
    
      
        
          
        
      

    




Roots and routes

A Memoir: Four Generations Connecting on the Road

Mai González

Copyright © 2025 by Mai Gonzalez  

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

ISBN (Paperback): 978-1-0696821-0-9

ISBN (eBook): 978-1-0696821-1-6

Published by Mai Gonzalez  

Abbotsford, British Columbia, Canada

First Edition

Legal deposit – Library and Archives Canada, 2025

Cover design by Mai Gonzalez

This is a memoir based on true events and personal experiences. While every effort has been made to accurately portray the events and individuals described some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of those involved. 

Printed in Canada. 

“To forget one’s ancestors is to be a brook without a source, a tree without a root”

- Chinese Proverb 
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This is a story about travelling with a toddler and exploring family heritage—not only my own, but also that of my husband and daughter.

The title Routes and Roots reflect our journey by car through Spain, Morocco, and England, as we sought to understand where we come from—to see the landscapes our ancestors once roamed and the paths they migrated along. It also captures my own evolution: from an experienced, independent traveller to one learning how to adventure with a curious toddler in tow.

Revisiting these pages, I’ve noticed how the book naturally divides itself. The first half focuses on routes—the thrill of the open road, the discoveries, and the practicalities of travelling as a family. In many ways, it continues the story begun in my previous book, UnSettled, which explored the restlessness of always being drawn to new places.

The second half turns more inward, shifting from the external journey to the internal one. It reflects on what it meant to return to the country where I grew up, and on the rare experience of having four generations under one roof for two intense, tender weeks. 

While I’ve tried to be consistent, you’ll notice different spelling and terms as I switch between British, New Zealand, and Canadian English. This is a huge part of who I am, my life story, and therefore how I write. 

I hope you enjoy this story—one of movement and memory, of tracing the lines between past and present. I hope it reminds you of your own family’s routes and roots, wherever they may lead. 
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Goal: be the kind of parent that takes their toddler on a wild adventure. 

Travelling and adventure are core to who I am, and that didn’t change when I found out I was pregnant in May 2022. My husband, Carlos, and I vowed to each other that we would not lose ourselves in parenthood. Our child would love to enjoy the life we love so much and all the adventures we go on.

I held on, and continue to hold on, to advice from a great mentor of mine: 

“Happy parents mean a happy child, and you guys will only be happy if you can 100% be yourselves. Don’t change your lifestyle because it will make you unhappy; let your children taste it and adapt to it. It will make them stronger.” 

These wise words from a very smart man whose opinion I value dearly, ring in my ears constantly, guiding most of my decisions and attitudes towards motherhood and life. So far, to our surprise, it has been a shining success, to our surprise. 

Our daughter, Eloise, entered the world during a snowstorm near Vancouver in Canada in December 2022. Around fifteen centimetres of thick, fluffy snow fell that night, with a wind chill of minus twenty-five degrees Celsius. It was as much an adventure from day one, as simply getting to, and from the airport was risky in itself. 

Eloise recently turned two years old and has already lived a rich life of exploration and connecting with family and friends from all corners of the world. We had multiple family members come and visit us in Canada—two brothers and my mum from Australia and New Zealand, my grandparents from England, my mother-in-law from Toronto, cousins from Chile. Her life has not been short of adventure. 

At seven weeks, she joined us for her first road trip to Seattle and the Olympic National Park. A nine-hour return journey through lush, evergreen forests of Douglas firs, western red cedars, and hemlocks. A quick stop in Seattle to wander around Pike Place Market to enjoy bread bowls filled with seafood chowder and watch fishmongers toss wild salmon and halibut into the crowds of waiting customers. Coffee in the oldest, and original Starbucks, and a walk down into the bubble-gum coated Post Alley. She experienced a night in a log cabin in Port Angeles and woke to snow the next morning. So much for such a tiny baby.

At three months, we road-tripped from Vancouver to Calgary, via the Canadian Rockies. We’d found an amazing one-way deal to rent a spacious 8-bed RV that was equipped with a kitchen, shower, toilet, and an expanding living room. We spent five days weaving through charming towns, around frozen lakes, up towards towering mountains, and marvelling at famous spots including Banff and Lake Louise. 

At eight months, Eloise dipped her toes in the ocean for the first time in Puerto Vallarta, Mexico, a city nestled in the Bahía de Banderas. The sea was like bathwater, warmed up from a very recent hurricane. The city was colorful and vibrant, with lively music blasting from every storefront. It was a perfect introduction to Eloise’s Latin roots. 

Then at ten months, we road tripped from Toronto to the European-like Quebec City. Eloise tried the beloved Canadian dish, poutine—a dish that consists of crispy fries topped with cheese curds, and lathered in rich, piping hot gravy—and enjoyed an immersive experience staying in a wolf and bear den at Omega Park in Ottawa. As the fire crackled away in front of us, we watched as wolves paced back and forth in front of the living room windows, and in the morning, we woke to see three chunky black bears napping at the top of the tree near our bedroom windows. 

There was so much more. So many trips to places like Montreal, and various parts of the United States and wider British Columbia. Having a child absolutely did not stop us from traveling. So as 2023 rolled to a close, Carlos and I started brainstorming what our “big trip” for 2024 would be. We were looking to explore somewhere outside of the North American continent and ideally go for at least two weeks. 

We had many ideas. The one that initially stood out most was a three-week adventure spent road-tripping through Iceland and Scotland and then spend some time with my extended family in England. I’d been to Iceland before, but it was when I was a broke student. So, I didn’t do much aside from using it as my rest stop between six weeks backpacking in the USA and six weeks in Europe before spending a semester studying in Poland. 

Now, as an adult with a full income, I’d be able to do things like drive around the Golden Circle—a popular three-hundred-kilometre loop that takes you around the Pingvellir National Park, the Geysir geothermal area, the Kerið Volcanic crater, and to the Gullfoss waterfall. I wanted to swim in the milky-blue waters of the rich, mineral filled Blue Lagoon. 

Most importantly, I wanted to see the Aurora Borealis in all its glory. I’d read that 2024/2025 would be the peak of the current solar cycle, increasing the likelihood of seeing the lights at their strongest. Iceland would be the perfect Aurora sightseeing point with its relatively mild weather compared to other popular spots like Yellowknife in Canada, Tromsø in Norway, and Rovaniemi in Finland. 

As for Scotland, we’re avid whisky fans, so it just seemed like a fun place to check out and do whiskey tasting. Scotland has a rich history of whiskey, which is often referred to as Scotch. With over one hundred and fifty distilleries and five distinct whisky-producing regions. It would be easy to burn through a week or two simply driving around and tasting as many of them as we could. And then, since we’d be nearby, it made sense to go and see my family down in the south of England. 

I grew up in Hampshire and Dorset, two counties that border the English Channel. I didn’t leave until I was sixteen, so aside from my parents and siblings, it was still home to the rest of my extended family. Many of which I hadn’t seen since 2019, and even more importantly, who had never met Eloise. 

Our plans changed in late May 2024, because, as most people know, the world witnessed spectacular northern lights show. Carlos, my mother-in-law, Rosemarie, and I sat on the balcony of our north-facing apartment about an hour inland from Vancouver. We watched green and pink lights dance around the inky night sky until the early hours of the morning in the comfort of the spring warmth. The combination of the strength of the lights, the toasty outdoor temperatures, and the ability to watch them from our home was unbeatable. 

There was no way Iceland could top it. And so, it meant Carlos and I needed to go back to the drawing board to rethink how we’d spend our vacation for the year. We each wrote down our top five destinations. 

Carlos initially sighed when he saw my list—Saudi Arabia to see our friends who had recently moved to Neom, Brazil for coffee tasting, Georgia because it has an eight-thousand-year history of making wine—but then smiled as he saw the list ended with Spain and Morocco. These two had also been on his list. Instant alignment. It made sense we would change our plans and go there instead.

There are many reasons why Spain and Morocco were high on my list. Rich culture, delicious cuisine, world class wine, stunning architecture, diverse landscapes, just to name a few. The main reason, though, was my desire to understand the places that form most of my husband’s—and now my daughter’s—genetic makeup. 

In 2021, Carlos and I did DNA tests. Mine came back a boring shade of pale blue, signalling that I am about as pure British as it gets. 

Carlos’ results, on the other hand, came back as a rainbow of colors. Mostly Spanish, with strong roots in Andalusia (seventy percent), followed by Indigenous tribes in central Chile and the Pampas region of Uruguay and Argentina (twenty percent), Northern Africa (just under ten percent), and the remaining from Finland and Eastern Europe. 

We couldn’t have been more opposite, but I was intrigued to learn more about the lands that his family come from. 

We had already spent six months backpacking South America in 2018 and 2019, connecting with his extended family in Chile and Uruguay. We had spent time with his family who relocated to Canada and the United States. He had spent time with my family, spread across England and New Zealand. 

Now, it made sense for us to head to Southern Europe and North Africa to explore that side of it all. Doing so would not only help me understand him better, but also our daughter and any other children we’d have in the future. 

And so, with that, we booked our flights—Spain for a week, Morocco for a week, and then Eloise and I would head to England for a week (which got extended to two) while Carlos made his way back to Canada for work. 



I’d be lying if I said travelling with a toddler is as easy as it was travelling without one. There are challenges I’d never considered until this life stage. 

Challenge one—how do you, or should you, book a toddler’s plane ticket? Fortunately, our daughter was under two years old at the time of traveling, which meant we could bring her on our laps, rather than paying for her to have her own seat. We still paid a small fee in taxes, but it was less than what it would cost if she were older than two years old. But just because you don’t have to book a seat doesn’t mean you shouldn’t. 

We’d had to ask ourselves—is it worth the extra cost to have the additional room? Comfort is king, right? She was small for her age, but I wasn’t sure how we’d be able to sit her on our laps and be able to eat a meal or drink a hot beverage. 

But having the extra money in our pockets won the argument, and we settled on a small compromise of paying for seat selection. We picked seats in the middle row—D and F—hoping no one would be placed between us in E. The dream would be to have the whole row to ourselves. It was a gamble we were willing to take and seemed like a sensible middle ground. 

Challenge two—booking accommodation. Because this trip was in part about exploring our family’s genetic heritage, it made sense to invite our mother-in-law, Rosemarie. 

Rosemarie is a seventy-four—year-old Uruguayan woman who now lives in Toronto. She is the most energetic seventy-something-year-old I know. She flies to see us from Toronto to Abbotsford several times a year, has joined us on various road trips around the world. 

So, we didn’t think twice about inviting her to join us in Spain and Morocco. She too loves an adventure, and Spain was a comfortable option for her since she knows the language, and the culture would be vaguely familiar to what she grew up with. 

The flight from Toronto to Spain would be relatively easy for her too because it wasn’t much longer in travel time than the Toronto to Abbotsford flight. But while Rosemarie is extremely active for her age, and Eloise is a relatively adaptable traveller, there were constraints we had to consider. 

Back when Carlos and I travelled alone, we would pay pennies for a cheap bed in a convenient spot and just go where the wind took us. Sometimes we found ourselves in funny predicaments, like showing up to an Airbnb that didn’t exist, or being squished into a “bedroom” that was actually an oversized cupboard in an occupied home. 

With an elderly mother-in-law and a toddler, we couldn’t take those risks anymore, and so booking accommodation needed a lot more planning. I was grateful for Airbnb filters, because suddenly things like what floor of the building we would be staying on, whether there was an elevator, whether there was a washing machine, and how close parking was, became extremely important. We had to be a lot more selective.

Challenge three—packing. This one was my favourite. We’ve always been light travellers, humbled by six months backpacking around South America in 2018 and 2019. I’m more of a backpack girl than a suitcase one. But I recognized that packing when you have a child is different. 

While we’d gotten away with minimal luggage for our one-week vacation to Mexico, we had to think a bit more for this trip. We were away for longer, would be among various landscapes and climates, and planned on getting deep into the countryside where there might not be the option to buy forgotten items last minute. We had to think about, as parents, what else we needed to bring—the car seat, a stroller, diapers, medicine, diaper rash cream. Nevertheless, we aimed to travel as light as we could. 

By we I mean I. Poor Carlos was kind of forced into it. “How fun would it be to travel with just carry-on?” I asked. He sighed initially but warmed to the idea—it meant less waiting time at the airport, less things to pack and repack with each move, and less chance of our belongings getting lost. Packing light meant being brutal with our choices. We had to really think about what we use daily, and it was surprising how few things that included. 

The same rule applied to Eloise’s belongings. We didn’t want to bring lots of toys or too many clothes, figuring we could buy more in Spain if needed. We hoped she’d find entertainment in her constantly changing surroundings—the different landscapes outside the car window, the textures of new foods, the sounds of different kinds of music.

We also decided not to bring a car seat, and instead just rent one through our car rental company. It was an additional expense, but only about $100 more in total. It would mean handling one less thing when we were in transit, and we wouldn’t have to worry about our expensive one from home getting broken. 

The hardest decision, however, was whether to bring a stroller. We had a huge two-piece stroller which, while sturdy and good for storing a lot of things, would take up half of our rented car. Our other stroller was a lightweight umbrella one which was compact but didn’t fully recline for those crucial on-the-go-naps, nor provide any shade from the sun. 

Neither of the strollers were particularly suitable for long days of exploring sunny, foreign countries with lots of steps and cobblestones. We needed something more practical. I scoured Facebook Marketplace for weeks, determined not to pay the high price of a new travel stroller, which often sells for around the $300 to $500 mark. 

Eventually, I found a second-hand one for $60. It was well-loved but functional—I could fold it up with one hand, it folded compactly, it had some storage space underneath, it fully reclined back, and it had a giant sunshade. Perfect. I figured if it only survived our month-long trip, it would still be $60 very well spent. I took it home two days before our flight to Spain, washed the covers, but then couldn’t figure out how to reattach them or fold the stroller up again into its compact travel form. I was stressed, spending hours trying to piece it together. 

Our departure was coming quickly, and I worried it wasn’t long enough to figure it out nor enough time to buy a new one. I asked around Facebook groups, called the manufacturer, and Carlos tried to do it himself for hours. No one knew the solution to something that should be so obvious to fix. 

Less than twenty-four hours before our flight, I finally figured out the issue—the positioning of the safety strap. It was so obvious in the end. Crisis avoided; we had a stroller after all. 

In the end, Eloise and my packing lists were the following:

For me:


	Two maxi summer dresses, one black cardigan, and walking sandals

	One pair of hiking pants, one activewear t-shirt, one polar fleece, and one pair of sport shoes

	One set of pyjamas



	Toiletries (vitamins, mascara and eyebrow pencil, moisturiser and sunscreen)


	Bikini and underwear 
 


For Eloise: 


	Four outfits (pants and t-shirts)

	Three sweaters

	Three onesies for sleeping

	Two pairs of shoes

	Medicine (allergy, fever)

	A few diapers and a packet of baby wipes

	Travel stroller









Ambitious, maybe, but I figured anything else we might need could be bought in Spain and Morocco if needs be. It would make for a great story. I was curious to see how it all panned out and what my list would look like afterward as I reflected back. 

I was under no illusion that the contents of our carry-on backpacks would change and grow during that trip, but that would be half the fun. Why bring children’s books when I can wander the aisles of a librería and buy one in Spanish for our daughter? Why bring fancy clothes for myself when I could just buy a vibrant traje de flamenca? I loved the way our belongings all neatly packed into a single backpack each, with a little breathing room for picking up fun items along the journey. It was exactly the kind of travel I wanted to continue doing, even in the thick of motherhood.

Ironically, even though I knew this trip would be different from our general overseas experiences given that we have a toddler in tow, I didn’t feel nervous. I was excited about every aspect of our planned trip. I wanted to experience all the challenges first hand and figure how to navigate through them all. Smooth seas don’t make skilful sailors. I wanted to prove to myself and those around me that I could handle a wriggly toddler while being squished into tiny seats on a long-haul, international flight. I could keep her entertained as we spent several hours driving through the Spanish countryside and find ways to encourage her to try unfamiliar foods. 

On a more personal note, I wanted to be the type of parent who sips on earthy plum notes of Tempranillo wine in Rioja while her toddler claps to the rhythmic clapping of flamenco music. The kind of parent who takes her toddler on a road trip through the rich, desert landscape of Morocco. 

I know that Eloise will not remember these moments as visions in her memory, but she will feel it in her soul. It will shape who she is as time goes on. I was excited to see exactly what impact it would have on her. 



And so, even as a seasoned traveller, I recognized that toddler travel would feel as if I were relearning something I was once skilled at. 

When the day of our departure arrived, we were as prepared as we could be. Bags packed, cat dropped off at the cattery, and our apartment clean and tidy. It was time to catch our flight, which departed from our little local airport in Abbotsford, British Columbia. It’s a small airport relative to the one in Vancouver, with only a handful of departing flights each day. It is just a ten-minute drive for us, and fortunately our neighbour agreed to take our car, drop us off, and take the car home. It was another expense avoided—no airport parking fees. 

The sun shone as we climbed out of the car. Our neighbour marvelled at how little we were travelling with. One medium-sized, carry-on backpack per person, one small backpack between us all, and our stroller. Not bad for parents and a toddler embarking on a multi-week and multi-continental trip overseas. 

We wandered into the airport, which was unsurprisingly empty on a Tuesday afternoon, and headed straight up to the WestJet check-in desk. I handed over our passports; a mixture of Canadian and New Zealand covers. “Oh, there’s another Gonzalez on your flight!” the WestJet employee said. Of course there was, Gonzalez is a common Latin name, and we were headed to Spain, even if it was via Calgary. 

While we had paid for seat selection for the Calgary to Barcelona leg of the journey, we hadn’t bothered for the one and half hour flight between Abbotsford and Calgary. The WestJet employee looked up from our passports, smiled, and said she’d switched our seats around so we could all sit together. It was a kind gesture and nice surprise. We said thank you and made our way to security. 

Security is the true test of any relationship. Tensions spark, the pressure to move quickly is immense. The queues are often long and daunting, and the room is usually uncomfortably crowded with stressed travellers. The wait can feel endless as you slowly move forward, inch by inch, surrounded by the sounds of beeping metal detectors and body scanners. You constantly ask yourself “did I pack too many liquids? Did I accidentally put a knife in my bag? Where is my power bank?”—even experienced travellers have these constant doubts. Then once it’s your turn to go through, you have barely seconds to remove electronics from your bags, pull out your bottles of liquids, take off your jewellery. 

Once your bag is checked, and after the occasional body scan, you have a few seconds to repack everything, mindful that you don’t want to hold up the crowds behind you. It’s chaos. So, with all this knowledge, we decided to organize ourselves before going in, grabbing our electronics and clear, plastic bag of liquid bottles. We held them in our hands ready to go. But flying from Abbotsford instead of Vancouver meant a quieter, more relaxed experience. There were just five of us in line—three of which were Carlos, Eloise, and I. 

We put our bags on the trays and wandered through the scanners one by one. Eloise confidently waddled through. This was one of the main reasons we flew from Abbotsford via Calgary to Barcelona, rather than make the ninety-minute drive to Vancouver airport for a direct flight. The airport experience was so much calmer.

Once we cleared security, Carlos quickly spotted a small playground for Eloise, and it was the first time I saw the value of an airport play area. Why don’t all airports have this? It’s a win-win. Kids burn energy and stay out of trouble, making them more relaxed on the plane so other passengers can enjoy their flight more. Kids are happy because they’ve had time to play. Parents are more relaxed because their kids are entertained. Everyone wins. 

Carlos and I also had a game plan to manage Eloise, aiming to ensure all three of us remained calm throughout the journey. Energy is sticky, and we knew chaotic or stressed energy would affect her. 

We decided to tag team—one person focusing on Eloise while the other relaxed, then swapping at different intervals. Carlos generally gets motion sickness on planes and has to sleep to avoid vomiting. So, it made sense for him to take the airport shift, and I take the flight shift. 
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