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Introduction



They are perpetual outsiders, millions of children around the world, born in one nation, raised in others, flung into global jet streams by their parents’ career choices and consequent mobility. Some move often, from place to place, country to country. Others establish semipermanent lodgings on foreign soil, returning to the place their parents call home for vacations or family events. Their parents are educators, international businesspeople, foreign service attachés, missionaries, military personnel. The children shuttle back and forth between nations, languages, cultures, and loyalties. They live unrooted childhoods.


Nomadic children are like epiphytes, plants that live on the moisture and nutrients in the air, blown in the wind and propped impermanently in host trees. Lifted from one home and set down in another, these children learn not to attach too deeply. Yet despite their resistance to rooting, these children need a sense of belonging, a way to integrate their many cultural selves and find a place in the world. Like all children, they need a secure sense of self, a stable identity.


Growing up global, nomadic children often enjoy an expanded worldview but may lack a particular national identity. Though their parents may have strong ties to their home countries, these children often feel as though they are citizens of the world and must grow to define home for themselves. They belong everywhere and nowhere—they are “other” wherever they find themselves—and in their search for common ground, they often gravitate toward those whose childhoods have been similarly unrooted, often finding affinity in blended cultural groups. Even into adulthood, they are bound by perennial outsider status, by memories of frequent moves, and by the benefits and challenges a mobile childhood has granted them.


Decades of studies have begun to shed light on the complex identity formation of nomadic children. Sociologist Ruth Hill Useem coined the term Third Culture Kid (TCK) and compared their identity development process to pressing a musical record, laying down one note (or track) upon another to produce a multitoned chord. The tracks include the home culture they are born into and the second (and third, fourth, fifth) host culture, or cultures, they live in. The unique blend, the chord, is a combination of all the cultural influences they make their own. Sometimes the chord is rich and melodic; sometimes it’s shrill and discordant.


In their timely study, Third Culture Kids: The Experience of Growing Up Among Worlds, David Pollock and Ruth Van Reken describe the TCK as


one who has spent a significant part of his or her developmental years outside the parents’ culture. The TCK builds relationships to all of the cultures, while not having full ownership in any. Although elements from each culture are assimilated into the TCK’s life experience, the sense of belonging is in relationship to others of similar background. (1999, 19)


Cultural Composites: Enrichment


The usual clues that identify a person don’t apply to globally nomadic children. Language, place, family, and community shift for these children with each geographic move. Self-image is slippery; they refuse or are unable to conform to standard definitions of who they are. Lebanese in Iowa, Argentine in New York, they are never wholly one or the other. They are composites, bits and pieces added with each relocation, each new cultural influence.


Unrooted children absorb fragments of the many cultures they are exposed to and develop kaleidoscopic identities. They wiggle their toes in African soil, tip their faces to equatorial sun, then abruptly relocate to snowbound Canada. They attend American schools on foreign soil, learning to pledge allegiance to the U.S. flag and then sing the Venezuelan national anthem. They adopt the wooden shoes of Holland and the saffron robes of Tibet. They speak many languages; their tables are set with silver brought over land and sea, packed and unpacked from La Paz to Beirut. Their mobility allows them to sample experiences around the globe and to move among cultures and identities—and be enriched by them—while they are young, pliant, and still forming their personalities.


Paradox: Estrangement


For some, adaptation to many cultures comes easily, and they welcome the opportunities and the expanded understanding of the world provided by their frequent moves. But the paradox of nomadism is that its benefits are always tied to losses. A child raised abroad cannot form permanent roots in the host culture, and this can feel both liberating and isolating. Roots bind children to a place and time and help them define who they will become. Mobile children may lack long-term relationships or a strong national identity. Often their needs for emotional ties and support are met in a heightened connection to immediate family. But there are times when unrooted children ache for the comforts of extended family, the rhythms and rituals of tradition, an ongoing circle of friends who know them and can take their measure over time. Loneliness may be a frequent companion.


At other times, feeling different allows unrooted children to remain safely uncommitted. They are free of ties, free of patriotism, free to interpret others as separate from themselves. Because they must move often, they learn to adapt quickly. They explore the surfaces of the places they live in, fall in love with their surroundings temporarily. They find they can survive even if they partake only briefly of this culture or that. They learn that no home is permanent and that frequent moves can be a gift.


Entering new cultures young, willing, open, and vulnerable often exposes children to adventure and danger. To leave the security of one’s home culture is to risk physical exposure in new places and psychological exposure among strangers. In each new culture, so much depends on getting one’s bearings early. There can be drama in every new move, excitement at discovering new places to go, new people to be. But there can also be intense pain in severing the familiar, in the physical and emotional distancing of loved ones.


Where Is Home? Rootlessness


Millions of nomadic children who grow up beyond their national borders return to their parents’ home countries. They are expected to integrate smoothly, to assimilate a culture they’ve been taught is theirs, to camouflage the numerous cultures they’ve accumulated while living abroad. For many, the transition is difficult. The assumptions they have made about their home community may only partially fit reality. They feel more like new arrivals or hidden immigrants than travelers coming home, and their sense of displacement and culture shock can be extreme.


Children raised as foreigners often question the whole concept of home, never feeling that they quite belong anywhere. They wonder who they are and whether they can settle anywhere permanently. Some seek the security of roots in adulthood and teach themselves to stop in one place. Others keep traveling, a learned restlessness working against their choosing a career, establishing a family, or creating a sense of permanence. Every year, more children grow up crossing borders, blending cultures, following their parents around the world. Often, they find that the only permanence is in memory and in the stories they tell.


Who Am I? Identity


In a nomadic world, telling our stories is one way to establish our place in time, especially when ties to extended family and community become tenuous and personal histories may be fragmented by moves, scripted by family mission, or silenced by the need to conform. Finding a voice can be difficult when language and location are always changing. Adept at learning new languages and understanding new cultures, many mobile children are able to adjust quickly to changing circumstances and often have a distinct advantage over more rooted children. Choosing among their many languages is often a first step toward embracing identity.


Unrooted children have myriad encounters to write about, many cultures to report from, and constant transitions to chronicle. Telling our stories binds us in an act of remembrance. This anthology reveals a community of writers, bound by the recurrent motif of creating an identity while growing up global.


Collected here are twenty essays by adults who lived unrooted childhoods. Their memoirs are grouped thematically, progressing from the adventure and enchantment of moving among worlds to the losses and feelings of estrangement from family, friends, and community to the restlessness of the unrooted child to the creation of a portable cultural identity.


Pico Iyer opens the anthology with the premise that a nomadic childhood provides a solid foundation for life in an increasingly interdependent, multicultural world. Like many adults who had mobile childhoods, he continues to relocate often and to relate to many cultures.


In Section I, “Enrichment,” Sara Mansfield Taber, Kathleen Anderson, and Eileen Drew describe international pasts enriched by a nomadism that elicits mostly happy recollections. Isabel Allende’s sparkling warmth and humor are woven into her memories of childhood moves in South America and the Middle East.


Section II, “Estrangement,” probes the losses tied to these benefits. For many children, frequent transitions are jarring, even painful, as personal ties are ruptured. Camilla Trinchieri steels herself for each new move by concentrating on the place, not the people, she will leave behind. Pat Conroy and Mary Wertsch explore some of the lifelong implications of moving among military bases. Faith Eidse, Ruth Van Reken, and Nancy Henderson-James question their centrality and importance to parents who are dedicated to their missionary work.


Section III, “Rootlessness,” explores the difficult search for home among unrooted children. Restlessness stirs the writings of Nina Sichel and Tara Bahrampour. Anora Egan attempts to immerse herself in several host cultures, but is never able to completely assimilate. Clark Blaise settles on a Canadian identity, even as he continues to reside in the United States.


Section IV, “Identity,” illustrates the process of finally embracing a cultural self, a task often connected with language choice. Peter Ruppert and Lisa Suhair Majaj endure years of childhood difficulties with speech before finding voices that fit. Ariel Dorfman dons one identity when he writes or speaks in Spanish and another when he communicates in English. Carlos Fuentes establishes his identity only after exploring many other cultures—sharing, reading, growing, exchanging information. Marie Arana considers herself a bridge between cultures, facilitating mutual understanding of each to the other.


This anthology is a unique fusion that presents a world rich in texture, image, and symbol, a gathering of writers who were raised internationally. They sing to us, blending stories of longing and loss, growth and healing. These are memoirs of childhoods spent packing. They reflect on formative years of pain and hope, of the loneliness of the outsider, of restlessness and resilience, and on the gift of a flexible worldview.
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Pico Iyer has made a career of his internationalism. He grew up shuttling between England and California, the son of Indian immigrant parents. Keenly aware of the privilege bestowed upon him by a life spent traveling, he describes the adult he has become as the “product of a movable sensibility...a multinational soul on a multicultural globe, where more and more countries are as polyglot and restless as airports.”


For Iyer, impermanence is largely a gift, not a burden. His transitory childhood led to a nomadism he considers liberating, enabling him to feel at home everywhere in the world. Sent to boarding schools from the age of nine, he has long been accustomed to a life independent of family, place, or even cultural identity. A confirmed outsider, his roots are in ideas and language rather than place. A professional observer, he is an expert at dispassion, a stranger to belief. His mobile life has granted him emotional distance from the ties of patriotism or deep commitment.


In this essay he identifies himself as a member of a new tribe of intercontinental wanderers whose home is an airport transit lounge, whose worldview is relative rather than absolute, and whose identity is chosen from “a wardrobe of selves.” He celebrates the freedom and mobility he cherishes as the product of his unrooted childhood. Comfortable everywhere, he is a true citizen of the world.


 



Living in the Transit Lounge
Pico Iyer



By the time I was nine, I was already used to going to school by trans-Atlantic plane, to sleeping in airports, to shuttling back and forth, three times a year, between my parents’ (Indian) home in California and my boarding school in England. Throughout the time I was growing up, I was never within 6,000 miles of the nearest relative—and came, therefore, to learn how to define relations in non-familial ways. From the time I was a teenager, I took it for granted that I could take my budget vacations (as I did) in Bolivia and Tibet, China and Morocco. It never seemed strange to me that a girlfriend might be half a world (or ten hours’ flying time) away, that my closest friends might be on the other side of a continent or sea.


It was only recently that I realized that all these habits of mind and life would scarcely have been imaginable in my parents’ youth; that the very facts and facilities that shape my world are all distinctly new developments, and mark me as a modern type.


It was only recently, in fact, that I realized that I am an example, perhaps, of an entirely new breed of people, a transcontinental tribe of wanderers that is multiplying as fast as IDD lines and IATA flights. We are the Transit Loungers, forever heading to the Departure Gate, forever orbiting the world. We buy our interests duty-free, we eat our food on plastic plates, we listen to the world through borrowed headphones. We pass through countries as through revolving doors, resident aliens of the world, impermanent residents of nowhere. Nothing is strange to us, and nowhere is foreign. We are visitors even in our own homes.


This is not, I think, a function of affluence so much as of simple circumstance. I am not, that is, a jet-setter pursuing vacations from Marbella to Phuket; I am simply a fairly typical product of a movable sensibility, living and working in a world that is itself increasingly small and increasingly mongrel. I am a multinational soul on a multicultural globe where more and more countries are as polyglot and restless as airports. Taking planes seems as natural to me as picking up the phone or going to school; I fold up my self and carry it round with me as if it were an overnight case.


The modern world seems increasingly made for people like me. I can plop myself down anywhere and find myself in the same relation of familiarity and strangeness: Lusaka, after all, is scarcely more strange to me than the foreigners’ England in which I was born, the America where I am registered as an “alien,” and the almost unvisited India that people tell me is my home. I can fly from London to San Francisco to Osaka and feel myself no more a foreigner in one place than another; all of them are just locations—pavilions in some intercontinental Expo—and I can work or live or love in any one of them. All have Holiday Inns, direct-dial phones, CNN, and DHL. All have sushi and Thai restaurants, Kentucky Fried Chicken and Coke. My office is as close as the nearest fax machine or modem. Roppongi is West Hollywood is Leblon.


This kind of life offers an unprecedented sense of freedom and mobility: tied down to nowhere, I can pick and choose among locations. Mine is the first generation that can go off to visit the Himalayas for a week, or sample life in the distant countries we have always dreamed about; ours is the first generation to be able to go to Kenya for a holiday to find our roots—or to find they are not there. At the lowest level, this new internationalism also means that I can get on a plane in Los Angeles, get off a few hours later in Jakarta, and check into a Hilton, and order a cheeseburger in English, and pay for it all with an American Express card. At the next level, it means that I can meet, in the Hilton coffee shop, an Indonesian businessman who is as conversant as I am with Michael Kinsley and Magic Johnson and Madonna. At a deeper level, it means that I need never feel estranged. If all the world is alien to us, all the world is home.


I have learned, in fact, to love foreignness. In any place I visit, I have the privileges of an outsider: I am an object of interest, and even fascination; I am a person set apart, able to enjoy the benefits of the place without paying the taxes. And the places themselves seem glamorous to me—romantic—as seen through foreign eyes: distance on both sides lends enchantment. Policemen let me off speeding tickets, girls want to hear the stories of my life, pedestrians will gladly point me to the nearest Golden Arches. Perpetual foreigners in the transit lounge, we enjoy a kind of diplomatic immunity; and, living off room service in our hotel rooms, we are never obliged to grow up, or even, really, to be ourselves.


We learn too the lesser skills of cosmopolitan life. We become relativists, sensitively aware that what goes down in Casablanca will not go down well in Cairo. We become analysts, able to see every place through an outsider’s eyes, and even our homes through foreign spectacles. We become professional correspondents, adept at keeping up friendships through the mail, our affinities and sympathies scattered across all borders.


We learn, indeed, to exult in the blessings of belonging to what feels like a whole new race. It is a race, as Salman Rushdie says, of “people who root themselves in ideas rather than places, in memories as much as in material things; people who have been obliged to define themselves—because they are so defined by others—by their otherness; people in whose deepest selves strange fusions occur, unprecedented unions between what they were and where they find themselves.” We learn to enjoy the fruits of international coproductions—Bertolucci movies, Peter Brook plays, Derek Walcott poems. All of us are international coproductions these days, global villages on two legs. All of us flaunt the United Colors of Benetton, with our English shoes, Japanese watches, and American terms. And when people argue that our very notion of wonder is eroded, that alienness itself is as seriously endangered as the wilderness, that more and more of the world is turning into a single synthetic monoculture, I am not worried: a Japanese version of a French fashion is something new, I say, not quite Japanese and not truly French. Comme des Garçons hybrids are the art form of the time.


And yet, sometimes, I stop myself and think. What kind of heart is being produced by these new changes? And must I always be a None of the Above? When the stewardess comes down the aisle with disembarkation forms, what do I fill in? Am I an Asian-American? Even though I feel not very Asian and not at all American? An Indian American? An ambiguous term in any case, not least for one who has never lived in India, and lives in America only because it feels so little like home. My passport says one thing, my face another; my accent contradicts my eyes. Place of Residence, Final Destination, even Marital Status are not much easier to fill in; usually I just tick “Other.”


And beneath all the boxes, where do we place ourselves? How does one fix a moving object on a map? I am not an exile, really, nor an immigrant; not deracinated, I think, any more than I am rooted. I have not fled the oppression of war, nor found ostracism in the places where I do alight; I scarcely feel severed from a home I have scarcely known. Is “citizen of the world” enough to comfort me? And does “feeling at home anywhere” make it easier to sleep at night?


Alienation, we are taught from kindergarten, is the condition of the time. This is the century of exiles and refugees, of boat people and statelessness; the time when traditions have been abolished, and men become closer to machines. This is the century of estrangement: more than a third of all Afghans live outside Afghanistan; the second city of the Khmers is a refugee camp; the second tongue of Belfast is Chinese. The very notion of nation-states is outdated; many of us are as cross-hatched within as Beirut.


To understand the modern state, we are often told, we must read Naipaul, and see how people estranged from their cultures mimic people estranged from their roots. Naipaul is the definitive modern traveler in part because he is the definitive symbol of modern rootlessness; his singular qualification for his wanderings is not his stamina, nor his bravado, nor his love of exploration—it is, quite simply, his congenital displacement. Here is a man who was a foreigner at birth, a citizen of an exiled community set down on a colonized island. Here is a man for whom every arrival is enigmatic, a man without a home—except for an India to which he stubbornly returns, only to be reminded of his distance from it. The strength of Naipaul is the poignancy of Naipaul: the poignancy of a wanderer who tries to go home, but is not taken in, and is accepted by another home only so long as he admits that he’s a lodger there.


There is, however, another way of apprehending foreignness, and that is the way of Nabokov. In him we see an avid cultivation of the novel: he collects foreign worlds with a connoisseur’s delight, he sees foreign words as toys to play with, and exile as the state of kings. This touring aristocrat can even relish the pleasures of Lo culture precisely because they are the things that his own high culture lacks: the motel and the summer camp, the roadside attraction and the hot fudge sundae. I recognize in Nabokov a European’s love for America rooted in America’s very youthfulness and heedlessness and a historicity; I recognize in him the sense that the newcomer’s viewpoint may be the one most conducive to bright ardor (a sixteen-year-old may be infinitely more interesting to a forty-year-old than to a fellow teenager). The hideous suburb that looks so vulgar from afar becomes a little warmer when one’s in the thick of it. Unfamiliarity, in any form, breeds content.


Nabokov shows us that if nowhere is home, everywhere is. That instead of taking alienation as our natural state, we can feel partially adjusted everywhere. That the outsider at the feast does not have to sit in the corner alone, taking notes; he can plunge into the pleasures of his new home with abandon.


We airport-hoppers can, in fact, go through the world as through a house of wonders, picking up something at every stop, and taking the whole globe as our playpen, or our supermarket (and even if we don’t go to the world, the world will increasingly come to us: just down the street, almost wherever we are, are nori and salsa, tiramisu and naan). We don’t have a home, we have a hundred homes. And we can mix and match as the situation demands. “Nobody’s history is my history,” Kazuo Ishiguro, a great spokesman for the privileged homeless, once said to me, and then went on, “Whenever it was convenient for me to become very Japanese, I could become very Japanese, and then, when I wanted to drop it, I would just become this ordinary Englishman.” Instantly, I felt a shock of recognition: I have a wardrobe of selves from which to choose. And I savor the luxury of being able to be an Indian in Cuba (where people are starving for yoga and Tagore), or an American in Thailand; to be an Englishman in New York.


And so we go on circling the world, six miles above the ground, displaced from Time, above the clouds, with all our needs attended to. We listen to announcements given in three languages. We confirm our reservations at every stop. We disembark at airports that are self-sufficient communities, with hotels, gymnasia and places of worship. At customs we have nothing to declare but ourselves.


But what is the price we pay for all of this? I sometimes think that this mobile way of life is as novel as high-rises, or the video monitors that are rewiring our consciousness. And even as we fret about the changes our progress wreaks in the air and on the airwaves, in forests and on streets, we hardly worry about the changes it is working in ourselves, the new kind of soul that is being born out of a new kind of life. Yet this could be the most dangerous development of all, and not only because it is the least examined.


For us in the Transit Lounge, disorientation is as alien as affiliation. We become professional observers, able to see the merits and deficiencies of anywhere, to balance our parents’ viewpoints with their enemies’ position. Yes, we say, of course it’s terrible, but look at the situation from Saddam’s point of view. I understand how you feel, but the Chinese had their own cultural reasons for Tiananmen Square. Fervor comes to seem to us the most foreign place of all.


Seasoned experts at dispassion, we are less good at involvement, or suspensions of disbelief; at, in fact, the abolition of distance. We are masters of the aerial perspective, but touching down becomes more difficult. Unable to get stirred by the raising of a flag, we are sometimes unable to see how anyone could be stirred. I sometimes think that this is how Rushdie, the great analyst of this condition, somehow became its victim. He had juggled homes for so long, so adroitly, that he forgot how the world looks to someone who is rooted—in country or belief. He had chosen to live so far from affiliation that he could no longer see why people choose affiliation in the first place. Besides, being part of no society means one is accountable to no one, and need respect no laws outside one’s own. If single-nation people can be fanatical as terrorists, we can end up ineffectual as peacekeepers.


We become, in fact, strangers to belief itself, unable to comprehend many of the rages and dogmas that animate (and unite) people. Conflict itself seems inexplicable to us sometimes, simply because partisanship is; we have the agnostic’s inability to retrace the steps of faith. I could not begin to fathom why some Moslems would think of murder after hearing about The Satanic Verses, yet sometimes I force myself to recall that it is we, in our floating skepticism, who are the exceptions, that in China and Iran, in Korea and Peru, it is not so strange to give up one’s life for a cause.


We end up, then, like non-aligned nations, confirming our reservations at every step. We tell ourselves, self-servingly, that nationalism breeds monsters, and choose to ignore the fact that internationalism breeds them too. Ours is not the culpability of the assassin, but of the bystander who takes a snapshot of the murder. Or, when the revolution breaks out, hops on the next plane out.


In any case, the issues, in the Transit Lounge, are passing; a few hours from now, they’ll be a thousand miles away. Besides, this is a foreign country, we have no interests here. The only thing we have to fear are hijackers—passionate people with beliefs.


Sometimes, though, just sometimes, I am brought up short by symptoms of my condition. They are not major things, but they are peculiar ones, and ones that would not have been so common fifty years ago. I have never bought a house of any kind, and my ideal domestic environment, I sometimes tell friends (with a shudder) is a hotel room. I have never voted, or ever wanted to vote, and I eat in restaurants three times a day. I have never supported a nation (in the Olympic Games, say), or represented “my country” in anything. I refer to everyone in the third person, and seldom use the first person plural. Even my name is weirdly international, because my “real name” is one that makes sense only in the home where I have never lived.


I choose to live in America in part, I think, because it feels more alien the longer I stay there (and is, of all places, the one most made up of aliens and, to that extent, accommodating to them). I love being in Japan because it reminds me, at every turn, of my foreignness. When I want to see if any place is home, I must subject the candidates to a battery of tests. Home is the place of which one has memories but no expectations.


If I have any deeper home, it is, I suppose, in English. My language is the house I carry round with me as a snail his shell; and in my lesser moments I try to forget that mine is not the language spoken in America, or even, really, by any member of my family.


Yet even here, I find, I cannot place my accent, or reproduce it as I can the tones of others. And I am so used to modifying my English inflections according to whom I am talking to—an American, an Englishman, a villager in Nepal, a receptionist in Paris—that I scarcely know what kind of voice I have.


I wonder sometimes if this new kind of non-affiliation may not be alien to something fundamental in the human state. The refugee at least harbors passionate feelings about the world he has left—and generally seeks to return there; the exile at least is propelled by some kind of strong emotion away from the old country and towards the new—indifference is not an exile emotion. But what does the Transit Lounger feel? What are the issues that we would die for? What are the passions that we would live for?


Airports are among the only sites in public life where emotions are hugely sanctioned, in block capitals. We see people weep, shout, kiss in airports; we see them at the furthest edges of excitement and exhaustion. Airports are privileged spaces where we can see the primal states writ large—fear, recognition, hope. But there are some of us, perhaps, sitting at the Departure Gate, boarding passes in hand, watching the destinations ticking over, who feel neither the pain of separation nor the exultation of wonder; who alight with the same emotions with which we embarked; who go down to the baggage carousel and watch our lives circling, circling, circling, waiting to be claimed.





Section I
Enrichment
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To children who successfully navigate a lifetime of change, the world is a garden of exotic gifts, a house of treasures to explore and take in. Transferred from place to place, young and porous, they collect and absorb experience, their personalities amalgams of those cultures they internalize and claim as their own. Perched for a while in a new environment, they experience each move as an occasion for growth, a chance to blossom in new ways.


These children see the world in all its richness and variety. Theirs is a privileged life, filled with opportunities to extend and enhance their knowledge of the earth and its people. Bilingual or even multilingual at an early age, immersed in an interrelated, interdependent world community, they are able to enjoy a broader and more mature perspective than many of their more rooted peers. Theirs is a global education. Though they may regret the loss of a unifying tradition or history, they are grateful for the variety of experiences to which they have been exposed.


The authors in this section adapted fairly quickly to the changes their parents’ choices necessitated for them. They were young, girls on the cusp of adolescence, and the world was theirs to savor. Open to adventure, secure in close family relationships, they accepted the pangs of relocation pragmatically, understanding that the benefits of living a new life would compensate for the loss of the familiar. Moving among places, one sampled the thin, high air of La Paz and the swirling streets of Beirut, far from the comforts of her ancestral home in Chile. Another tasted the dense ocean breeze blowing through a Guinean foreign compound, scurrying down the beach to safe haven during an evacuation. One’s feet stirred sand in a Palestinian school yard as she learned to belly-dance in the shadow of Israeli soldiers; another’s splashed through puddles in soggy Holland to her cozy attic retreat under the pitched eaves of a burgher home.


They are the children whose lives have been enriched by change. Aware that they will never fully belong to one or another of the traditions they sample, they become cultural composites, finding ways to be accepted despite their differences, developing an intercultural understanding unusual in children so young. “The world I breathed in was a borrowed world,” writes Sara Taber, and she determines to make the most of her stay in Holland. Her pampered passage aboard an ocean liner from New York to Le Havre buffers the pain of the week-long separation from her father. Her fears upon arriving in an unknown place fade as she becomes accustomed, despite the taunting of boys in the street, to the life, ways, and language of her new home. Within a year, her family is settled in an old brick house “as though we’d always lived there and always would.”


Transitions herald new opportunities to explore a fascinating world and to make connections across cultures. Kathleen Anderson feasts her senses on the sights and sounds of Ramallah, enamored of the landscape and embraced by the hospitality of her Palestinian friends and the mysteries of their ancient ways. High in a tree, “taking in the Holy Land,” she writes, “I felt the presence of all time.” Even the dangers and restrictions of frequent curfews imposed by Israeli soldiers only serve to strengthen her bond to Palestine and its people.


Eileen Drew, visiting her New York relatives, embellishes the facts of her Guinean experience, knowing her cousins cannot comprehend her way of life or her way of thinking. “Fiction is, sometimes, the only truth,” she muses, recalling the days when she and her brothers played on her cousins’ gullibility and ignorance. Aware that her experience abroad has amplified her in ways beyond her ability to express or theirs to understand, she resorts to telling stories that confirm her belief in the equality of people and the universality of truth. She determines to become “a citizen of the world, a disciple of life.”


Isabel Allende celebrates a world rich in sensory delight. Her nomadic childhood teaches her perspective and the relativity of point of view. Born into a family fueled by passion and intelligence and a lack of conformity, her childhood wanderings and her secret readings of A Thousand and One Nights nurture her imagination. She claims, “The contrast between the puritanism of my school, where work was exalted and neither bodily imperatives nor lightning flash of imagination allowed, and the creative idleness and enveloping sensuality of those books branded my soul.” Her world is a tapestry of exoticism, sensuality, and artistry; her search that of the individual finding her way through the bustle and clash of civilizations.


These authors, largely, are comfortable in their transient lives. Like orchids that inhabit a tree’s high branches, these writers flourish in unusual environments, gathering strength from their hosts but taking sustenance from the very air about them. Not permitted by their mobile parents to sink roots, their lives are adventures lived moment by moment, built place by place. In exchanging the security of roots for the diversity of nomadism, their lives are filled with change, their perspectives broadened, their childish souls opened to the wisdom new experience brings.
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Sara Mansfield Taber is a writer, memoirist, and a cross-cultural development specialist who teaches in Chevy Chase, Maryland. The daughter of a U.S. Foreign Service officer, her childhood was spent in the Far East, Europe, and the United States. When she was nine years old, her family was transferred to Holland.


Even a child who is used to constant change is deeply affected by repeated moves. Taber writes here of struggling to balance her conflicting loyalties to the United States and the many other places she has become attached to. She seeks stability in the rhythms of her new home, in the patterns of attending school, making new friends, learning yet another language. Suspended between childhood clamor and adolescent urgency and uncertainty, sheltered by her close family ties, she assuages the loneliness of the outsider by immersing herself in her new surroundings. She finds calm in hours spent reading English novels to the steady thrum of rain on a peaked Dutch roof.


 



Rain Light
Sara Mansfield Taber



The rain spatters at first, and then pelts down as I walk. It gushes from puddles up the sides of my black rubber boots. There is a gravelly, crunching sound as my feet hit the hard, wet bricks. My nose and cheeks itch from the wet. My braids begin to drip. Save for the brick of the dwellings that line the street, the air is almost colorless. The dominant color is that of cold stone.


Home is a red brick row house built by The Hague burghers. The building, with its square-block shape, its wide, staunch front balcony, its three full stories and broad red slate roof, is solid.


If I kept walking beyond the house, down the wet-flushed tree- and fence-lined street, and jogged a little to the left, I would come to the baker’s shop. There, I could buy a cream puff. And if I continued to walk straight on for about twenty minutes, I would come to the North Sea.


Another day, I will get a pastry or walk to the sea, I decide. Today, I turn in at my house. I walk up to the large brick house where I know, with the certainty that this is rain, that my mother will be waiting for me with two siroopwafels, the cookies I love best this year that I am ten, on a blue pottery plate.


We are standing on the sports deck of the S. S. America, a ship of grand lounges and varnished wood, built in the forties, just before it is to set sail across the North Atlantic. The nine-hundred-foot ocean liner is docked next to one of the enormous, bustling and clanging garbage-strewn warehouses that make up the port of New York. The four members of my family have climbed up to the very top of the ship and are positioned near the three red funnels and the captain’s quarters. We are alone on the flat, gray plain of deck. No other passengers have ventured out into the damp March wind.


Perched on the deck of a ship, headed for an unknown place, we—brother and sister—are, in one sense, in our element. Born in Japan, weaned in Greece, and toilet trained in Taiwan, we have been bred to change countries, at the U.S. government’s whim, on a week’s notice. The packing of suitcases and the boarding of a ship is second nature to us. We have been living in Washington, D.C., for the last two years, but we are prepared to move on. To be on the way somewhere feels familiar, like old shoes.


I am nine and Andy is seven, and we are beginning our journey to Holland, following my father to his newest post with the Foreign Service. The year is 1964.


I am excited, and Andy has an impish grin on his face as we stand in the wind. I am wearing a buckskin jacket that makes me feel brave as a Sioux. Andy is thrilled at the prospect of a week-long ship voyage. He will imagine himself on a troop ship crossing the Atlantic for Portsmouth and D-Day.


My mother’s face is in a half-smile, streaked from weeping. She loves the leisure and dalliance of ship crossings, while my father travels ahead of us by plane, but she dreads the loss of his presence for even a short time.


I stand off to one side, alone: a skinny girl on a wet, gray platform surrounded by railings, overhung with teepees of cables, and spotted with puddles. On this surface, for now, I am steady on my feet. In a moment, though—the moment we leave the dock—the boat will begin to pitch and I will have to gain new footing.


Now my mother, my brother, and I stand on the lower promenade deck and wave to my father far down below. He is being jostled in the mass of people gathered against the immense dark maw of the dockhouse. My throat thickens as I watch my father in his dark suit walk down the long, steep, cloth-roofed gangplank after the “All ashore who’re going ashore” is shouted out. He is the handsome “diplomat” whose secret, important political work at foreign embassies inflates my chest with pride. His title—political attaché—and the mysterious aura that wafts around his activities burnish the edges of my gypsy childhood with grandeur.


The passengers kiss and laugh in glamorous, flowing wool coats, holding silver cups of coffee handed out by the stewards. Andy and I munch sugar-glazed pastries. Children blow on party horns. Confetti fills the air.


The fog horn blasts three times. And the ship lumbers out, pulled by three tugs. We hurl three or four streamers, in turn, toward my father. They all land in the water, except for one. That, my father catches and holds up in his leather-gloved hand. He waves his tweed cap. My mother puts on her dark glasses. Andy and I wave until our hands flop, as the distance of dark water between us and the dock grows. We wave until we can no longer see my father’s thin gray figure.


After we pass the Statue of Liberty, my mother suggests that we go down to the cabin. She begins to brighten as we descend into the spacious, gleaming elegance of the ship. We peek at the ballroom, with its magnificent, polished oak floor and gaze into the chandeliered lounges with their grand, brocade, down-filled couches where we will watch movies, falling back into the billowing softness of the feathers, during the rough days of the voyage.


Our porter is waiting for us on B deck, and ushers us into our stateroom with a kindly and competent wave of his white glove. We enter what I immediately decide is the perfect living space. Every surface—the writing desk, the bureaus, the portholes—sparkles with cleanness. Three beds are made up with crisp soldier-smooth sheets and soft, peach-colored blankets. The tiny bathroom has a container of soaps and lotions and toothbrushes and perfumes all wrapped in smooth white paper with the ship’s red and navy insignia. I dab each wrist with yellow-green perfume from a miniature bottle. On the bureau there is a silver bowl of fresh fruit.


I get the top bunk, since I am older (this has been prenegotiated), so I clamber up. I sit there, smug and happy, eating a pear from the bowl, and swinging my legs back and forth off the edge so that they brush my brother’s head below. “Mom, can I have my Indian jacket back now?” he says. I fling it down to the floor.


The crossing itself is rough. When we walk on deck, the boat pitches up and down almost vertically. We hang on to thick, crimson, silk cords that the stewards—an innumerable battalion of friendly elves—suspend all along the passageways. My mother keeps a brave face, but it’s clear she doesn’t like it when the boat leans way up on a wave. She’s made mostly Pacific crossings before; that sea is a pond to this cataract. Sometimes she suggests that we stay in the stateroom for our meal, and at these times I notice, she orders only mashed potatoes. One day, queasy myself, I put in the same meager order.


When I descend into the deep bowl-belly of the ship another day, my mother leading the way down through the maze of cramped aisles of the second- and third-class sections of the ship, for a swim in the pool, the depth of the water at the shallow end swings with each roll of the ship, from one to eight feet. Swimming is a precarious matter. Though an expert swimmer, I feel like a little dog, paddling madly just to keep my head above water, as the waves of the North Atlantic toy with my sense of surety.


A vague, low-lying border of land enlarges and enlarges as the S. S. America carries us across the gray water to the edge of France. During the last hours of our voyage, Andy and I stand at the rail watching the land grow and gobbling pastries from the steward’s silver tray. My mother sips coffee from a silver cup. Relieved to be nearing my father, she does not once remove her eyes from the shore.


The atmosphere that caresses my cheeks is moist as I lean over the rail toward land. As this sweet interval of the ship crossing draws to a close, I suck in the new, European air, trying to see into my life ahead. A cool, delicate fog makes it difficult to piece together any feature on the shore.


My father meets us at the dock in Le Havre with a mackintosh over his arm. I throw myself at his chest and Andy clings to his side while our parents kiss above us, my mother weeping again. We travel by train to The Hague. Rain streaks the views of geometrically placed brick houses and green cow pastures the whole journey.


A taxi transported us to our new home, a yellow brick row house in a vast new suburban development of identical houses at the raw edge of The Hague. Small, low-walled gardens stood to the front and rear of each narrow, upright house, along broad streets with recently planted thin trees.


In this house in suburban Wassenaar, where we lived for a year or so, my room, one of three on the upper story, was sharp-cornered and white-walled. During the daytime I sat within its clean space and happily drew pictures of trolls, but every night, in the bed in that room, my entire nine-year-old body trembled as I gazed at those white walls. The shaking only stopped when my mother or father had checked under the bed and in the closets and inside the chest of drawers and behind the curtains for kidnappers. Some nights, paralyzed by this fear that appeared my first night in Holland, I needed them to check two or three times before I could settle down to sleep. It was as though my body remembered, even if my mind did not, that change, though rhythmic and regular, is still a ransacking and a threat.


The neighborhood around the yellow brick house was, in actuality, quite risk-free, and my mother permitted us a new freedom. In the clearness of daylight I was reinvigorated, and from the narrow walkway leading up to the house Andy and I set out on grand bicycle excursions. Cycling side by side—a stick-thin girl in white Keds and a shaggy-headed boy in shorts with hidden pockets and five zippers—we were each other’s primary companions. We looked after each other.


A blur of hand-shaking made up our first weeks of life in the yellow brick house, as we met other embassy families and Dutch dignitaries. Andy and I were installed in a school—a small American school in the old heart of The Hague. There, for several days, I stood at the edge of the blacktop, pretending to be interested in my fingers and swallowing tears. Then, and many times thereafter, it seemed to me that my whole life had consisted just of this: standing at the edge of the blacktop, swallowing tears.


Gradually, life took on a form. Routines were established, I made tentative forays into new friendships, and I tried on a new language that sounded as though everyone was hawking all the time. My parents bought us the rubber boots all the Dutch children wore and led us on walks and bicycle outings to the surrounding canals and little shops and horse fields to acquaint us with the neighborhood. After a couple of months of these excursions, and of accustoming my ears to the squeaks and clomps of Holland and my body to the rhythms of my new school, the bedtime fears, so vivid and haunting during my first months, gradually faded, like butterflies into the drizzly air.
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