells us to try their sesame rolls. Then the only person we 
know in Beijing bids us well and leaves.

For the first time since we left my parents’ house in Austin two 
days earlier for breakfast tacos before our flight, the five of us are on 
our own. I feel like a squirrely teenager away at college for the first 
time: apparently, I am a grownup in charge here.

Hunger outweighs any desire to shower away the airplane funk 
and collapse into bed. So we leave our backpacks piled on the couch 
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and follow Robert’s map out the building, turn right, and begin 
our week- long investigation of our neighborhood nestled in Beijing 
proper. This is a business district, gray office buildings sandwiched 
together that are studded with shops on their first floors; there is 
a wide concrete pavilion along the road that serves as the evening 
hangout spot and children’s playground. A yellow- gray haze of smog 
rests on the top of buildings, pauses to catch its breath or ours, thick 
and lifeless. Most of the small shops are now closed for the evening, 
but we find the mall with the food court. We choose a restaurant 
where the waitstaff appears friendly enough, and we order with our 
fingers from the menu. We slurp eye- wateringly spicy soup and bowls 
of perfectly round white rice scoops. The kids whisper requests for 
cups of water, and Kyle signals for someone from the staring throng of 
waitresses. “Shui?” he asks with a smile. The woman nods, hurries to 
the kitchen, then returns with a tray of piping hot water in handleless 
teacups. We forgot to add the ping bing to the shui to indicate cold 
and bottled. Steaming hot water— this the default, and we will forget 
it routinely for the next three weeks.

We are in China.

—

Novelist Anthony Doerr says that jet lag is “a dryness in the eyes, a 
loose wire in the spine.” Two days ago we sat in Austin traffic on the 
way to the airport. Now we are navigating crowded, pallid Beijing 
streets, loose- wired spines, death grips on the boys’ hands, and won-
dering aloud to no one in particular if street- stall grapes are safe to eat. 
I take melatonin capsules and strap on my eye mask at night, force my 
body to sleep after first forcing it to stay awake four hours longer than 
it wants. At three in the morning, I hear a sound in the corner of quiet 
rustling and the rapid shifting of paper scraps, like a mouse. I pull up 
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my eye mask, and Finn is rummaging through the near- empty refrig-
erator, looking for an afternoon snack. I call him back to his pallet on 
the floor, where he prefers to sleep tonight instead of the couch. He is 
soon talking in his sleep: “Wait wait!”

Jet lag is punishment to a body already in culture shock, forcing 
you to sacrifice desire for the necessary: you may want to find sol-
ace from reading a novel in bed, but you’ll regret that decision later 
at three in the afternoon, when your body taunts your poor choice 
with shaky legs and heavy eyelids while standing on a crowded metro, 
strangers’ armpits too near your nose. The earliest European explorers 
endured months on a ship with seasickness and a vitamin C defi-
ciency in order to touch Asian soil. Jet lag is our modern- day scurvy.

—

I question our sanity by our third day here. I’m enamored of the 
earth’s diversity of climates and cultures, and I want a drink of all of 
it. But China is a struggle for me, with its Communist worldview a 
battering ram against my overzealous democratic autonomy. I knew 
this about China before we landed here, so a few weeks before we left 
I journaled a note to my future self, as a hammer to break the glass 
in case of an emergency (the emergency being, of course, questioning 
our sanity and considering a trip to a coffee shop to grab some Wi- Fi 
in order to book a return flight home):

You’re in China, which is hard. But you can do hard things. 

You won’t be here long. This month is the foundation for the year. 

Lean in to the struggles; give thanks for the easy times. Hard 

doesn’t mean wrong. You’re on the right path.

I need this note. Instead of an emergency hammer, it is a life 
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preserver. It keeps me away from the coffee shop’s Wi- Fi, and tonight 
we find Italian food for dinner instead. The kids watch cartoons on 
the restaurant’s television, and Kyle and I have a miniature date. I’m 
grateful for the wisdom of my past self.

We walk back to our apartment, bellies full, and sleeping four- 
year- old Finn loses a flip- flop in the Beijing night as Kyle carries him 
in his arms. He’s down to three shoes for the year until we buy him 
another pair. That did not take long.

—

We will only be in the capital city for a week, only to acclimate to the 
time change, to adjust to this side of the planet. It feels heavier here, 
the majority of the world’s population tilting the earth’s axis to the 
east, and I can feel the wobble in our collective rotation.

Today, in the supermarket produce section, abundant piles of 
pink dragon fruit sit in baskets next to apples and red lettuce. In the 
afternoon, schoolchildren in blue skirts and red neckerchiefs run to 
the store nearest our little neighborhood and leave with cellophane- 
wrapped snacks and cotton candy– colored drinks. Blonde women in 
line at the supermarket speak Russian, as does the woman in a power 
suit next to me on the metro. Several miles away, officials are plan-
ning their bid for another Olympic Games.

“Mom, whenever I blow my nose, it’s all black,” Reed remarks.
“My eyes itch here,” says Tate. We’re leaving a park for the evening 

and heading back to the apartment, and the gray sky is only slightly 
yellower than the concrete skyline.

The five of us are eager to leave the city, if only for the day. We 
need a literal breather.

There is a large Chinese edifice— complete with an urban leg-
end about visibility from space— so well known that it’s used as the 
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national landmark for the entire country. Tourist trap it is, but it’s a 
solid excuse to escape the sallow city pollution with its dull, stinging 
scent of metal and exhaust and to engage with trees. Before we left for 
China, we asked the kids what they most wanted to see in our first 
week. All three independently said the Great Wall. Midway through 
our week, we hire a van and driver for the day, per Robert’s sugges-
tion, and watch as the window’s view morphs from high- rises and 
hordes of businessmen in gray suits to dirt and grass. While the driver 
weaves through city traffic and then suburban villages, we listen to 
an audiobook about the wall, about Qin Shi Huangdi, the emperor 
who commissioned the construction, and about Mongols and ancient 
dynastic leaders with god complexes and paranoia. Our driver does 
not speak English, and he smiles and nods at us through the rearview 
mirror.

The Great Wall is an intimidating barrier of stone and fortitude, 
a staggering example of what humankind (and a steady dose of slave 
labor) can accomplish without modern technology. It is our spring-
board into history, how ruthless dictatorship and a reasonable fear of 
barbaric invasion leads to an impressive architectural marvel of stone 
and size. We climb up and down stairs that roll with the hills; it’s 
a stroll down a cobblestone sidewalk twenty- five feet above ground, 
and I hold the backs of shirts as my children lean out watch holes to 
check our height. We take First Day of School photos, even though 
it’s not technically the first day of school. Our blonde children pose 
for other photos with Asian tourists. We then queue for a toboggan 
ride down the hill, the most enjoyable method of egress for children 
leaving the wall and returning to the parking lot. The man governing 
the slide warns the Westerners in line, “No yeeeehaaaaaw! Be quiet. 
No America here.”

Finn sits in front of me on a plastic toboggan with wheels and 
a brake handle, and we glide away from the line of tourists in what 
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could be a pleasure ride on a winding aluminum path through the 
forest, were it not for the timid woman on the slide in front of us, 
hand brake pulled and eking us down the hill at such a snail’s pace 
that even Finn is impatient. Tate, our oldest and in the sled behind us, 
escalates her annoyance at me with every careening, inevitable crash 
into the back of ours.

The Great Wall is a masterpiece, and the kids sketch it in their 
drawing books as it fades in the van’s rearview mirror. Our driver 
takes us to a farm- to- table restaurant in a nearby village. There, I 
sample pumpkin ice cream and the kids eat spaghetti. It’s surprisingly 
delicious. Beijing’s countryside is a welcome respite to city life, an 
exhale to a metropolis pace and population. I call our first field trip 
a success.

—

Jet lag is harder to shake than we anticipated. The next day I share 
a phone conversation with a friend in America while standing on 
our apartment balcony overlooking a behemoth piazza with weeds 
sprouting through cracks, strangers’ underwear drying outside the 
surrounding windows. Inside, the kids build a fort on one of the beds 
with blankets and pillows. We wash our first load of laundry for the 
year and toss in the guesthouse’s two towels. Kyle stirs oatmeal on the 
hot plate while the kids wrestle in the fort.

Tate joins me on the balcony and says, “China isn’t what I thought 
it’d be.”

“What did you imagine?” I ask.
“I don’t know,” she admits. “Maybe more red and dragons.”
China is one of the countries she was most excited to visit, so 

I wonder what’s playing in her head. Does this year already smell 
like disappointment to her? Will there be an unavoidable sullying of 
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childhood imagination, where dragons fly Asia’s skies and lions dance 
with zebras instead of eat them on African savannas? I secretly love 
that she’s disappointed, because it means our nine- year- old’s childlike 
spirit is still intact.

We force ourselves to stay awake with an evening trip on the metro 
to Wangfujing snack street. The asphalt shimmers, reflections from 
lantern lights swinging above collecting in puddles from the spray of 
booth operators on either side of alleys, booth operators who pour 
out buckets of ice melt that keep their edible creatures fresh. These 
narrow alleys house family- run booths of anything imaginable on a 
stick: starfish, seahorses, turtles burned to a crisp, impaled scorpions 
still wriggling for life. These are the original food trucks. Vendors 
shout their wares, hoping to entice us with charred lizard and raw 
spiders. Reed panics, begs us not to make him try them. We buy corn 
on the cob.

At an alley’s dead end, a woman painted with a white face, pink 
eyes, and black villain eyebrows trills Peking- style opera into a dis-
torted microphone on a small stage. Her peacock- like hat sprouts blue 
and gold triangles; she wears a polychromatic silk robe and flutters a 
yellow fan besotted with red roses. It is for the tourists, and we listen 
briefly until we end up with headaches from her shrill voice.

The kids do not normally care for McDonald’s, but they are 
hungry for the familiar and beg for hamburgers. We sit at our second- 
floor booth, nibbling fries and watching out the window as throngs 
of bodies inch through Wangfujing— teenagers carrying shopping 
bags emblazoned with European brands, tourists taking photos 
of St.  Joseph’s Church, planted by Jesuit missionaries in 1655. The 
McDonald’s speakers play loud American pop. Reed wonders, out of 
curiosity, if there are any Panda Expresses nearby.

Tonight I take more melatonin and lie awake, restless on our mat-
tress that burrows deep into my shoulder blades and hips. I pull back 
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a sheet corner and my suspicions are confirmed: it is a slab of plywood 
covered in quilt batting. On the floor next to me, Finn mumbles 
something about hiccups, eyes twitching beneath his eyelids. I hear 
the showerhead drip, drip, dripping from the bathroom.

—

The next few days wane in the September breeze, warm gusts that 
blow out the last of summer humidity and foreshadow autumn. 
We visit the Temple of Heaven, take in a kung fu show, and find 
American- style pancakes at a trendy café, where the kids begin their 
schoolwork for the year with spiral notebooks and math problems. 
We take the metro to Tiananmen Square and watch children fly kites 
with their grandparents, then bottleneck in line with the other tour-
ists across the street to squeeze through the entrance to the Forbidden 
City. Tate moans and holds her stomach, asks to leave, swears she 
will be sick. Concrete blares light from the sun with no shadow for 
respite; throngs of pushing bodies are everywhere. We swim upstream 
through the crowd, pass the gauntlet of locals selling folded fans and 
windup toys on upturned cardboard boxes outside. There is no trash 
can, and I have forgotten to add a plastic bag to my day pack, a travel 
habit I cultivated when we lived in Turkey and I was pregnant. Ten 
feet from us, in the dirt next to the sidewalk, a little boy defecates on 
a piece of cardboard held by his grandmother.

Still no shade, still people pushing forward and backward.
We hold hands, the five of us, and speed walk to the metro station. 

Tate keeps quiet, seals her lips shut as sweat bubbles on her forehead. 
We enter the train, hold on to the rails, and she vomits violently on 
the floor as the doors close. A sympathetic woman hands me tissues to 
mop up the mess, and Tate holds out her offending damp shirt from 
touching her skin, says cheerfully she feels better already. I apologize 
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in English to the people around us. Our metro stop arrives, and we 
exit the train, wind through our neighborhood sidewalks full of men 
and women in power suits, then up to our apartment.

The smells of the city, the train, Tate’s retching have attached to 
us. We run our second load of laundry.

—

Seven days in Beijing and we feel our brain fog finally lift. Our spines 
stiffen, and the moisture returns to our eyes. Our bodies accept that 
we have switched sides of the planet. I give my past self, the one 
that wrote me my much- needed note, a mental high- five. I made it 
through Beijing. Onward.

It’s the start of the second week of our journey, and it already 
feels like we’ve been gone for months. We fly to Xi’an, seven hundred 
miles southwest of Beijing, the country’s ancient capital, and check 
into a guesthouse near friends through Kyle’s work, Americans who 
moved from Portland several months ago. This new apartment feels 
like a palace compared to our Beijing studio, with three bedrooms 
and a separate kitchen, and there is grass outside the building where 
the kids can play with other children both native and foreign. They 
head downstairs while Kyle and I put sheets on the mattresses, then 
he scrambles eggs in the kitchen, the air wafting a familiar smell of 
home. I smile and sigh in relief at this smattering of homeyness, then 
head outside to watch the kids.

The blacktop and patches of grass where the children play are 
surrounded by identical concrete apartment buildings, a village 
square in this city of five million people. I join a towheaded mother 
who is watching the game of tag and introduce myself. Her name is 
Ashley, she hails from North Carolina, she has four boys, and she 
reads my blog. They have lived in China for several years now, for 
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her husband’s work, and it is a thrill for them when they meet other 
English speakers. Her boys excitedly shout game rules in both English 
and Mandarin, gather our kids and their neighbors like mother hens. 
The children play until dinnertime; Ashley and I swap stories about 
expatriate parenting and homeschooling and good green bean recipes, 
and we could be anywhere in the world having this experience, but we 
are in the ancient city of Xi’an in central China.

We will take the bus in this city, mostly, and our friends explain 
which bus number goes which direction. On the day we visit the 
Muslim Quarter in the city center, we board a sweaty bus and show 
the driver our destination written in Mandarin script. Curious eyes 
bore through our bodies and faces, shamelessly scrutinize our hair, 
the shape of our hips, our children wearing only shirts and shorts 
because it is still hot even though it is technically autumn. An old 
woman stands next to me and yells at me in Mandarin, pointing to 
the kids’ bare legs and shaking her head. She chastises me the entire 
ride downtown, pointing her finger at my face. The bus driver pulls 
over to a stop and tells us to get off the bus; we have arrived at our 
destination. We instead walk five more blocks, passing three more bus 
stops before entering the archaic city wall that marks the entrance to 
the quarter.

This is the original city center, perhaps the center of the entire 
world at the height of the Silk Road. It is here where the trade routes 
began, where merchants vagabonded westward, through Persia and 
Jerusalem, possibly passing a living, breathing Jesus on their way to 
Constantinople and Venice. Xi’an was once the most vibrant cosmo-
politan city in the east, and now it is home to one of the world’s oldest 
mosques. It is also the ideal place to buy art, which is my souvenir 
of choice, both for future use and because it packs easily in a tube 
strapped to my pack.

We walk through the covered bazaar, pass booths of wooden 
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frogs, jade necklaces, and political posters of Mao, and stop at a table 
where a man is selling his oil paintings for a few dollars each. I buy 
three, scenes of children playing in the snow in front of village pago-
das, and roll them into our plastic architect’s tube. We walk by a stall 
where a woman is selling scrolls, tall and thin cuts of silk papered with 
designs of flowers and trees, and Tate asks for one for her room. For 
the sake of our bags and budget, we have told the kids they may have 
one souvenir per continent.

“Are you sure you want this to be your souvenir for Asia?” I 
ask her.

“Can she write my name on it in Chinese?” Tate asks.
We ask the woman in slow English, and the woman smiles and 

nods, asks, “What is your name?”
“Tatum,” she replies.
“I am sorry . . . I do not understand,” the woman says. (We have 

inadvertently saddled our daughter with a name that confuses more 
people than we suspected, something I swore I’d never do due to my 
own personal experience.)

“Tatum,” my daughter says again, slowly. “T- A- T- U- M.”
The woman pauses, repeats the letters, picks up her pencil, and 

scribbles on the side of her newspaper. “What do you think?” she asks. 
“The letters sound similar to your name. You say it Te tai mu.”

“Does that mean anything?” I ask.
She thinks for a moment. “In a way, it means ‘Caregiver of peace.’ ”
“I like that,” Tate says.
In Old English, Tatum means ‘Cheerful bringer of joy.’
The woman dips a brush in her inky black pot and paints three 

Chinese characters in the upper right corner of a painting of cherry 
blossoms. She blows it dry, rolls up the scroll, seals it in a purple 
square tube, and asks for a photo with the blonde- haired recipient. 
Tate smiles as the shutter actuates.
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We walk away holding hands, me and my cheerful bringer of joy, 
a caregiver of peace.

—

That evening, we meet Ashley and her boys at a park for an afternoon 
playdate and let them run back and forth on bridges that pass over 
a massive pond full of koi fish. From the other side of the pond, I 
see locals stop to photograph our children. Sometimes they will pose 
next to them, as though we are family friends, and sometimes they 
ask first. Most of the time, they pull out their phones and steal photos 
paparazzi style, cooing over hair and eyes. Our children are objects of 
beauty, born with blonde heads for strangers to freely touch.

We have dealt with this for two weeks, and will still have one 
more week before we leave China, but Ashley lives here; this is her 
local park, nearby is her local supermarket, and these are the people 
among whom her family lives. I ask her, “How do you deal with this 
without going insane?” My mother hen instinct is full throttle as I 
watch a third group of strangers pose with my kids.

“It is incredibly hard,” she says, “easily the hardest thing about liv-
ing in China. My kids have learned to say, ‘One photo? One quai’ in 
Mandarin.” (Quai is the equivalent of “buck” in American English.) 
“At least they earn some decent money that way.”

—

A Communist worldview means no concept of the individual, in 
which your rights end where my body begins. Groupthink is the 
modus operandi; the whole is bigger than the sum of its parts. On 
our flight from Xi’an to Guilin, in southeast China, Tate and I sit 
next to a woman whose eyes light up with eagerness as we take our 
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seats. Over the two- hour flight, she asks us about our travel plans, 
what Tate is reading on her Kindle and may she read with her, too, 
where we are staying next, and would we like to meet for dinner at 
a restaurant sometime soon. I’m an introvert and have to take deep, 
managed breaths to make it to the flight’s finale with a courtesy smile 
still on my face.

It is dark when we arrive in Yangshuo, a small town nestled in 
the peculiar karst mountains fifty miles from the Guilin airport and 
our final stop in the country. Our home for the week is a family room 
in an inn tucked into trees and the cadence of crickets. Yellow lights 
glow from the front door as our taxi pulls through the entrance, red 
lanterns sleepily twisting in the midnight breeze. The next morning, 
we open our curtains and are smacked with the side of a steep hill, 
one among hundreds and drawn by God the way a child draws moun-
tains, an unsteady conglomeration of the letter u upside- down. They 
seem fake, a clichéd background in a motel room painting of Asia. 
The sky is not yellow- gray for the first time in weeks, and the pink 
horizon makes my eyes ache.

Unknown to us when we booked our transpacific flight, it is 
Golden Week in China, their national holiday that covers seven full 
days, during which everyone takes a week off of work to travel across 
the country to visit family. We take a tuk- tuk ride into town, where 
red flags with yellow stars flap in cadence on banners stretched across 
streets and booths sell plastic light- up trinkets and paper- thin sarongs. 
We pop into a market to find snacks and only recognize prepackaged 
chicken feet, shrink- wrapped and glazed with an orange coating. The 
thump thump thump thump of a bass drum from a troubadour pelts 
my ears. I push my way into a stationery store, buy postcards, borrow 
a pen and scribble hello to some family and friends, then hand them 
back to the cashier, who promises to put them in the mail. I wonder 
if I have just thrown away ten dollars.
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Outside the store, irrepressible floods of people halt all semblance 
of walkability, and the five of us hold hands. My overworked senses 
beg for mercy.

I think of Ashley in Xi’an empowering her kids, and it frees my 
mothering instincts to take over in fierce protection of my kids’ bod-
ily ownership as they say no to the camera flashes. Reed forcibly poses 
with locals on holiday in their own family photo, but he shrugs his 
shoulders and says, “I guess it’s okay, Mom.”

In China, strangers unabashedly read over my shoulder on the 
bus when they see me with an English book. Twentysomethings pull 
my kids onto their laps on the metro. English speakers interject them-
selves into conversations between Kyle and me, give us their two cents 
about where we should go and what we should eat, ask why we are 
there.

We take a tuk- tuk back to the inn and stay there for our final few 
days in China. Kyle watercolors and I write; the kids work on their 
school and play foosball in the game room. They swim in the pool 
while I park poolside in the private backyard, and though there is a 
school field trip group staying here, as well as gatherings of extended 
family for holiday reunions, it trumps sharing my one square foot of 
bodily occupancy on Chinese streets.

Finn climbs trees and names one Steve, and after dinner one 
night, we stay in the inn’s restaurant and play Uno while Kenny 
Rogers and Dolly Parton croon about islands in the stream from the 
speakers. Sail away with me to another world; and we rely on each other, 
ah ha. Kyle and I laugh, surprised at this song playing in the southeast 
China countryside.

Back in Beijing, an English- speaking local made chitchat with us 
at the diner downstairs from our apartment, where we suspect Tate 
got sick from the sesame rolls. Kyle asked him if he was a native of 
Beijing, and he replied, “No, I’m from the south. It’s a tiny village of 
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only one million people.” I smiled and said, “I’m also from a village of 
one million people.” In North America, a million feels like too many 
people. In Asia, it is a village of neighbors and friends.

Starting this global trek in China serves well as our starting point 
on the opposite side of Western civilization, one of the world’s oldest 
cultures providing us with fresh context. When Captain Cook landed 
on the Australian continent, China had already existed for 3,700 
years. When Gustave Eiffel erected his giant Tinkertoy in central 
Paris, the Chinese had already given to the rest of the world paper1, 
umbrellas2, earthquake detectors3, and rockets4.

As in China, famous landmarks in other parts of the world will 
become the bookmarks in our travel log, the check- marked paragraphs 
between pages and pages of walks down nameless neighborhood 
streets and jet- lagged descriptions of cheap local noodles for dinner, 
where the bulk of our days are lived. All cultures teem with creativ-
ity, on display both via inconceivable monuments and in the flawless 
blend of two spices. I want to see the birthplace of all of it, the homes 
of humble geniuses who make our lives better, more interesting. I am 
grateful for our time in this country and its people who have stretched 
me emotionally, mentally, physically.

The best souvenir China bestows on me is on our last day in 
the country, in the late evening in the Yangshuo inn’s backyard. I 
am floating in the pool with six- year- old Reed during a starlit swim. 
Timid in the water for years and reticent to swim without a life jacket, 
he quietly, uneventfully lets go of the edge and swims out to the pool’s 
center, stars shimmering and karst hills shadowing in the rippled 
water. This is my child, who is labeled by many as developmentally 
different. He is fraught with sensory issues, and a frequent question 
mark hovers over him as we navigate parenting waters. He has already 
tried mango ice cream in Beijing, and, now, he is swimming.

“Hey, buddy— do you realize what you’re doing?”
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“Yeah,” he says between exerted breaths. “Yes. I guess I can swim 
now.” And so he can.
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HONG KONG

As a Westerner, I tend to lump Asian ethnicities together as one mass 
of people. Of course, they are vastly dissimilar from each other, like 
peoples in all pockets of the world, and this is the great downfall 
of the human race: we tend to homogenize those who differ from 
us (I hear many Easterners think all Americans look the same). Asia 
is a behemoth continent, and an hour- long puddle jump of a flight 
within its geographic boundaries whisks us to wildly different social 
mores. For the first time since departing the United States, there are 
seat belts in the Londonesque taxi that takes us to our home for the 
weekend. We are on the twenty- fourth floor of a high- rise, and still 
more architecture towers above us. Welcome to Hong Kong, the most 
vertical city in the world.

We are graced with a light show from our living room windows, 
incandescent squares blinking and neon stripes dancing, a wall of 
man- made structure. There is no room for sky and stars.

I tuck the children into their new beds and Kyle ducks out into 
the rain and into a supermarket; he returns with jars of peanut butter 
and jam, a loaf of bread, some apples, a bag of oatmeal, and a small 
packet of brown sugar. We will only be here a few days and don’t want 
to overload on groceries, but Hong Kong is expensive, and we cannot 
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afford to eat out every meal. The imports in the plastic bag look for-
eign and global. Western.

We wake to the sound of city, of industry. Despite its proxim-
ity, our transition from Chinese village to Hong Kong— the financial 
leader of Asia— is jolting. Asian script on storefront signs outside looks 
similar, but it clashes with the praxis of buying and selling inside. I 
have walked on Communist sidewalks for only a month, but my cap-
italist tendencies are sore from lack of use. The commercialism of 
Hong Kong is a workout. It is a mash- up of old- world British Empire 
and modern Asian sensibility, and it is one more city to add to the list 
of cities where I am three years behind sartorially.

We stroll through Admiralty and SoHo and Mong Kok districts, 
and I am consistently seconds late with my camera as I am witness to a 
coruscating kaleidoscope of color and fabric combinations. I momen-
tarily abandon my family to chase after an Adonis of a man; I want to 
document his royal- blue Italian suit. Like many cosmopolitan men, 
he is most likely popping by the bank before his dentist appointment 
and simply tossed something on before leaving his flat this morning. 
He sports an oxford shirt and tie, pants cut three inches from the top 
of his ankles, and leather shoes without socks. In the American sub-
urbs he would look entirely out of place. Here, on the cobbled streets 
of Hong Kong, he looks just right, quintessentially debonair. From 
these mean Hong Kong streets I also learn that a man can pull off a 
button- down gingham shirt, salmon- colored bow tie, midthigh– cut 
khaki shorts, and flip- flops.

Hong Kong is completely cool, straddling the Western world and 
its preeminence as the wealthiest spot in Asia. She fully embraces who 
she is. She is the older cousin in town for holidays you awkwardly 
admire from the family table. She is quirky; she is fun; she is serious; 
she is not to be taken lightly. She is into art.

We are here during a large- scale protest against its Chinese- run 
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government, and this makes international news; but mobs are calm 
and confident. We walk through protesting crowds, and locals smile, 
play cards on the curbside, chat in assorted languages with beer and 
coffee in hand. Several young people knit. It is the hippest protest 
I’ve witnessed. Tate asks me if people are waiting for a parade to start. 
The protests give me brief maternal pause, but the friendly nature 
of the situation soon evaporates any concern. Our kids barely notice 
the crowds with a political bone to pick after a month in congested 
China.

The biggest mistake we make in Hong Kong is not staying long 
enough, but this is the consequence of planning our trip’s first leg in 
advance, before leaving home. Some travel decisions must be made 
in faith with the hope that wisdom we collect in Asian street markets 
will help us make right our early wrongs. This is mishap number one. 
If in doubt, always spend more time in Hong Kong.

We eat peanut butter sandwiches and cheap noodles for lunch, 
oatmeal for breakfast, and apples from our packs when we are peck-
ish. We ride a roller coaster on the edge of a cliff that graces us with 
a two- second view of the ocean, and we watch a panda bear named 
Ying Ying munch on bamboo and scratch her back on a tree. We win-
dow shop, we replace the reeking watch Tate vomited on in Beijing. I 
stop trying to take photos of the fashion- forward scenery and instead 
I simply enjoy the view: cotton- candy hair, iridescent pants, men in 
granny sweaters, power suits with short- shorts. We are overwhelmed 
at all we do not see, cannot do. Then we return to the airport and 
board another two- hour flight. Onward to Southeast Asia.
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 THAILAND

Your first impression of Thailand depends upon whom you ask. There 
are beaches; there are brothels; there are noodles; there are durian, a 
round, spiky fruit that smells like a noxious gym sock. There are rain 
forests full of banana trees and elephants. Bald monks hug smart-
phones and Starbucks cups, varying shades of orange fabric draped 
over their skinny bodies. An aging American man who stayed after 
the Vietnam War runs a bar with billiard tables for the tourists; he 
holds fast to his tight- skinned wife, a woman years his junior. A fam-
ily of six rides a motorcycle; five smoosh together, back to chest, and 
the youngest rides in a plastic bucket, his mother holding the bucket 
to the side of the motorcycle by the handle. There are dentists and 
doctors with degrees from Europe and North America who choose to 
practice their vocation here. There are almost one hundred English- 
speaking private schools in the country for expatriate children.

And this temporary home comes with some familiarity.
In 2007 we stayed in the northern city of Chiang Mai for two 

months. We lived in Turkey at the time, and after I was diagnosed 
with severe depression, it was suggested that we visit this medium- 
sized city tucked into the mountains and misty forests of Southeast 
Asia as therapy. The perplexingly sizable expat population includes 
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therapists and psychiatrists who speak English and can prescribe low- 
cost antidepressants with aplomb. It is cheaper to fly across five time 
zones and rent a house for two months than to travel back to the States 
and deal with health insurance, wait times, and medical red tape.

In those days, our oldest was two years old and I was in the second 
trimester with our second. We rented a house in the suburbs, a psy-
chiatrist prescribed me medication, and I met with a therapist three 
times a week. We ate food not found in Turkey, we fed cucumbers to 
elephants, and we browsed English bookstores meant for expatriate 
student backpackers. I bought fabric from the night market to bring 
back to our apartment on the Aegean Sea and sew into curtains and 
pillows. We took advantage of cheap prenatal care and discovered that 
Reed was a boy. He was twenty- four weeks into gestation when we 
returned to Turkey; there I survived on antidepressants, memories of 
Chiang Mai, and occasional Thai- based therapy visits via Skype for 
the next three years.

—

In Oregon, I had subscribed to a private e- mail list for expats in 
Chiang Mai in search of temporary housing for the Thailand leg of 
our trip. Perhaps we’d find an expat family’s home to housesit while 
they visited their home country. We could find a guesthouse if noth-
ing else was available, but there was something endearing about the 
idea of watching over someone else’s bookshelves, frying pans, and 
soap dispensers. I placed an ad in the e- mail group.

A woman named Muriel needed what we offered; she was return-
ing to the States for medical reasons and needed a house sitter. She 
lived in the same quiet suburbs where we had lived seven years earlier. 
It was ideal, except that she was in her seventies and her house didn’t 
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have toys. I waited for another offer, but when none came, we replied 
to Muriel and agreed to stay.

Muriel’s house— this will be our home in northern Thailand.
The plane lands in the early afternoon, and we grossly overpay a 

taxi driver to take us to the house, a savvy entrepreneur who knows 
the cash- value of white- faced travelers fresh off the plane (“Where you 
from?” Oregon and Texas. “Okay, I take you because Dallas Cowboys.”). 
En route, I daydream about dumping the contents of our backpacks 
into a washing machine. I am eager for coffeemakers and unpacking 
our toiletries onto a bathroom shelf after our month of nomadically 
stirring instant coffee into lukewarm water. I want the kids to make 
progress on their grammar, their math. I want to cook.

Muriel’s Thai friend unlocks the front door, shows us the house, 
hands us keys, and warns us that her car needs servicing and to use 
it with caution. Tall ceramic vases ensconce top- heavy silk flowers; a 
knee- high bejeweled elephant sits next to a lightweight rattan couch; 
breakable empty tchotchke bowls rest on the fragile glass coffee table. 
Glass shelves encased with doors hold hefty volumes of Amish fiction, 
figurines of plump peasant children, and collector’s plates signifying 
anniversaries of varying importance (the marriage of Prince William 
and Kate Middleton; Christmas at Disneyland, 1981). Muriel’s final 
e- mail to me asked us to please make ourselves at home, but to take 
note that the dinner dishes are a complete set, and if one should break, 
we are responsible for replacing the entire imported set.

Everything is also pink. Pink dishes, pink vases, pink silk flowers, 
pink elephant, pink floor tile, pink bathroom walls, pink bathroom 
sinks, pink marbled kitchen counters. Everything is some shade 
of pink.

Thai it isn’t. But it is cheap. Kyle parks the breakables above the 
kitchen cabinets and refrigerator, and we take Muriel’s car to a nearby 
big box store because, oddly enough, the house has no sheets or 
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pillows. Also, we are out of soap. I wander the store that reminds me 
of a Kmart from my childhood, and I cry because I am so tired and 
because I cannot find soap I like. Tate begs for expensive turquoise 
sheets, and we find plastic bowls, plates, and cups to replace Muriel’s 
dinner dishes we would inevitably break. We gawk at duck beak and 
pig uterus shrink- wrapped in the meat department, snap photos with 
our phones, and text them to family back home. The store smells like 
salty ocean and cheap plastic. For dinner, we eat greasy fried chicken 
in the dining area.

We drive home, stretch our new sheets across the master bedroom 
mattress, and crawl onto the plastic, rococoesque bed straight out of 
a gawdy Caesars Palace bedroom. I glance at my nightstand on the 
left, jump out of bed, and remove the little porcelain girl staring at me 
with psychotic eyes. I hide her in the plastic rococo wardrobe across 
the room.

The next morning, while braiding Tate’s hair on our bed, the 
slats underneath the mattress suddenly snap and drop us to the floor, 
into the center of the monstrous yellowed plastic bed frame. Kyle and 
I drag the mattress to the other side of the bedroom floor, where we 
will now sleep until we leave this house.

The crimson- colored velour bedspread pills miniscule balls 
of fuzz in the nooks and crannies of our clothes (which I will still 
pull from my pajama pants four months later in Morocco). Geckos 
scamper across the floors, walls, and ceilings— this is the only thing 
remotely Thai about our bedroom. I can hear their little feet at night, 
inches from my body where I sleep.

—

Chiang Mai is the second- largest city in Thailand, the original seat of 
the Lan Na Kingdom that reigned in 1296 and for five hundred more 
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years. It’s known for its three hundred Buddhist temples, their roofs 
like pointed pushpins embedded across the city’s landscape, nestled 
between trees and cafés, neighborhoods and back alleys. There is an 
ancient moat enclosing the city center, drawing a seven hundred- year- 
old fence around travel agency storefronts, burger chains, massage 
parlors, Mexican restaurants, dentist offices, women selling smooth-
ies from blenders on wheeled carts, expensive French restaurants, 
and coffee shops with free Wi- Fi. Motorcycles are ubiquitous, the 
chosen cheap travel method of the masses. Second in popularity are 
songthaews, red pickup trucks with benches along the length of their 
beds and enclosed with tall roofs, the shared taxi system used by both 
tourists and locals. These, plus tuk- tuks, the three- wheeled motorbike 
taxis, all vie for space on Chiang Mai roads, their drivers using horns 
merely to let others know of their presence, not to tell them to move. 
It’s a jarring practice to a Western driver new to these streets.

Chiang Mai is ancient; Chiang Mai is modern. It is Buddhist 
monks and smoothies from electric blenders. There are five Starbucks 
coffee shops in the city of fewer than four hundred thousand people, 
an impressive concentration outside the United States. The city is a 
popular respite for vagabonds in need of cheap accommodations and 
Western creature comforts.

It’s also home to the second- largest concentration of Buddhists in 
the world, and its streets are filled with pilgrims during the Songkran 
and Loy Krathong festivals. At night, the old city center beams a 
fluorescent glow from carts selling mango sticky rice, coconut soup, 
knockoff Birkenstock sandals, and flowing sarong- style pants bought 
only by tourists. From makeshift outdoor corner studios, artists 
sketch portraits of children in photos to be sent home as souvenirs for 
grandparents. T- shirts are silkscreened with beer logos, Che Guevara, 
and the phrase “Same same but different,” vernacular used by vendors 
as an answer to a potential buyer’s question about the validity of the 
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brand- name item for sale. A loose translation is: It is, and also, it is 
not. This phrase summarizes Chiang Mai in a nutshell. It smells of 
familiarity, but it also really, truly, doesn’t. It feels like home, and yet 
it always surprises.

—

I wish I were a more adventurous eater. I will eat spices and peppers 
with poised composure, but I hesitate at unidentifiable meats even 
when I’m famished. My plate will pile with vegetables and meats and 
sauces so long as none of it smiles at me. Edible creatures must also 
be solidly dead, the overriding reason why I avoided scorpions on a 
stick on Wangfujing Street in Beijing, still fighting for life and blindly 
swatting its pincers in the air. Never put things down your gullet that 
could slash it in final vengeance on the way down— this is my gastro-
nomic philosophy.

Tonight, I am hungry. A novice traveler could write an entire book 
solely devoted to the foreign cuisine offerings of northern Thailand, 
beginning in its French cafés and pâtisseries— scents of caramelized 
sugar and baked croissants wafting out their open doors reminding 
you of a Parisian boulevard— and ending with its offering of fish and 
chips served on the back porch of a neoclassical Georgian plantation 
home, crickets singing in the night air like a southern summer. A trav-
eler can dine on pineapple pancakes under banana trees for breakfast, 
green chiles rellenos and margaritas for lunch, and rib- eye steaks with 
mashed potatoes and pints of German lager for dinner. Our wallets 
would be empty if we feasted only on foreign food, which is why it is 
best in Chiang Mai, as it generally is everywhere, to stick to local fare.

Thai food tastes like ocean and timeworn tradition, fields of 
basil and groves of mango. Streetwise cooks in aprons and flip- flops 
stir salty tamarind through rice noodles and hand patrons limes to 
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squeeze over their bowls. Paired with glugs of Singha bubbling water, 
and it is the best three- dollar investment of your life.

There are passion fruit smoothies from street vendors and straw-
berry ice cream churned along late- night touristy streets; there is the 
gaeng khae soup with chiles and miso from the cheap diner in our 
quiet suburb, so spicy it makes me cry. My eyes water as it’s placed on 
the table, even after my request for no spice. This is Thai food.

Tonight, we find a hovel of a shop with the plain name of 
Cooking Love, tucked deep into the side streets in the old city center. 
Guidebooks and travel writers rave over this mom- and- pop eatery, 
and here on our first visit, the owner brings our children over to watch 
the kitchen chaos. The three of them tiptoe on chairs and peer over 
the Plexiglas shell.

“Hey! A ten- minute date,” Kyle jokes. Children are welcome to 
be children here in Thailand. Their curiosity is well received, and it 
proffers us a few minutes of adult conversation.

“Don’t you wonder about places like this?” Kyle says. “What’s 
this family’s backstory? How long have they been running this place? 
What was the tipping point that made it so popular?”

I watch the mom and son work in tandem in the kitchen, flash- 
frying vegetables in a wok and stirring milky- green curry in a stockpot. 
The teenage daughter takes an order from a table of European twenty-
somethings. An old wrinkled man with a toothless grin, presumably 
the owners’ father, welcomes patrons at the entrance, takes their shoes 
and meticulously places them on shelves.

“I wonder if that guy was the one who started this place,” I say, 
pointing to the elderly man. I picture him young and spritely, scoop-
ing bowls of rice and welcoming curious new guests. He smiles and 
nods at me. I nod back.

“I wonder if the whole family lives here too,” Kyle says, just as I 
was speculating the same thing. I glance at the back of the restaurant, 
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where a curtain hides a mysterious back half, and I imagine a living 
room and residential kitchen.

Photos of previous customers wallpaper the walls, Polaroids 
signed, dated, and faded. The four- top next to us speaks Russian, and 
on the other side are Australians. The cook brings us our orders, and 
I dip my spoon into the green curry, glide it out between my lips, and 
close my eyes. The kids eagerly spoon their plates of chicken fried 
rice, and Kyle buries his chopsticks into noodles. Steam rises from our 
plates. Our table overflows with bowls and there are leftovers, and our 
total bill is ten dollars.

I could not lead anyone there, but thanks to Kyle’s innate sense 
of direction, we dine there ten times over the next month, following 
the scent of its tom kha gai like hypnotized cartoon characters. The 
grandfather eagerly takes our shoes every time, welcomes us to his 
family establishment as though we are old friends. On our fifth visit, 
Kyle says, “I’m already sorry for my future self who no longer has 
this food.”

The family that runs this establishment has a special seat in 
heaven at the right hand of God. I’m sure of it. They welcome us into 
their home, the most sacred of places, with the taking of shoes and 
the scooping of rice.

—

I am overdue for a dip back into the waters of cheap counseling and 
decide to treat myself to a checkup. The therapist with whom I met 
for two months during our original visit to Thailand has retired to 
his home in Michigan, but the center where he worked is still here 
in Chiang Mai. I’ve never met with a spiritual director before, but a 
writer friend of mine back in the States swears by regular meetings 
with hers, and there are a few available at this center as a service.
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This afternoon, I sit in the office of a silver- haired, quiet- spoken 
woman named Nora. Her office is a simple converted bedroom in 
the corner of a house- turned- well- being- center. There is a couch and 
armchairs around a coffee table, icons and paintings of St. Francis 
on the walls, and art supplies on shelves. From my chair, I watch her 
walk silently around the office, gathering a legal pad, pens, sheets of 
drawing paper. She sits down, smiles at me, and doesn’t move. I feel 
like a teenager on her first job interview, not sure if I am supposed 
to talk first. Should I have come equipped with a laundry list of con-
cerns? Would she begin by asking about my childhood? This is not 
counseling, and I have no idea what to expect from an hour with a 
spiritual director. Do I make the first move? I sit there, smile back, 
look around the room.

After an eternity of silence, Nora says quietly, “I’m ready when 
you are.” I shift my eyes back to her, and she hasn’t moved. She is still 
smiling at me.

I decide that candor is probably best, that I will never see this 
woman again after this month. “I’m honestly not sure why I’m here, 
other than I feel like I could use some spiritual direction in my life.” 
This is the truth.

“Why do you feel that way?” Nora asks.
I sit for a few seconds, because this is a good question. I’m not 

terribly sure, other than my soul is weary, my usual recipe of prayer 
and reflecting on passages from the Bible isn’t inspiring me, and I 
sense a gaping, run- ragged hole in my soul where mature wisdom 
should be. Also, I don’t know where my home is, where I might really 
belong.

Years have passed since I last felt poured- into, I tell her, and I have 
not bothered to seek it out. I have embarked on this year of travel, at 
age thirty- seven, feeling less confident than I did a decade ago about 
what I believe to be true, and how that truth intersects with who 
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I am. I am weary from game playing and formulaic answers, and 
the evangelical- Christian hat that I have worn daily with every outfit 
since I was fourteen feels too small, headache inducing. I fidget daily 
in its discomfort, but I don’t know how to exchange it, how it should 
be resized. Perhaps I can stitch a new hat from scraps I find scattered 
around the globe, I suggest. Perhaps she could be my milliner, maybe 
help me find the first scrap, floating somewhere along the sidewalks 
of old Chiang Mai.

I tell her this, and she only smiles.
Also, I started this year of globe trekking confident that traveling 

was the right thing to do, but somehow, that confidence hadn’t come 
with me in my pack. I feel fidgety and lost.

She only smiles.
“I need spiritual direction because I feel like I can’t find my com-

pass, the thing that points me home. Also, the hat I’ve worn for over 
twenty years doesn’t fit anymore, and I want to find a new one,” I 
repeat.

Nora nods this time. “You think I can help you find a compass 
and a hat?”

“I’m not sure. But I’m willing to pay you twenty bucks a chat to 
see if you can help,” I reply.

“I think it’s good you’re here,” she says. “Because we all lose our 
way every now and then. Sometimes it helps to ask a fellow sojourner 
if she can see through the fog in front of you.”

I consider the fog in front of me, how I love writing but itch to 
break out of my genre into something new. I love the freedom of 
nomadic living, too, but yearn for the simplicity of home. I grow rest-
less with the humdrum of small ordinary life, but know it’s in those 
hours of sorting socks and vacuuming the car where most of life is 
meant to be lived. I don’t think I am made to do daily extraordinary 
things, to constantly unearth new sights. The loveliness of wandering, 
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of travel, dangles like a carrot on a stick, but it’s coupled with the 
heartache of wanderlust, of knowing that there will always be one 
more thing to see. Chasing the globe’s rotation for more than a few 
months will do me in. I will come undone. It is not how I am meant 
to live; I know it.

“You already have the answers you need within you from God,” 
Nora explains. “I am simply here to walk with you and help you 
unearth them. I can do that.”

She lights a candle on the table in front of us and bows her head. 
I follow suit and close my eyes.

—

Because we’ll be in Thailand for a solid two months, I can meet with 
Nora at least six times. There are other things to do in Chiang Mai— 
night markets to shop for cheap art and phone cases, hikes through 
the hills to the highest point in the country, elephant sanctuaries to 
visit. But after my first session, I sense an unveiling— these spiritual 
direction sessions are a primary reason we’ve been drawn here.

In our third meeting, Nora ends our time together, as custom-
ary, with silence, her reading a Psalm. To signify our time is over, 
she snuffs out the candle. The hour is spent as it was the previous 
two meetings: silence and candle lighting to start, Nora asking me 
what God is speaking to me today, more silence from me, then an 
unexpected outburst of tears as I share what comes to mind, usually 
some sort of frustration with my work as a writer. I pour out details of 
specific burdens and cultural movements that tie me in knots. Nora is 
a safe person with thousands of miles between our daily worlds. She 
will park when there is inward movement, help lift a stone when she 
senses treasure underneath.

At the end of our third meeting, snuffed candle smoke still rising 
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in the air, Nora says, “Before you leave Chiang Mai, I have a pre-
scription for you. I want you to visit a monastery in town for a day of 
silence.”

She hands me a brochure with a picture of a labyrinth on the 
front. I open it and find a smiling priest welcoming me to come for 
the day, the night, or for a week, to hear from God and get away from 
the city noise. There is no talking permitted on the grounds.

“You live in a world of noise,” Nora says. “Your work is noisy. Your 
home life with three kids is noisy. God speaks to us best in silence, 
in nooks and crannies when we’re willing to ignore the cacophony.”

I take the brochure with me, walk out of the living- room- cum- 
lobby with a tired grin on my face, get in the passenger side of the car 
where Kyle and the kids wait for me, and thrust the paper in front of 
him. “Look what I get to do,” I say. I wipe the tear smudges from my 
face and he backs out of the gravel driveway.

—

Kyle meets weekly with a counselor at the same center, so seven years 
removed from our Turkey respite, this place becomes, again, a home 
away from home, a resting place. Selah. I work with the kids on their 
schooling at a nearby café during his appointment, reading aloud and 
correcting handwriting and playing math card games while we sip 
pineapple juice and watch birds in the garden. Then Kyle and I tag 
each other, relay- style, and I meet with Nora while Kyle teaches frac-
tions and tectonic plates and how to sketch birds.

Our routine in Chiang Mai becomes a pleasant revolving cycle of 
parenting, working, teaching, and spiritual direction appointments. 
We predict proceeding months will once more resemble the chaos of 
backpacking through China, a nomadic liturgy of packing, unpack-
ing, and checking school notebooks on airplane tray tables, so this 
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otherwise humdrum routine is welcome. The kids enjoy this slower 
pace of life, and they feel more like temporary residents than nomads.

This morning, I arrive at the monastery armed with supplies for 
a day of silence— water bottle, snacks, pencil, journal. There will be 
meals offered in the dining hall at set times, silent, so I need little else. 
I check in at the front desk and they nod me through the open- air 
entrance hall and out into the gardens. Paths twist this way and that, 
through bamboo enclaves, interspersed by an occasional bench or tree 
stump for sitting. In the center are six gazebos, each with a simple 
wood- hewn table and bench. Dormitories outline the monastery. In 
the far distance lies the labyrinth.

It is astonishingly hard to sit in silence right now. Bamboo creaks, 
wind rushes through banana leaves, car horns honk on the highway 
beyond the garden. I wander the grounds, claim a gazebo, and arrange 
my provisions in organized piles around the table. For an hour, I stare 
at them. I have thoughts, but none worthy of journaling.

I wonder what my brother is doing at work in Austin today.
These pants need washing.
We need to make travel plans for France.
I could use a latte.

I sit. I listen to traffic in the distance, nod at the other spiritual 
pilgrims meandering by on the paths, and fidget on the hard bench. 
The apple on the table, instead of leading me to prolific contempla-
tion, stays an apple, stares back at me. I start to formulate a thought 
about the morning breeze and its symbolism, wonder if there is a 
poem there, but then an airplane thrusts overhead, and like a toddler 
I shift my attention to the shiny object in the sky. The first hour 
ekes by.

I go on another walk around the path, return to my basecamp, 
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open my journal and turn to the next blank page. Nora has given me 
homework— write a lamentation during my monastic day, a poem of 
mourning in order to fully flesh out a grieving process that needs skin 
and bones. So far, though, my thoughts are little more than a swirling 
mental distraction of annoyances and a vague inkling that something 
muddy wants out.

I know this: I am weary of playing games, of the games I am 
asked to play in order to succeed as a writer. These travels for a year 
are admittedly part escapism, a desperate plea for a sabbatical from 
expectations, pressure, noise. I want to get lost in myself, I want to 
stop thinking so much of myself, and I want to see in the flesh how 
many people there are in the world and how many don’t know me or, 
really, care about me. I want to remember my smallness. I want to be 
a prophet in the wilderness, shouting from jungles and deserts and 
foreign cities that we are all small, and to remember what a tiny place 
we each take up in the world. Small might be insignificant, but it does 
not mean unimportant.

In Chiang Mai, I have already passed by millions of street 
vendors— all of whom I will never know— and I think of how many 
more there are in the world. Their daily lives matter, but how am I 
any different, any more important, than an old woman selling key 
rings and water bottles at the kung fu show? I long for God to show 
me where I belong, where my home is in the world, and my smallness 
in it.

Before I write my lamentation, I read this from pastor and writer 
Eugene Peterson: “We are caught off- guard when divine revelation 
arrives in such ordinary garb and mistakenly think it’s our job to dress 
it up in the latest Paris silk gown of theology, or to outfit it in a sturdy 
three- piece suit of ethics before we can deal with it.”1

A quiet awareness surfaces, and I sense that it is ordinary. It’s 
for me. I do not need to make it big, or dress it up by sharing it on 
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social media, or deconstruct it with a three- part explanation. I need 
to capture it, tackle it to the ground as it flies in the wind through the 
banana trees. My pen grows pregnant with words. The lamentation 
flows.

The first draft pulses with a respectable anger, and I set the pen 
down. I can barely decipher my own scribbles. But this feels good, 
freeing, a bit rebellious. Frustration quivers out my fingers and my 
body begins to strengthen as a poison leaves. Being on the other 
side of the world is becoming a bloodletting. I am fraught with self- 
imposed expectations about motherhood and writing that need to be 
released, and the crowded buses, the holding of my children’s hands 
through makeshift markets, the sunsets over suburban Thai rooftops 
are my medicinal leeches.

I walk to the labyrinth, step in to the entrance, and start to 
methodically pray. Turn right, one step in front of the other, then 
the narrow path snakes and leads back out, then back in closer to 
its center. There is a plan, a prescribed path to the middle, but how 
slow or quickly I arrive is up to me. I can stop midstep if I want, and 
pause, admire, adjust. These steps, one in front of another, are an 
expedition of its own. They mimic this year. First, leave your home, 
your familiarity. Then board your transport. Traverse through China. 
Step into Hong Kong. Into Thailand, and next, onward to Singapore, 
Australia, New Zealand.

When I arrive in the center at last, I tear out the lamentation in 
my notebook, crumple it into a ball, and set it on the waist- high rock 
serving as the labyrinth’s centerpost. I unearth a smaller rock on the 
ground and paperweight it on top of my offering to keep it from blow-
ing into the banana trees. This rock is an Ebenezer of remembrance. 
I am free to scream to God my grievances— at least on paper— but 
when I am done, I must leave them and remember that my Maker 
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knows me, will watch over my offering, and will return with me. I 
wind back out the labyrinth, faster this time.

—

Several weeks after my day of solitude, a few days before we leave 
Chiang Mai and head to southern Thailand, we go out for pizza at 
a bricked, side- alley café downtown. It swarms with tourists and the 
air smells of dough, salty sweat, fire- hot wood. We place our order, 
and from a distance music begins while we wait for our food. It’s 
quieter at first, echoing off the brick walls and neighboring shops, but 
soon the volume increases until its distorted combination of modern 
pop rhythm with Eastern heterophonic melody throbs in the asphalt 
beneath us.

We join the café’s other patrons who have left their seats to witness 
the commotion, and I hold Finn’s hand and squeeze our way through 
the crowd. A parade has begun, floats with sequined elephants and 
belly dancers and papier- mâché water lilies ensconced around thrones 
of young women dolled up like princesses. They wave at eager little 
girls on the street. Buddhist monks, in their florescent orange and 
burnt sienna robes, follow with flowers and candles to release onto the 
river at the turn of the parade’s bend.

Loy Krathong is Thailand’s annual holiday of gratitude; it is their 
version of Thanksgiving. We eat our pizza quickly, then the five of us 
soldier through teeming crowds to find a spot where we can release a 
paper lantern into the black sky. Tonight, thousands of candlelit lan-
terns will be offered into the air, humanity’s effort to add flickering 
pinholes up in the universe. These lanterns eventually run out of wick 
and wax, and every year the local municipality spends weeks cleaning 
up the aftermath, but for one evening, thousands of people gather in 
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one tiny place on the planet to release a token of gratitude. It is a sight 
to behold.

We find a young monk- in- training, no older than sixteen, offering 
a flicker of fire for the paper lanterns. Our family’s lantern, bought a 
few feet away at a temporary stand, is large enough for all three kids to 
hold and release together, and so the young monk brings his lighter to 
our candle in the center, positions the kids’ hands around the lantern’s 
bottom edge, and when the candle starts to flicker, he lets go. The 
lantern is made of cheap, white tissue paper, and it holds my gratitude 
for this year of exploration, along with a prayer for clarity, for release. 
There is nothing to alter its course once it is liberated, but it will be 
beautiful as it flies into night sky. Our offering is one of thousands, 
tiny like all the others, collectively a flickering symphony against a 
black backdrop.

The kids release the lantern and we watch until it disappears from 
view, intertwining with a thousand minuscule dancing lights.

“Can we get ice cream?” Finn asks. The pizza feels like hours ago, 
another world away.

—

We fly to southern Thailand for our own American Thanksgiving, to 
the island of Phuket. One of our travel strategies involves creating, as 
best we can, an endless summer— or at least, enough warm weather 
so that we can get by with one thin jacket. We will buy sweaters if 
needed, but we’d like to try to go without. On our country’s day for 
giving thanks in late November, it is 90°F, a warm, windy breeze 
rustling through the palm trees. We are on the southern coast of 
Thailand, on an island mere miles from Malaysia.

We have never been to Phuket and have little more than an 
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Internet’s inkling of what to expect. The plane lands, and we hail a 
taxi driver.

She pulls into traffic and asks in English, “Which hotel?”
I show her the map on my phone that pinpoints the whereabouts 

of our guesthouse, but she pushes it away with a “Pfft!” Impossible, 
because this is a real neighborhood and not a tourist conglomeration 
of hotels. She does not grasp the concept, understandably enough, of 
a real home turned into a bona fide guesthouse.

“Which hotel?” she repeats, louder this time.
“Not a hotel! House!” Kyle calls out from the backseat, where he 

is crammed with the three kids. He sounds angry, but he’s not. He’s 
employing this trick to bridge the dialect disconnect: speak louder; 
surely they’ll understand.

The driver finds us incredulous. “Which! Hotel!” she yells.
We do this for an hour, as she drives through island streets, head-

ing to the destination on the map while shaking her head. I am hot 
and sticky, and I am not in the mood to negotiate the cross- cultural 
language barrier.

Our destination isn’t a guesthouse, which no doubt adds to the 
cabby’s confusion. Our instructions are, in complete seriousness, to 
take a taxi to a local art gallery, walk to the front desk, and ask for 
soup. We aren’t sure what this means beyond its literal interpreta-
tion. Is soup code for guesthouse keys? Will an art curator at the front 
desk nod knowingly, slide us a new map as though we’re in a spy 
movie? Will a bowl of soup unlock the code through its ingredients, 
or perhaps via a bar code on the bottom of the container? It feels very 
James Bond.

We are taken down a nameless dirt road and finally, we stop in 
front of little more than a covered booth, something you might see 
at an American farmers’ market. Two women are painting on canvas. 
Kyle walks up and asks for soup as the kids and I watch from the car. 
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One of the women nods and makes a phone call while I sit on the edge 
of my seat, feeling the plot thicken. A few minutes later, Kyle emerges 
with a fellow in his twenties, motorcycle helmet tucked underneath 
his arm. The local straddles the red motorcycle parked out front and 
heads into traffic, Kyle motioning our driver to follow him.

“That guy’s name is Soup,” Kyle says as he gets back in the taxi. 
“He’ll lead us to our guesthouse.”

—

Thanksgiving Day, we walk the sleepy streets of our beach village, 
again in search of good food. We have only a few days left in Thailand, 
which means our season of delectable cheap food is drawing to a close. 
We are also homesick, so it feels especially important that we feast like 
kings, to cobble together a Thanksgiving dinner from local cuisine 
while our extended family gathers together twelve thousand miles 
away. Soon we will enter Singapore, where nothing is cheap, and then 
Australia, where even less is cheap. We spend the afternoon on the 
beach, sun- kissed and sand- caked like it’s the Fourth of July, and now 
we are on the prowl for a turkey- and- stuffing equivalent out of yearn-
ing for the most quintessential of American holidays.

It begins to rain and the sun has set, so we need to settle on a spot. 
We duck into the closest establishment with its lights on, a beacon in 
the dark pumping John Cougar Mellencamp from the house speakers.

Kyle asks the owner if we can sit outside on the empty patio, at 
a table tucked underneath an umbrella big enough for the five of us 
to escape the rain. She nods and ushers us outside, lights a candle at 
our table. We take menus and cross our fingers, hoping for a decent- 
enough Thanksgiving banquet. Instead of more noodles and curry, 
we read the selections: steak, ribs, mashed potatoes, glazed carrots, 
and rolls. Chocolate cake. Creme brûlée. The kids squeal with glee.
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We chase meat with mojitos, which tastes nothing like home, but 
it doesn’t taste quite like Thailand, either. It is an ad hoc meal, food 
with no particular home, a conglomeration of Western barbecue and 
Eastern spices, seared and charred. It works well enough. It echoes 
how I feel right now, one foot in Asia and one out the door. We eat in 
the dark, in the rain, in flip- flops. Our waitress brings us cake with lit 
sparklers and sings to us in broken English the Happy Birthday song 
to pay homage to our national holiday. Tonight, we are satisfied to be 
together in the world, as a family, on a dot of an island in the Indian 
Ocean in Southeast Asia.

“I wonder what our next house will be like?” Tate questions, sigh-
ing with a full stomach.

“I get the top bunk if there’s a bunk bed!” shouts Reed.
Back at the guesthouse, toothbrushes are packed in our bags, 

shirts are rolled up next to socks, and we are ready to move on. 
Thailand has brought me some peace.
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