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Los Angeles, USA

ALmoST TWo WeekS AfTeR P\�WKLUW\�¿UVW�ELUWKGD\��WKH�
alarm on my mobile phone went off several hours earlier than 
QRUPDO��,W�ZDV�VWLOO�GDUN�ZKHQ�,�RSHQHG�P\�H\HV��DQG�DV�,�JURSHG�
for the phone I was seized by the sudden and horrible conviction 
that I had entirely forgotten I was supposed to be getting up and 
going to the airport. 

7KLV��,�UHDOL]HG��FRXOG�EH�ZRUVH�WKDQ�WKH�WLPH�,�ERRNHG�P\�
ticket to New York for the week before I needed to leave. It could 
be worse than the time I traveled to Colorado before discovering 
WKDW�,¶G�OHIW�P\�ZDOOHW�LQ�P\�J\P�EDJ�DW�KRPH��6XUHO\��WKRXJK��LW�
couldn’t be worse than the time I was stranded in Germany for a 
week because I’d neglected to get a visa for the Czech Republic. 
Could it?
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 :KHQ�,�¿QDOO\�PDQDJHG�WR�LOOXPLQDWH�WKH�VFUHHQ�RQ�P\�
SKRQH��D�Task list was displayed. There was only one item on it. 

That item was Lisa’s wedding (Australia).  
This did not immediately clarify things for me. 
,I�WKH�SKRQH�DODUP�ZDV�JRLQJ�RII�WKDW�HDUO\��,�UHDVRQHG��VWLOO�

VOHHS�IX]]HG��,�ZDV�VXSSRVHG�WR�EH�JRLQJ�VRPHZKHUH��$FFRUGLQJ�
to my To Do�OLVW��KRZHYHU��WKDW�VRPHZKHUH�ZDV�$XVWUDOLD��)RU�
my own wedding.

except … I was having a hard time recollecting ever 
planning a wedding in Australia. 

or remembering who I might conceivably be marrying. 
7KHQ��VORZO\��LW�FDPH�EDFN�WR�PH�
7ZR�\HDUV�HDUOLHU��,�KDG�EHHQ�VLWWLQJ�LQ�D�&DOLIRUQLD�WKHDWHU�

ZDLWLQJ�IRU�WKH�PRYLH�WR�VWDUW��2QH�RI�P\�JRRG�IULHQGV��5RELQ��
had just gotten engaged. She was talking weddings and 
EHPRDQLQJ�WKH�WZLQ�KDVVOHV�RI�VHWWLQJ�D�GDWH�DQG�¿QGLQJ�D�YHQXH��
I had constructively suggested that a lot of time and angst could 
perhaps be saved if you settled those details before you were 
even in a relationship. In response to her answering challenge to 
GR�MXVW�WKDW�IRU�P\VHOI�,�KDG�QDPHG�D�SODFH��$XVWUDOLD��WKH�FORVHVW�
thing to a home country I have) and a safely distant date. 

/DXJKLQJ�OLNH�D�ORRQ��5RELQ�KDG�FRPPDQGHHUHG�P\�SKRQH�
DQG�SURJUDPPHG�LQ�P\�ZHGGLQJ�GDWH�IRU�PH��FRPSOHWH�ZLWK�DQ�
alarm reminder to get engaged three months before the actual 
day.

³1R�ZRUULHV�´�,�KDG�VDLG�ORIWLO\�ZKHQ�VKH�H[SODLQHG�ZKDW�
she was doing. “Three months will be plenty of time to plan a 
ZHGGLQJ�´�

1RZ��WKUHH�PRQWKV�EHIRUH�WKDW�VDIHO\�GLVWDQW�GDWH��,�JURDQHG�
and silenced that alarm. Whatever had possessed her to think 
,¶G�ZDQW�WR�VWDUW�SODQQLQJ�VDLG�ZHGGLQJ�DW���D�P��RQ�D�)ULGD\��,�
wasn’t sure. 
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R
oNe of JANe AUSTeN’S most famous novels opens with this 
VHQWHQFH��³,W�LV�D�WUXWK�XQLYHUVDOO\�DFNQRZOHGJHG��WKDW�D�VLQJOH�
PDQ�LQ�SRVVHVVLRQ�RI�D�JRRG�IRUWXQH��PXVW�EH�LQ�ZDQW�RI�D�ZLIH�´ 
Now two weeks past the landmark of thirty-one I was starting 
to wonder whether it was also a truth even more universally 
acknowledged that a single woman of a certain age and in 
possession of no fortune of which to speak must be in want of a 
husband. 

many of my friends and family certainly seemed to think 
VR�±�WKLV�ZDV�QRW�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH�LQ�UHFHQW�KLVWRU\�WKDW�,�KDG�EHHQ�
ambushed at an early hour regarding the pressing matter of 
my nuptials. even total strangers in African airports were in 
agreement on this point. 

Accra, Ghana

THe INTeRLUDe WITH THe VWUDQJHU�LQ�*KDQD�FDPH�¿UVW�
I was sitting alone at dawn on a cold metal bench in Accra 

DLUSRUW��UHDGLQJ��ZKHQ�KH�VDW�GRZQ�EHVLGH�PH��
+H�ZDV�WDOO�±�WKDW�ZDV�WKH�¿UVW�WKLQJ�,�QRWLFHG��(DVLO\�VL[�

HLJKW��KH�WRZHUHG�RYHU�HYHU\RQH�HOVH�LQ�D�URRP�WKDW�ZDV�DOUHDG\�
IXOO�RI�WDOO�PHQ��+LV�VNLQ�ZDV�VR�VKLQ\�EODFN��OLNH�RLOHG�FRDO��WKDW�
WKH�ÀXRUHVFHQW�OLJKW�JODQFHG�RII�KLP�DW�RGG�DQJOHV��+LV�KDLU�ZDV�
sectioned and bound into a dozen spiky knobs. He wore spotless 
red and white Nike exercise gear and sported an enormous 
square diamond in his left ear. He pulled out a portable DVD 
player and slid in a disc. 

+H�ZDLWHG�ORQJHU�WKDQ�PRVW��IRXU�PLQXWHV��EHIRUH�VWULNLQJ�XS�
a conversation. 

³,�DP�*DEULHO�´�KH�VDLG��³:KDW�LV�\RXU�QDPH"´



1 2  |  L i s a  M c K ay

I looked up from my book and sighed mentally. 
³/LVD�´�
³:KHUH�DUH�\RX�JRLQJ"´
³1DLUREL�´
³:K\"´
³:RUN�´
³:KDW�ZRUN"´
³,�UXQ�ZRUNVKRSV�RQ�VWUHVV��WUDXPD��DQG�UHVLOLHQFH�IRU�

KXPDQLWDULDQ�UHOLHI�DQG�GHYHORSPHQW�ZRUNHUV�´
,�FRXOG�VHH�WKDW�WKLV�ODVW�VHQWHQFH�GLGQ¶W�UHJLVWHU��DQG�,�ZDVQ¶W�

surprised. It usually took some time for native english speakers 
WR�¿W�WKRVH�SLHFHV�WRJHWKHU��DQG�*DEULHO�VSRNH�(QJOLVK�ZLWK�D�
thick West African-french accent. 

“What do you�GR"´�,�VDLG��ZRQGHULQJ��DV�DOZD\V��ZKDW�ZDV�
compelling me to ask this. 

It’s not that I wasn’t interested in what he did – I was 
especially curious as to where the diamond came from. It was 
just that I didn’t particularly want to end up chatting at length 
to yet another strange man in an airport in Africa. But no matter 
how many times I tell myself that I’m not responsible for 
UHFLSURFDWLQJ�LQWHUHVW�LQ�VLWXDWLRQV�OLNH�WKHVH��LW�EUHDNV�DOO�WKH�
normal rules of polite behavior to give a one-word answer to a 
question and return my eyes to my book. five questions is about 
my limit. After that I usually buckle and return one. 

,�OHDUQHG�WKDW�*DEULHO�ZDV�D�VHDPDQ��ZRUNLQJ�FDUJR�VKLSV�RXW�
of Djibouti. His family was from Cote D’Ivoire but now lived in 
*KDQD��(QJOLVK�ZDV�KLV�IRXUWK�ODQJXDJH��DQG�KLV�ZRUVW��

³$UH�\RX�PDUULHG"´�*DEULHO�DVNHG�PH��³'R�\RX�KDYH�D�
ER\IULHQG"´�

This is why I don’t enjoy chatting with men in airports in 
Africa. 

³,�KDYH�D�ER\IULHQG�´�,�OLHG�VKDPHOHVVO\��
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Gabriel did not even pause. This was something I’d noticed 
ZLWK�RWKHU�PHQ��WRR��$SSDUHQWO\��LI�P\�ER\IULHQG�ZDV�DOORZLQJ�
PH�WR�ZDQGHU�DURXQG�$IULFD�XQVXSHUYLVHG��,�ZDV�IDLU�JDPH���

³'R�\RX�OLNH�WR�PDNH�IULHQGV�ZLWK�WKH�EODFN�PDQ"´�KH�DVNHG��
“I know some white woman; they do not like to make friends 
ZLWK�WKH�EODFN�PDQ�´

)OXPPR[HG��,�WULHG�WR�WKLQN��$QVZHULQJ�QR�ZDV�RXW�RI�WKH�
question. Answering yes was tantamount to an open invitation to 
continue this line of questioning. 

I recalled the face of an ex-boyfriend and mentally grafted it 
onto my hypothetical current boyfriend.

³0\�ER\IULHQG�LV�EODFN�´�,�VDLG�
Gabriel smiled. “I like to make friends with the white 

ZRPDQ�´
I looked down at my book and turned the page.
I have received more attention from men in Africa than 

DQ\ZKHUH�HOVH�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG��0RVW�RI�WKH�WLPH��KRZHYHU��,�GRQ¶W�
think it’s because of my sparkling personality. How sparkling can 
\RX�EH�ZKHQ�\RX¶UH�WUDYHO�ZHDU\�LQ�DQ�DLUSRUW��HVSHFLDOO\�ZKHQ�
you’re engrossed in a book? But I’m also not deluded enough 
to think that these propositions come because of any irresistible 
SK\VLFDO�PDJQHWLVP�,�DP�H[XGLQJ��0RVW�RI�WKH�WLPH��,�JHW�WKH�
VHQVH�WKDW�ZKHQ�WKHVH�PHQ�ORRN�DW�PH�±�P\�KDLU��P\�H\HV��HYHQ�
my skin – what they really see is not brown and white but blue. 

%OXH��WKH�FRORU�RI�P\�SDVVSRUW��2U��UDWKHU��WKH�FRORU�RI�ERWK�
my passports – the Australian and the Canadian one. 

This sometimes bothers me. And the fact that it bothers me 
ERWKHUV�PH��WRR��

my parents spent decades trying to teach me that it’s 
qualities other than beauty that really matter. I’d say I believe 
WKDW��:K\��WKHQ��GR�,�FDWFK�P\VHOI�DW�WLPHV�OLNH�WKHVH�SUHIHUULQJ�
that someone approach me because he desires me physically 
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than because he desires my citizenship and all the other qualities 
LW�UHSUHVHQWV�±�HVFDSH��IUHHGRP��DQG�UHODWLYH�ZHDOWK"�$IWHU�DOO��
SK\VLFDO�EHDXW\�DQG�FLWL]HQVKLS�DUH�ERWK��WR�D�ODUJH�H[WHQW��DVVHWV�
EHVWRZHG�RQ�XV�DV�DFFLGHQWV�RI�ELUWK��2EMHFWLYHO\��FLWL]HQVKLS�
even has some major advantages over beauty – it tends not to 
GHSUHFLDWH�LQ�YDOXH�RYHU�WLPH��DQG�\RX�KDYH�WR�VFUHZ�XS�UHDOO\�
EDGO\�WR�ORVH�LW�DOWRJHWKHU��3K\VLFDO�DVVHWV��KRZHYHU��DUH�VXEMHFW�
WR�GHJUDGDWLRQ�FDXVHG�E\�DQ\�QXPEHU�RI�WKLQJV��OLNH�JUDYLW\��
VXQ�GDPDJH��QHJOHFW��DQG�WKH�RYHUFRQVXPSWLRQ�RI�LFH�FUHDP�DQG�
takeout Chinese food. 

³'R�\RX�GR�ORWV�RI�WUDYHO�IRU�ZRUN"´�*DEULHO�DVNHG�PH�
VXGGHQO\��LQWHUUXSWLQJ�P\�FRQFHQWUDWHG�VWXG\�RI�SDJH������

³<HV��ORWV�RI�WUDYHO�´�,�VDLG��WU\LQJ�WR�VRXQG�EXV\��PRELOH��
unavailable.

³,�WUDYHO�ORWV��WRR��EXW�ZKHQ�,�JHW�PDUULHG�,�ZLOO�VWD\�DW�
KRPH�ZLWK�P\�ZLIH�DQG�RXU�FKLOGUHQ�´�KH�VDLG��FOHDUO\�KRSLQJ�,�
would take the hint and apply for a starring role in that story line 
immediately. 

my strategy during these conversations is to be reserved but 
SROLWH��5DUHO\�ZLOO�,�EH�FRQIURQWDWLRQDO�DQG�¿UPO\�VKXW�VRPHRQH�
GRZQ��6RPHWLPHV��KRZHYHU��,�ZLOO�UXQ�DZD\��

I dug for the last of my Ghanaian Cedes and headed for the 
small stall selling bottled water. Then I wandered into the one 
VWRUH�LQ�WKH�DLUSRUW��WKLQNLQJ�

,W¶V�QRW�WKDW�,�EODPH�WKH�PHQ�IRU�WU\LQJ��,�GRQ¶W��,�HYHQ�DGPLUH�
their moxie sometimes. It’s more that I hate the way it makes 
PH�IHHO�GHIHQVLYH�DQG�REMHFWL¿HG�ZKHQ�,�VXVSHFW�WKDW�,¶P�VLPSO\�
being seen as a walking one-way ticket to wealth and a better 
OLIH��%XW�ZK\�VKRXOG�,�IHHO�DQ\�OHVV�REMHFWL¿HG��RU�DQ\�PRUH�
ÀDWWHUHG��E\�D�PDQ�ORRNLQJ�IRU�D�SUHWW\�VPLOH�DQG�D�WLJKW�VKLUW"�

³3HUKDSV�´�,�WKRXJKW�DV�,�VWRRG�DORQH�LQ�WKH�DLUSRUW�RQ�WKDW�
VXOWU\�PRUQLQJ�LQ�2FWREHU��³,¶YH�EHHQ�FRPLQJ�DW�WKLV�DOO�ZURQJ��
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maybe my parents are right. It is other qualities that matter more 
than beauty – it’s my passports. maybe I should start seeing them 
as just as tangible (and more indestructible) assets than my cup 
VL]H�´����

Behind me a voice called my name. 
,�WXUQHG�DQG�ORRNHG�XS��*DEULHO�KDG�FRPH�WR�¿QG�PH��WR�

make sure I’d heard that they had called pre-boarding. He 
pressed a piece of paper containing his phone number and an 
email address into my hands. 

³:KHUH�,�FRPH�IURP�ZH�KDYH�D�VD\LQJ´�KH�VDLG��³µ0\�EORRG�
PHW�\RXU�EORRG�¶�:KHQ�,�VDZ�\RX�KHUH�WRGD\��my blood met your 
EORRG�´�+H�ORRNHG�DW�PH�PHDQLQJIXOO\�DQG�SDXVHG��

³7KHQ�DJDLQ�´�,�WKRXJKW��³PD\EH�,�VKRXOG�MXVW�LQYHVW�LQ�D�
IDNH�ZHGGLQJ�ULQJ��&DOO�PH�GHPDQGLQJ��EXW�,�QHHG�VRPHRQH�WR�EH�
GUDZQ�WR�P\�SDVVSRUWV��P\�SUHWW\�VPLOH��DQG�P\�SHUVRQDOLW\�´�

,�VPLOHG��DZNZDUG��DQG�WXFNHG�WKH�VOLS�RI�SDSHU�LQWR�P\�EDJ�
³,W�ZDV�QLFH�PHHWLQJ�\RX��WRR�´�

Washington, D.C., USA

TWo moNTHS AfTeR TRANSITING through Washington’s 
'XOOHV�$LUSRUW�RQ�P\�ZD\�KRPH�IURP�WKDW�WULS�WR�*KDQD��,�ZDV�
back on the east Coast again to spend Christmas with my family. 

Washington D.C. can be a magical place to spend Christmas. 
7KH�ODVW�WLPH�ZH�KDG�DOO�VSHQW�&KULVWPDV�WRJHWKHU�LQ�'�&���

we were living there during my last year of high school. That 
year we walked out of the candlelit warmth of the Christmas 
(YH�VHUYLFH�DQG�LQWR�D�VWLOO��GHHS�FROG��6QRZ�ZDV�IDOOLQJ�VWUDLJKW�
DQG�WKLFN�IURP�DQ�LQN\�YRLG��WKH�ÀDNHV�VR�LQFDQGHVFHQW�WKH\�
VHHPHG�D�VWDWHO\��VLOHQW�SDUDGH�RI�GLVSODFHG�VWDUV��7KH�HYHU\GD\�
landscape had already disappeared under a transforming layer 
of white. I can still remember the paradoxically warm tingle of 



1 6  |  L i s a  M c K ay

midnight snow on my tongue and how the sudden shock of all 
that unexpected beauty kindled a reverential hope.  

2�KRO\�QLJKW��LQGHHG���
This Christmas wasn’t exactly like that. 
We were DOO�WRJHWKHU��0\�VLVWHU��0LFKHOOH��ZKR�PDUULHG�KHU�

KLJK�VFKRRO�ORYH��-HG��ZDV�WKH�RQO\�RQH�RI�XV�VWLOO�OLYLQJ�LQ�'�&���
and it was their house we were invading. my parents had come 
IURP�$XVWUDOLD��6R�KDG�P\�EURWKHU��0DWW��DQG�KLV�JLUOIULHQG��
/RXLVH��,¶G�ÀRZQ�RYHU�IURP�/RV�$QJHOHV�

6R�ZH�ZHUH�DOO�WRJHWKHU��DW�OHDVW��%XW�RQ�&KULVWPDV�PRUQLQJ�
LW�ZDV�GULSSLQJ�D�FROG��GUHDU\�UDLQ�WKDW�GLG�QRW�HYHQ�ERWKHU�WR�
pretend that it might turn to snow. And despite the fact that I was 
ZUDSSHG�XS�LQ�D�EODQNHW��QXUVLQJ�D�FXS�RI�FRIIHH�DQG�VWDULQJ�DW�
D�SRVLWLYH�PRXQWDLQ�RI�SUHVHQWV�XQGHU�WKH�&KULVWPDV�WUHH��WKHUH�
ZHUH�QR�ZDUP�WLQJOHV��QR�UHYHUHQWLDO�KRSH�

Instead there was the feeling that we were all trying hard 
to create a happy Christmas vibe and not quite getting there. It 
ZDV�/RXLVH¶V�¿UVW�&KULVWPDV�DZD\�IURP�$XVWUDOLD�DQG�VKH�ZDV�
KRPHVLFN��0LFKHOOH�ZDV�WKUHH�PRQWKV�SUHJQDQW�ZLWK�KHU�¿UVW�
FKLOG�DQG�QRW�IHHOLQJ�OLNH�HDWLQJ�PXFK��RU�VLWWLQJ�XS��0\�IDWKHU�
was trying too hard to make sure everyone was having a good 
WLPH��DQG�KLV�DQ[LRXV�RUJDQL]LQJ�ZDV�DQQR\LQJ�PH��-HG��ZKR�
ZDV�SHULRGLFDOO\�FDOOLQJ�PH�E\�D�QLFNQDPH�KH�NQHZ�,�ORDWKHG��
ZDV�DQQR\LQJ�PH��WRR��$QG�,¶P�SUHWW\�VXUH�ZH�ZHUH�DOO�DQQR\LQJ�
-HG��ZKR�LQ�WKDW�PRPHQW�ZDV�SUREDEO\�IHHOLQJ�D�ELW�VRUU\�WKDW�
ZH�UHJXODUO\�WRRN�KLV�KRVSLWDEOH�LQYLWDWLRQV�RI�³FRPH�DQ\�WLPH´�
at face value and descended full force upon his house for two 
whole weeks instead of just the couple of days that normal 
American families devote to celebrating the Christmas season. 

Collectively we were a bit like an out-of-tune guitar trying to 
play carols. 

This feeling all-out-of-tune thing is aggravating when it 
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happens after you’ve worked hard to coordinate travel schedules 
across continents so that you can spend time together. And it’s 
SDUWLFXODUO\�IUXVWUDWLQJ�ZKHQ�LW�KDSSHQV�DW�&KULVWPDV��EHFDXVH�
everyone wants Christmas to be special.

Perhaps that’s part of the problem. Christmas is a glorious 
ideal. I love almost everything about it – tiny lights gleaming 
WKURXJK�D�GDUN�DQG�VSLN\�JUHHQ��WKH�VPHOO�RI�ZDUP�VXJDUHG�
FLQQDPRQ��WKH�ZD\�OLIH�VORZV�GRZQ�DQG�JLIWV�XV�WLPH�ZLWK�IDPLO\�
and friends. I love how the compass of Christmas can point us 
toward what’s truly important in our lives and how the dawning 
of a new year directs us to consider whether we are living up to 
our own hopes. 

And the music … How can you hear O Holy Night sung with 
passion and not be stirred?

A thrill of hope, the weary world rejoices,
For yonder breaks a new and glorious morn.
Fall on your knees! O, hear the angels’ voices!
O night divine…

There is�VRPHWKLQJ�GLYLQH�DERXW�&KULVWPDV�±�LQ�JRRG�\HDUV��
anyway. But perhaps the very glory of the ideal also risks 
overburdening the actual day. for if Christmas doesn’t quite 
OLYH�XS�WR�H[SHFWDWLRQV��\RX¶UH�QRW�MXVW�KDYLQJ�D�EHORZ�DYHUDJH�
day you’re having it on Christmas, which is ten times worse. 
It makes you guilty of not only having woken up on the wrong 
side of the bed but also of transgressing the Ten Commandments 
RI�&KULVWPDV��)RU��DV�ZH�DOO�NQRZ��WKH�¿UVW�RI�WKRVH�7HQ�
Commandments is: 

Thou shall feel all happy and holy on Christmas morning. 
7KRX�VKDOO�GH¿QLWHO\�not�VLW�RQ�WKH�ÀRRU�LQ�IURQW�RI�WKH�&KULVWPDV�
tree feeling grumpy and a bit jealous that everyone else has 
someone to cuddle when all the extra warmth you have is a cup 
of coffee.
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%XW�WKHUH�,�ZDV��JXLOW\�DV�FKDUJHG�DQG�DERXW�WR�EH�SXW�WR�WKH�
test with regard to another of the Christmas commandments: 
Thou shall at all times remember that presents are not the point 
of Christmas; people are.  

7KDW�FROG�&KULVWPDV�PRUQLQJ��P\�OLWWOH�EURWKHU�ZDV�VHOHFWHG�
DV�¿UVW�SUHVHQW�HOI��0DWW�SRLQWHG�DW�PH��ODXJKHG��DQG�SXOOHG�
eighteen rolls of toilet paper out from where he’d hidden them 
behind the couch.

³6RUU\�WKH\¶UH�QRW�ZUDSSHG�´�KH�VDLG�
Considering I’d just been gifted toilet paper, it wasn’t 

exactly the lack of wrapping that bothered me.
³7KH\¶UH�D�VWDQG�LQ�SUHVHQW�´�0DWW�VDLG��³6RPHWKLQJ�HOVH�

LV�FRPLQJ��EXW�LW�GLGQ¶W�JHW�KHUH�LQ�WLPH��$QG��\RX�NQRZ��\RX�
didn’t actually have any toilet paper in the house when Lou and I 
VWD\HG�ZLWK�\RX�´

He had a point. When matt and Louise had stopped in L.A. 
IRU�D�YLVLW�WHQ�GD\V�HDUOLHU��,¶G�EHHQ�RXW�RI�WRLOHW�SDSHU�DQG��WKDQNV�
WR�ORQJ�GD\V�DW�ZRUN��UHPDLQHG�VR�IRU�WKUHH�GD\V��

�³3DSHU�WRZHO�ZRUNV�MXVW�¿QH�LI�\RX�ULS�LW�XS�LQWR�VPDOO�
HQRXJK�SLHFHV�´�,�VDLG��UHSHDWLQJ�WKH�DUJXPHQW�,�KDG�XVHG�WKHQ��

Lou laughed. 
³1R�´�0DWW�UHSOLHG��VPLUNLQJ��³SDSHU�WRZHO�GRHV�not work 

MXVW�¿QH�´�
:KHQ�P\�WXUQ�FDPH�DURXQG�DJDLQ��P\�SDUHQWV�ZHUH�QH[W��

7KH�SDFNDJH�WKH\�KDQGHG�PH�ZDV�VRIW��,�RSHQHG�LW�WR�¿QG�D�
T-shirt from my favorite clothes store in Australia. There was 
only one problem: it was huge. 

³7KLV�LV�DQ�H[WUD�ODUJH�´�,�VDLG��FRQIXVHG��DIWHU�,�FKHFNHG�WKH�
tag.

“I told�\RX�VKH�ZDVQ¶W�DQ�H[WUD�ODUJH��0HUULO\Q�´�'DG�VDLG��
³2K"´�0XP�VDLG��³,�MXVW�WKRXJKW�WKDW�ORRNHG�DERXW�WKH�ULJKW�

VL]H�´
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I held the shirt up against me. It came halfway to my knees. 
³:KDW�VL]H�GR�\RX�QRUPDOO\�ZHDU"´�0XP�DVNHG�
“Medium�´�,�VDLG�
“Really"�"´�0XP�VDLG��³,�ZRXOG�KDYH�WKRXJKW�\RX�ZHUH�DW�

OHDVW�D�ODUJH�´
³0HUULO\Q�´�P\�IDWKHU�KLVVHG��NLFNLQJ�KHU��
,�ZDV�]HUR�IRU�WZR��EXW�P\�VLVWHU�ZDV�QH[W��0LFKHOOH�LV�YHU\�

thoughtful and often keeps an eye out for ways to put people 
DW�HDVH��VR�LW¶V�SHUKDSV�XQGHUVWDQGDEOH�WKDW�,�IDLOHG�WR�WDNH�GXH�
QRWLFH�RI�WKH�JULQ�VKH�ZRUH�±�RQH�SDUW�QDXJKW\��RQH�SDUW�SURXG�
– as she handed me her present. But even if I’d recognized it as 
VXFK��,¶P�SUHWW\�VXUH�,�VWLOO�ZRXOGQ¶W�KDYH�EHHQ�DEOH�WR�¿JXUH�RXW�
ZKDW�P\�\RXQJHU��PDUULHG��SUHJQDQW�VLVWHU�KDG�ZUDSSHG�IRU�PH�
so gaily. 

It was a book. The complete book of international adoption: 
$�VWHS�E\�VWHS�JXLGH�WR�¿QGLQJ�\RXU�FKLOG�

³:KDW"´�0LFKHOOH�VDLG�LQWR�WKH�VWXQQHG�VLOHQFH�WKDW�SUHFHGHG�
laughter all around the family circle. “You’ve always said that if 
you don’t get married you’ll think about adopting kids. Now you 
NQRZ�ZKHUH�WR�VWDUW��$QG�LW�ZDV�RQ�VDOH�IRU�¿YH�EXFNV�´

Los Angeles, USA

I LAUGHeD IN THAT moment on Christmas morning. The 
IXQQ\�IDFWRU�RXWZHLJKHG�WKH�VWLQJ�,�IHOW��VLWWLQJ�WKHUH�LQ�P\�
ÀDQQHO�SDMDPDV��ORRNLQJ�DURXQG�DW�HYHU\RQH�HOVH�QHDWO\�SDLUHG�
XS�ZLWK�VRPHRQH��%XW�E\�$SULO��ZKHQ�P\�HDUO\�PRUQLQJ�SKRQH�
DODUP�UHPLQGHG�PH�RI�P\�-XO\�ZHGGLQJ�LQ�$XVWUDOLD��LW�ZDV�
getting less funny. I was beginning to worry that michelle’s 
&KULVWPDV�SUHVHQW�KDG�VHW�WKH�WKHPH�IRU�WKH�HQWLUH�\HDU��IRU�MXVW�D�
week earlier I had also been blindsided by the solitary present I 
KDG�WR�RSHQ�RQ�WKH�PRUQLQJ�RI�P\�WKLUW\�¿UVW�ELUWKGD\��
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0\�ELUWKGD\�VWDUWHG�HDUO\��6DGO\��WKLV�ZDV�QRW�EHFDXVH�RI�
H[FLWHPHQW�UHODWHG�WR�SLxDWDV��XSFRPLQJ�SDUWLHV��RU�WULFN�FDQGOHV�
adorning strawberry cheesecake. It was because I had to drive a 
friend to the airport at 5 a.m. after a weekend spent celebrating 
Robin’s long-awaited wedding.

I hadn’t planned anything to mark this birthday – I’d known 
my California crowd would be all partied out after spending 
most of the weekend at various wedding-related events. So I had 
IXOO\�LQWHQGHG�WR�JHW�XS�HDUO\��GR�WKH�DLUSRUW�UXQ��DQG�FRPH�EDFN�
DQG�JHW�VWUDLJKW�WR�ZRUN�RQ�WKH�¿QDO�GUDIW�RI�P\�¿UVW�QRYHO��,¶G�
DOUHDG\�EHHQ�ZRUNLQJ�RQ�UHZULWLQJ�WKH�QRYHO�IRU�D�\HDU��DQG�WKH�
¿QDO�FRS\�HGLWLQJ�GHDGOLQHV�ZHUH�ORRPLQJ��%XW�ZKHQ�,�JRW�EDFN�
from the airport at 6:30 a.m. that Sunday and looked between my 
GHVN�DQG�P\�SLOORZ��LW�ZDVQ¶W�HYHQ�D�FORVH�FDOO��

I was so going back to sleep.
As I climbed back into bed I ripped open the padded yellow 

envelope that had arrived four days earlier adorned with stern 
instructions that it was to be saved until my birthday.

,QVLGH�WKDW�HQYHORSH�ZDV�DQRWKHU�ERRN��SRVWHG�WR�PH�E\�RQH�
RI�P\�EHVW�IULHQGV�IURP�$XVWUDOLD��7DVK��

The title of this book was Spinsters Abroad: Victorian Lady 
Explorers. on the cover was a small brunette. She was wearing 
a white lacy dress buttoned to her chin and a pith helmet. She 
was shading this unlikely ensemble with a parasol and stepping 
daintily through the jungle. 

“What spurred so many Victorian women to leave behind 
their secure middle-class homes and undertake perilous journeys 
RI�WKRXVDQGV�RI�PLOHV��WUDPSLQJ�WKURXJK�WURSLFDO�IRUHVWV��
FDUDYDQQLQJ�DFURVV�GHVHUWV��DQG�VFDOLQJ�PRXQWDLQ�UDQJHV"´�DVNHG�
the back cover. “And how were they able to travel so freely in 
H[RWLF�ODQGV��ZKHQ�DW�KRPH�VXFK�LQGHSHQGHQFH�ZDV�GHQLHG�WR�
WKHP"´
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This scintillating manifesto on international singleness was 
VWLOO�O\LQJ�RQ�P\�EHGVLGH�WDEOH�¿YH�GD\V�ODWHU�ZKHQ�P\�SKRQH�
ZRNH�PH�ZLWK�LWV�VKULOO�FRPPDQGV�WR�JHW�HQJDJHG��DQG�ZKLOH�,�
ZDVQ¶W�DPXVHG�WKDW�PRUQLQJ��E\�GLQQHU�WKDW�QLJKW�,¶G�UHJDLQHG�
some of my sense of humor.

“I want to write an essay about this whole topic of being 
VLQJOH�DW�WKLUW\�RQH�´�,�H[SODLQHG�WR�P\�ÀDWPDWH��7UDYLV��IURP�
where I was sitting on a stool behind the kitchen counter while 
he made both of us dinner. “But I don’t want people to wonder 
ZKHWKHU�,¶P�MXVW�SXWWLQJ�D�EUDYH�IDFH�RQ�DFXWH�SV\FKLF�SDLQ�´

³7KH\�ZRQ¶W��7KH\¶OO�MXVW�WKLQN�\RX¶UH�EHLQJ�D�GUDPD�TXHHQ��
DV�XVXDO�´�7UDYLV�UHDVVXUHG�PH��³%XW�ZKLOH�ZH¶UH�RQ�WKH�WRSLF��
are \RX�SXWWLQJ�D�EUDYH�IDFH�RQ�DFXWH�SV\FKLF�SDLQ"�,�PHDQ��
,¶P�WKLUW\�DQG�VLQJOH�DQG�,¶P�MXVW�¿QH�ZLWK�WKDW��%XW�,�WKLQN�WKLV�
whole topic is harder for women. There seems to be something 
DERXW�WXUQLQJ�WKLUW\�WKDW�IUHDNV�ZRPHQ�RXW��$QG��OHW¶V�IDFH�LW��,�
FDQ�VWLOO�KDYH�FKLOGUHQ�ZKHQ�,¶P�VHYHQW\�LI�,�ZDQW�WR��<RX�FDQ¶W�´�

R
mY fIRST INSTINCT WAS to issue a quick and emphatic 
denial in response to Travis’ question about pain.

6XUH��EHLQJ�VLQJOH�DW�WKLUW\�RQH�ZDV�QRW�H[DFWO\�KRZ�,�KDG�
imagined my life playing out when I was in high school. When I 
ZDV�¿IWHHQ�,�KDG�WKLV�DOO�VRUWHG��,�ZRXOGQ¶W�JHW�PDUULHG�DW�WZHQW\�
RQH�DV�P\�SDUHQWV�KDG��,QVWHDG��,¶G�OHDYH�LW�GDULQJO\�ODWH�DQG�
PDUU\�DW�WZHQW\�IRXU��,¶G�KDYH�P\�¿UVW�EDE\�DW�WZHQW\�VHYHQ��
And I would somehow manage to do all this while being a 
trauma surgeon and living in Africa. 

$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKDW�SODQ��,�DP�QRZ�ERWK�RII�WUDFN�DQG�ZD\�
behind schedule.

But there have been some very good things about my 
teenage plans’ being turned on their head. If I had married at 
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WZHQW\�IRXU�±�MXVW�DIWHU�¿QLVKLQJ�VL[�\HDUV�RI�VWXG\�WR�TXDOLI\�DV�D�
forensic psychologist – I would not have been free to ring up my 
SDUHQWV��FRQIHVV�WKDW�,�ZDVQ¶W�WKDW�NHHQ�DQ\PRUH�RQ�ZRUNLQJ�DV�D�
psychologist and ask whether I could come live with them for a 
while and try my hand at writing novels while I looked for jobs 
LQ�WKH�KXPDQLWDULDQ�¿HOG��

:KHQ�RQH�VXFK�MRE�RSSRUWXQLW\�DURVH��,�SUREDEO\�ZRXOG�QRW�
have been able to take off on twelve days’ notice to move to 
Croatia. 

$IWHU�OLYLQJ�IRU�D�ZKLOH�LQ�WKH�%DONDQV��,�PLJKW�QRW�KDYH�
been able to accept a scholarship to spend a year doing another 
master’s degree in peace studies just because it sounded like fun. 
or relocate to California afterward simply because it seemed like 
a good idea to take a job in Los Angeles as a stress-management 
trainer for humanitarian workers – a job that keeps me traveling 
at least one week out of four and sometimes for weeks on end. 

,�PD\�QHYHU�KDYH�¿QLVKHG�P\�¿UVW�QRYHO��ZKLFK�,�ZURWH�RQ�
ZHHNHQGV��ZKHQ�,�ZDV�EHKROGHQ�WR�QR�RQH�EXW�P\VHOI�

I would not have had nearly as much time to invest in a 
ZLGH��ULFK�IULHQGVKLS�QHWZRUN�WKDW�HQFLUFOHV�WKH�JOREH���

$OO�RI�WKLV�,�NQHZ��EXW�WKHUH�ZDV�QR�GHQ\LQJ�WKDW�WKHUH�
had been something about turning thirty that was profoundly 
unsettling.  

R
RIGHT UP UNTIL I ZDV����\HDUV���PRQWKV�DQG����GD\V�ROG��
I thought turning thirty was no big deal. Then I noticed I was 
preempting the question. 

<RX�NQRZ��that question. 
³+RZ�DUH�\RX�IHHOLQJ�DERXW�WKH�ELJ�WKUHH��"´�
I’d started answering this question before the other person 

KDG�HYHQ�¿QLVKHG�DVNLQJ��,¶G�SXOO�D�EODQG�DGMHFWLYH�RXW�RI�WKLQ�DLU 
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±�¿QH��JRRG��JUHDW – and deliver it with breezy unconcern. 
Then I’d let it sit there. 
7KH�RWKHU�SHUVRQ�ZRXOG�XVXDOO\�SDXVH��ZDLWLQJ�IRU�PH�WR�

¿OO�WKH�VLOHQFH�ZLWK�EULJKW�SURWHVWDWLRQV�DERXW�KRZ�,�really was 
¿QH�ZLWK�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�,�ZDV�WXUQLQJ�WKLUW\�DQG�VWLOO�VLQJOH��ZLWK�
QR�SURVSHFWV�RI�SRSSLQJ�RXW�EDELHV�DQ\�WLPH�VRRQ��DQG�KRZ�LW¶V�
all been worth it because I love my job and I wouldn’t trade 
all the experiences I’ve had in the past ten years for anything. 
$OO�WKLV�ZDV�WUXH��EXW�,�GLGQ¶W�OLNH�EHLQJ�H[SHFWHG�WR�VD\�LW��$QG�
ZKHQ�,�GLGQ¶W�REOLJH�ZLWK�WKH�FXOWXUDOO\�FRUUHFW�GLDORJXH��WKH�
conversation usually moved on. 

7KH�GD\�,�WXUQHG����\HDUV���PRQWKV�DQG����GD\V�ROG��
KRZHYHU��WKH�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�GLGQ¶W�PRYH�RQ��,�ORRNHG�XS�WR�QRWLFH�
that the person who had just asked me the question was staring 
at me with rather more puzzlement than I thought the answer 
warranted. 

³:KDW"´�,�VDLG�
“Fine"´�VKH�UHSHDWHG��
³8K�KXK�´�
“I ask you how you’re feeling about the situation in Somalia 

and all you have to say is ¿QH"´�VKH�VDLG�
oh. 
This was when I started to get annoyed. I didn’t want to 

be one of those people who have a crisis about turning thirty. 
(YHQ�QRZ��D�\HDU�ODWHU��,�VWLOO�FDQ¶W�¿JXUH�RXW�H[DFWO\�ZKDW�PLJKW�
EH�XQVHWWOLQJ�PH��JLYHQ�WKDW�,�GRQ¶W�WKLQN�WKH�WLFNLQJ�RI�P\�
biological clock is anywhere near becoming an imperative. 

I know it’s possible that I am subconsciously worried about 
WKLV�LQH[RUDEOH�ELRORJLFDO�FRXQWGRZQ��EXW�GHVSLWH�RIIKDQG�
comments to family and friends about how I plan to adopt kids if 
,�QHYHU�JHW�PDUULHG��,�UHDOO\�GRQ¶W�WKLQN�LW¶V�P\�PDMRU�FRQFHUQ��

:KHQ�,�ORRN�DW�RWKHU�SHRSOH¶V�FKLOGUHQ��QR�PDWWHU�KRZ�FXWH��,�
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still mostly just feel relieved that they’re not mine. This was only 
underscored by a conversation I had recently with my boss’s 
wife.

³2K��OLWWOH�6DP¶V�JHWWLQJ�RYHU�KLV�¿UVW�EDG�FROG�´�VKH�VDLG��
H[KDXVWHG��ZKHQ�,�DVNHG�KHU�KRZ�WKH�NLGV�ZHUH��³+H¶V�QRW�UHDOO\�
VLFN�DQ\PRUH��MXVW�PLVHUDEOH��+H¶V�EHHQ�KDQJLQJ�RII�P\�OHJ��
ZKLQLQJ��ZDQWLQJ�WR�EH�KHOG�DOO�WKH�WLPH��DQG�,�FDQ¶W�JHW�DQ\WKLQJ�
GRQH�´

³*HH�´�,�VDLG��³WKDW�PXVW�PDNH�\RX�ZDQW�WR�EHQG�GRZQ�DQG�
WHOO�KLP��µ*HW�XVHG�WR�LW��EXGG\��WKDW¶V�OLIH��<RX¶UH�JRLQJ�WR�IHHO�
crappy sometimes and people can’t put everything on hold to pay 
DWWHQWLRQ�WR�\RX�HYHU\�WLPH�\RX¶UH�JUXPS\��'HDO�ZLWK�LW�¶´

³8PPP��QR�´�VKH�VDLG��FOHDUO\�PDNLQJ�D�PHQWDO�QRWH�QHYHU�
to ask me to baby-sit. “It makes me want to pick him up and 
FRPIRUW�KLP�´

1R��,�GRQ¶W�IHHO�UHDG\�IRU�NLGV�\HW��,�GRQ¶W�KDYH�WKDW�SRZHUIXO�
soul-deep hunger to be a mother that I hear some of my 
girlfriends talk about. I’m not sure I ever will. But I am starting 
WR�FDWFK�P\VHOI�ZRQGHULQJ�VRPHWLPHV��LQ�D�PXFK�PRUH�DEVWUDFW�
IDVKLRQ��ZKHWKHU�,¶P�JRLQJ�WR�PLVV�RXW�DOWRJHWKHU�RQ�WKRVH�
beauties and struggles peculiar to parenthood or on learning how 
to be genuinely vulnerable in a way I suspect that only the bond 
RI�PDUULDJH�DOORZV��$QG�ZKHWKHU��LI�,�GR��,¶OO�ZDNH�XS�LQ�¿IWHHQ�
years and still believe that it was worth it – this choice that I 
have made again and again throughout my twenties to pursue 
adventure and novelty and helping people in faraway lands rather 
than stability and continuity and helping people in a land I claim 
as mine. 

These are melancholy moments. These are days when I 
ZDNH�XS�DQG�ZRQGHU�ZKHWKHU�,�ZRXOGQ¶W�SHUKDSV�IHHO�KDSSLHU��
PRUH�IXO¿OOHG�RU�OHVV�UHVWOHVV�RQ�D�UDGLFDOO\�GLIIHUHQW�SDWK��:KHQ�
I would really like to come home to someone who’s vowed to 
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be interested in how my day was. When I just want someone to 
bring me coffee in bed or rub my shoulders uninvited. 

<HW��ULJKW�DORQJVLGH�WKHVH�ZRQGHULQJV�WKDW�VRPHWLPHV�GHDG�
HQG�LQ�YLVLRQV�RI�P\�G\LQJ�DORQH�DW�QLQHW\�OLH�RWKHU�ZRQGHULQJV��
other fears. 

$IWHU�D�QRPDGLF�OLIH�WKDW�KDV�EHHQ�ODUJHO\�GH¿QHG�E\�FRPLQJ�
DQG��DOZD\V��LQHYLWDEO\��JRLQJ��DP�,�HYHQ�FDSDEOH�RI�WKH�VRUW�RI�
commitment demanded by marriage and children and a place 
called home?

I touched on this confused tangle of longings recently with 
a girlfriend for whom I was a bridesmaid a decade ago. Jane is 
now living on a verdant pecan farm in Australia ten miles from 
P\�SDUHQWV¶�SODFH��FRPSOHWH�ZLWK�D�VZHHW�SULQFH�RI�D�KXVEDQG��
WZR�OLWWOH�JLUOV��D�GRJ��WZR�FDWV��D�KRUVH��DQG�D�YHJJLH�JDUGHQ��

³<RX�NQRZ��,�ZDQW�\RXU�OLIH�VRPHWLPHV�´�,�FRQIHVVHG�QHDU�
the end of our conversation.

Jane laughed. “my brain is turning to mush with no one 
EXW�WKH�NLGV�WR�WDON�WR�DOO�GD\��DQG�ZKHQ�\RX�VD\�WKDW�\RX�VSHQW�
±�(ORLVH��,�WROG�\RX�WR�VWD\�DW�WKH�WDEOH�ZKLOH�\RX�¿QLVKHG�\RXU�
PLON��6LW�EDFN�GRZQ�SOHDVH�±�ZKHQ�\RX�VD\�WKDW�\RX�VSHQW�ODVW�
week in Boston at a conference and you’re off to New York next 
ZHHN��I want your�OLIH�´�

R
³12�´�,�6$,'�72�Travis in our kitchen in Los Angeles that 
night after thinking for a minute or two about his question. “I 
don’t often put a brave face on acute pain. I’m happy by myself. 
0RVWO\��,W¶V�MXVW�WKDW�VRPHWLPHV�,�ZRQGHU�DERXW�D�GLIIHUHQW�OLIH��
\RX�NQRZ"´

� ³<HDK�´�7UDYLV�VDLG��GRXEWOHVV�ZRQGHULQJ�ZKHWKHU�KH�ZRXOG�
ever achieve his dream of making it big as a Hollywood director and 
EH�DEOH�WR�TXLW�KLV�GD\�MRE��³,�NQRZ�DOO�DERXW�WKDW��:ULWH�DERXW�WKDW�´


