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The Beginning
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Abroad is bloody.


(George VI)


I am not an enthusiastic traveller.


Abroad means dodgy lavatories and pillows dribbled on by other people. It means taxi drivers in string vests and baby-faced policemen with guns. It’s hard work, and it’s sweaty and uncomfortable. It is a mystery to me that I appear to have spent rather a lot of my life living on foreign shores. When the world is full of people longing to explore the most revolting corners of the earth and to discover the unexpected, why am I the one who has ended up far-flung and fainthearted in some foreign field?


I am definitely not Suitable Material.


Many years ago, in a moment of absent-minded self-indulgence, I married a diplomat. I still haven’t made up my mind whether this was a good move or not. I have turned from a happy, stay-at-home children’s book illustrator into a chaotic nomad. My brain seems to be permanently locked in a suitcase, my children are lost somewhere in transit and the husband might as well have ‘Heavy Baggage’ tattooed somewhere on his person. We all spend far too much time in the air. We don’t so much have a carbon footprint, as a carbon cowpat.


I love Sunday newspapers and rain, orderly queues and pork pies. I told my daughter that when I die I want my ashes to be sprinkled all the way up the King’s Road, a pinch in all my favourite haunts and the final smidgeon lightly dusted on the top of a cappuccino at Oriel’s. She was very unsympathetic: ‘You can rot down to compost like everybody else.’ Anyone would have thought that I had asked her to drink it.


I can think of nothing nicer than being able to live in London. It works; it is beautiful. We speak the same language. We laugh at the same things; the clothes are my size and I can buy lavatory paper 365 days of the year. If I feel like it, I can draw a moustache on a picture of the Queen and not be beheaded.


This is a Good Thing.


Baden-Powell’s book Rovering to Success talks about navigating one’s canoe through the rapids of life. I know what he means. I have rammed rocks, lost my paddle and gone up the wrong creek entirely. I cannot pretend to offer you the Baden-Powell guide to life abroad, but I have made the same mistakes so often that I can now dimly recognize them. I pass them on, not so that you can avoid them — you won’t — but in order to offer you some companionship when you pick yourself up from the wreckage of cultural collision.
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I have never really seen the point of travel, despite having run up more air miles than a Kenyan French bean. I treat aeroplanes like buses and Heathrow like my downstairs loo — get in and out as quickly as possible, but arm yourself with the Times crossword in case it takes longer than anticipated.


Reluctant travellers like me are easy to spot at Heathrow. On landing we lick the tarmac, we smile at BAA staff in Terminal 5, we dry-hump the Country Life stack at WH Smith. Every time my plane descends out of the clouds over southern England I look out of the window and get a lump in my throat. Green fields buttered and buffed, fluffy hedgerows, flint and brick cottages with Samuel Palmer smoking chimney-stacks. I swear that I once saw Postman Pat. On returning from one long stint abroad and hearing the nasal, flat-toned voice of the British Airways pilot (why are they always called Tim or Nigel?) welcoming us all ‘back home’, I was reduced to chin-quivering sobs. I was still blubbing as I wheeled my squeaking trolley through Nothing to Declare.


Yet with the relief of return comes a strange sense of not belonging, a desperate new-girl-at-school desire to fit in and be one of the gang again. I remember after three years in mid-1980s Peking accompanying my much-loved and ever elegant sister-in-law to Sainsbury’s. Unused to such a profusion of products I cooed and gasped. ‘Shut up,’ she hissed. ‘Everyone will think you’ve just been let out of prison.’ Chastened, I filled two enormous trolleys with goodies, forgetting that, unlike in communist concrete heaven, everything would still be available the following week.


Living abroad changes you; it marks you out. We don’t look right or sound the same. When I flyback, it takes days for me to get back up to speed with my friends, who never know what I am talking about. I sometimes do not know what they are on about either. But at least I am not as bad as my husband Charlie, who on return from China found himself sitting next to a well-known actress at a dinner party.


‘What do you do?’ he asked.


‘Oh, I’m just an actress,’ she said, tossing her hair and smouldering.


‘How exciting. Have you been in anything I have heard of?’


‘A little thing called EastEnders.’ A horrible silence followed and I knew what was coming.


‘No, never heard of it. Have you been in anything else?’


The thesp deflated. I later found out she had rather a large part.


It is our fault. While we are away we are in a timewarp. We have changed but home stays the same. Natasha Wilson, the wife of the ex-governor of Hong Kong, once said to me: ‘At first you resent your friends for never changing. But later you resent them if they do.’ We want to remain part of the tribe, but we have become uncertain about some of the rituals.


For example, we look different. We have a tan in midwinter, which friends don’t find endearing. I have usually brought all the wrong clothes and completely forgotten all footwear except for one left shoe. I find myself on the tube wearing clothes which are fine in the sunshine of abroad, but in rainy, grey, sophisticated London make me look like the mad aunt whom nobody wants to ask for Christmas.


And we are different. Travelling on a short holiday is a great adventure, but you know that you will return to clean sheets and a choice of shampoos. But living abroad stamps us earth-wanderers with the Mark of Cain. It is altogether different making a home in a strange place; knowing that your life, your children’s lives and your heart are now part of it; that your happiness depends on you making it work. It is hard. It is exhilarating and I am gloriously bad at it.


What keeps me going are the crowds of slightly lost, homesick, wonderful women I have found wherever I have ended up. Each one is creating her own small version of her homeland around her and wearing it like a protective snail-shell, trying to make the puzzles of everyday a little easier to cope with. The simple cry of ‘Does anyone know where to buy loo paper?’ can bond a group of women in a matter of seconds.


Tears and plate-throwing, especially at the start, are normal. In fact, being faintly miserable when you arrive in a strange place makes you much more approachable than being relentlessly upbeat. There is more of a ‘quick fag behind the bike shed’ feeling of camaraderie between women who want to wallow in a moan, and nothing more nauseating than someone who thinks it is all simply wonderful. Especially on a morning when the sewers have just backed up, the electricity has gone off and you have found a cockroach the size of a guinea-pig in your sink. So pitch it right: miserable, but not too miserable; cheerful, but not too cheerful. Easy once you get the hang of it. Of course, in front of your husband, or Officially Recognized Partner, as the Foreign Office like to title those not bound in holy matrimony (ORP — how romantic) you must be as miserable as you possibly can, because he is the bastard who brought you to this god-forsaken hole.
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Every time I move countries I make mistakes: I am either too loud and too pushy, or too unfriendly and too reserved. It is impossible to get it right: the only thing to remember is that everyone gets it wrong. It takes weeks to settle in and no one should judge you until you have lived there for at least a year. If you are still a grumpy old goat after that, then they have every right to exclude you from their lives.


Living abroad is very humbling. Being in someone else’s country is a great leveller, especially if you do not speak their language. I am living proof that you need a talent to learn languages. Abroad I am in effect dumb and illiterate. I have to rely on my talent for mime and my ability to make a complete fool of myself in front of complete strangers. I am still proud of my impersonations at my local halal butcher in Tripoli, when attempting to buy duck, geese or turkey for Christmas dinner. Actually, camel made a nice change.


It is also shaming to see how welcoming and polite most people abroad are. Shop-owners press free chocolate bars on you and leap up to shake your hand. Your children are petted and spoiled, and complete strangers carry your shopping home for you. I have been rugby-tackled into people’s homes, had tea forced upon me and been treated like royalty. ‘For God’s sake,’ I want to cry, ‘I could be a mad, axe-wielding psycho. I might eat your children, empty your fridge and steal your copies of National Geographic. Why are you welcoming me into your house?’ Arab hospitality in particular is eye-watering. You have to be careful not to admire their clothes too effusively in case they whip them off their backs and give them to you.


Abroad, you become beguiled by the kindness of strangers and do things you would never dream of doing at home. In Borneo I once visited an open-air museum, one of those places where whole villages are reconstructed so that you can see how people lived in their longhouses. At the ticket office I handed over my backpack, umbrella and infant son. About an hour later it nibbled faintly at my conscience. Leaving your son at the hat-and-coat drop of a museum in England would lead to a visit from the social services. Rushing back to the entrance I found that ticket sales had plummeted while the entire staff amused my baby. They were rather put out when I suggested that he should be with his mother for the rest of the afternoon. Abashed, I handed over his bottle and a nappy and continued the tour (can’t see that happening in Madame Tussaud’s).
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I have moved around the world for twenty-five years now and I still cry for three months every time I arrive in a new place. Yet I would not have missed a single day, left out a single experience or not met a single person. Every bizarre incident and every strange accident broadens your heart in a way that living safely and comfortably can never do. I pride myself in always failing to learn from my mistakes because it is through howlers that adventures develop; being in the wrong place at the wrong time is the only way to live. As George Foreman said: ‘The most horrifying thing in the world is to be without an adventure.’


George, you are so right.
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2
Arrivals and Departures
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Great God! This is an awful place!


(Robert Falcon Scott)


How to move abroad without losing your passport, marbles or husband


PACKING UP


Apparently moving house and divorce are two of the most stressful things a person can experience in their lifetime. Personally, I find the two invariably go together.


Every time I have to pack up and move on and my brain becomes clogged with dreary concerns like mattress-protectors and meter-readings, I find myself more preoccupied with planning my decree nisi than the packing order. And as the move progresses and I watch with mounting misery the chunks of my happy life dismantled around me, I find my thoughts turn more to dismemberment and disembowelling rather than the softer option of divorce. Forget a pound of flesh: I want to see viscera. A long prison sentence — fifteen years in the same place — seems remarkably tempting, as I try to pack up the kitchen knives without first using them on Charlie. Husbands, take note. When moving house, never sneak up behind your wives in the kitchen; you never know what she might be holding in her clenched fist.


Ripping out the entrails of your life and stuffing them into boxes is always horrible. You will never get used to it. The only benefit of having to move so often is that it stops you drowning in your own rubbish. I have come to look on it as a sort of domestic colonic irrigation, a purging of the layers of detritus festering all over my house and which become such a health hazard that I have to check the removal men are up to date with their tetanus jabs.


There are only two golden rules when packing up. The first concerns storage. STORAGE IS FOR SUCKERS. You would do better to stuff everything on eBay and put the money towards a top-notch divorce lawyer.


The second golden rule is the P Principle: preliminary, preventative packing precautions. This may sound like one of those management courses delivered by those who can’t to those who have to, but is far more important. Before the packers arrive put all your passports, mobile phones, house keys, car keys, wallets and household pets in a box and lodge them with your next-door neighbour. Otherwise I guarantee that, as you wave goodbye to the removal lorry, you will hear your mobile trilling merrily — or, worse still, the familiar alarmed squeak of your daughter’s guinea-pig — from somewhere deep within.
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Until that lorry disappears from outside your front door, it is a bit like having a baby — your life is completely out of your control. I recommend a very strong alcoholic epidural, not least because you won’t be able to take any of your old stash with you. Sitting on the floor in your empty house, getting gently sozzled on a cocktail of Drambuie and the Malibu your cleaning lady gave you for Christmas, is as good a way to go as any.


Packers are genetically programmed to pack anything/everything, so it is best to limit them to one or two rooms, in which you have pre-positioned only the things you want to take with you and NOT the things which are staying. Unpacking crockery in Hong Kong, I came across a pile of smelly plates covered in green fur. I was mystified until I realized that the packers had simply swept up all our dirty breakfast things before I’d had time to wash them up. Eggs, bacon and mushrooms look very different after eight weeks on the high seas.


ARRIVING


Our first posting was to the still very Communist China in the early 1980s, when Tiananmen Square was still tank-free and Deng was more than just a fertilizer. We had not been married very long, so not only was there a completely new country and civilization to deal with, but, previously in control of career and self, it was the first time I had been a ‘wife’. My only reason for being in the soldier, worker, peasant paradise was to accompany Charlie: overnight I felt as if the word ‘appendage’ had been tattooed on my forehead. Anyone who has seen Lost in Translation will recognize that emptiness of being alone in a foreign country when your husband or wife goes off for their first day at work. It always takes a few months of marking territory and renegotiating borders before the status quo is re-established. Even so, after twenty-five years the feeling of trotting behind your husband on a lead never quite goes away.


No matter how thrilled you may be at your posting, homesickness almost invariably raises its hideous head at some time or another. For me, the only cure is my girlfriends, who ring to tell me that life at home is really dull, that the weather is awful, the dog has fleas, and they have gone up two dress sizes since Christmas. Warn your friends in advance not to bang on about what a wonderful time they are having. I once cried for two days on hearing about a particularly exciting school cricket match that I had missed. But they get you through those first bewildering weeks and out the other side ready to fight the next battle.


Actually, China remains to this day my favourite posting. Every day brought something unexpected. Being sent to tough places, as it was then, is often more fun than the easy options, because everyone mucks in. And the friendships you forge in tricky times are often those that last the longest.


HOUSE-HUNTING


Finding the right place to live is the key to being happy in a posting abroad. Find the right bunker and you can face any assault. You may have to make yourself unpopular in the fight to find the right home, but remember that people love it when you behave badly on first arrival: it brightens their day and gives them something juicy to talk about.


Not that we had any choice as to where we lived in China. In the 1980s every foreigner had to live in one of two diplomatic compounds consisting of hideous tower-blocks crammed into a walled, treeless and well-guarded enclosure. Comings and goings were carefully monitored and restricted. Once, in the deafening explosion of rockets and firecrackers which welcome in the Chinese New Year, a stray firework smashed through the seventh-floor window of an absent embassy colleague, back in England for his mid-tour leave, and set it on fire. The fire engine was called, but the guards refused to allow it entry into the diplomatic compound because it couldn’t show a written invitation (‘The First Secretary of the British Embassy and his wife, Nigel and Amaryllis Boggis Rolfe, invite you to the burning of their flat at 21:30. Dress formal. RSVP’). The diplomatic corps rallied round with buckets of water; the journalists rushed for their cameras and typewriters.


The Chinese authorities considered foreigners rather unwelcome necessities in the 1980s, like flu-jabs or worm-pills. I remember coming back to our flat one afternoon to find two Chinese men sitting on the sofa, reading my magazines with their feet up on the coffee table. Above their heads the wall lights had been disconnected and wiring poked out from two holes in the wall. When I asked them what they were doing, they told me that they were fixing the television aerial. We did not have a television at that time, but who was I to argue? If ever there was a fault in the flat, I simply complained to the wall and someone came round to fix it.


We got used to it. Romania in the bad old days of the Ceasescus sounded far worse. Two American friends told me that every time they had guests for a meal they would be woken up at four o’clock in the morning by the ringing of their bedside telephone. When they picked it up, they could hear a recording of their own dinner party. They tried taking the phone off the hook, but the recording came anyway, the only difference being that the phone didn’t ring first. Another colleague had just arrived in Bucharest without his wife. He is very short-sighted. Sitting in his bath, he heard the phone ring. Among the soapsuds he could not find his glasses. Someone handed him the phone. Only after he had taken the call did he remember that he was meant to be alone in the flat.


As there was only one flat available in Peking I had to take it without a fuss. In Hong Kong and Cyprus I was able to choose our new house. In Libya we found ourselves having to take over the house of our predecessor. He was a lovely man but apparently lacked any sense of smell. Libyans believe in filling their plot of land right up to the outside walls, and running all along the rear of the house, two feet from all the bedroom and kitchen windows, was a small but absolutely humming goat farm.


Skins and hooves of previous inmates were piled high (in both senses) on the corrugated iron goat-shed roofs, along with old rubber tyres, rusty buckets and an ominously stained mattress. An area half the size of a tennis court was home to thirty goats, a flock of chickens, half a dozen rabbits, three mangy stray cats and two Alsatian puppies, who howled disconsolately at every call to prayer and then barked happily all night. Did you know that goats snore? They also cough, sneeze, wheeze, talk in their sleep and fart. The goats began to take over our lives. Have you ever smelt goat’s cheese close up? Not just close, but sleeping in your bed and borrowing your underwear? I would fling open the windows on warm sunny days only to be knocked back by a wall of flies and a smell which you could have made mulligatawny from. I have a teenage son, who wears trainers in bed and thinks that showers are for boys who sing in the church choir, so my threshold is quite high. But this smell crept in under the doors and made our tea taste funny.
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In the end we persuaded the embassy to move us upwind on the grounds that we could entertain goats or work contacts, but not both. There are some nights when I miss the whole Whipsnade experience: the bleating, the caterwauling, the howling; the dawn chorus from the two cockerels, whom we named Sarkozy and de Villepin because of their competitive crowing, and the happy herds of blowflies grazing on my breakfast . . . but on the whole, I’m much happier.
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