

  [image: ]




  

    A Year in Chiang Mai




    

      


    




    

      


    




    1st edition 2013




    Text by Alex Gunn




    ISBN 978-616-222-203-0




    eISBN 978-666-222-202-3




    Published by The Life Change People Co Ltd.




    Distributed by XinXii




    Printed by www.booksmango.com




    Text & cover page Copyright© The Life Change People Co Ltd.




    No part of this book may be reproduced, copied, stored or transmitted in any form without prior written permission from the publisher.


  




  

    Introduction




    Alex and his wife Chrissy decided that if they were going to change their lives and move overseas they had better do it before their 2 small children got too old and too settled.




    They gave up good jobs, put their house on the market, gave away lots of their stuff, said goodbye to friends and relatives, found new homes for their goats and moved from England to the other side of the world. They chose Chiang Mai in Northern Thailand where they had no friends, no contacts and no income (and no goats).


  




  

    Saying Goodbye




    It’s a very odd thing leaving your country behind, especially when the country you are moving to is on the other side of the world, completely different from your own, where you have no contacts, no connections, no job and 2 young children constantly saying ‘why are we going again Daddy’?




    Life seemed to be trundling along fine, I was teaching at the local university and doing some rather grown up sounding ‘consultancy work’. My wife was running a large charity and a busy private psychotherapy practice and our 2 boys were enjoying school in the local village.




    After work and school and at weekends, we all happily toiled away on our rather picturesque small holding in Devon, England, tending to a large orchard, a small herd of goats, some ducks, chickens, 2 highly strung Guinea Fowl, a load of very boring quail and my lovely geese. But, at the back of my mind I’d always wanted to be one of those people you hear about that suddenly up sticks and make an exciting sounding life for themselves somewhere else. The trouble is that I’m more like one of those people you never hear about that has a quiet but comfortable life, works hard in a good job and retires early to see out his days bumbling about in the garden muttering about aphids in the green house.




    For years though, I had secretly been observing expats at foreign airports smugly waving off friends and relatives back to cold, grey northern climates. They looked comfortable and relaxed, like people who were not about to go back to the horror of credit card bills, Monday morning and real life. They were going to stay on holiday. They would smile and wave through the departure gates before turning and walking back to their car and driving back to their perfect villa to have one last swim before walking down to a little harbour side restaurant, where they would enjoy a bowl of steamed mussels, freshly baked bread, a chilled bottle of white wine and a few jokes with Jose the waiter. I wanted to do that as well.




    Over the years I had subconsciously set this stage many times; the drive back from the airport, the villa with the pool and the harbour side restaurant. All it needed was a few actors to act it all out. It seemed easy enough. I could learn the lines, follow the stage directions and acquire the confident moves. I’d done a bit of acting at school, how difficult could it be? Loads of people had done it and if we didn’t like it we could always come home and spray the aphids in the green house.




    We often sat up late after the children had gone to bed, talking through plans over the kitchen table. I was thinking Spain and my wife was thinking… Chiang Mai, Thailand. So, Thailand it was!




    We tried to sell our house for a year before we gave up. The original plan was to sell the house and use the money to fund our new life. Instead we would have to rent it out, use the rental income to cover the mortgage and use our overdraft facility to fund our new life. Not exactly a perfect start.




    Undeterred by this minor set back we found ourselves a perky chap in a local letting agency who rather alarmingly found us a tenant within a week.




    After a year of talking, planning and false starts, suddenly the pressure was on to actually do something. Dates were firmed up and we had to pack up, sell and give away furniture, organize shipping, decorate for the new tenants, put up new fencing for the new tenants horse, notify all manner of banks and organisations, install a new oil tank, re-lacquer the wooden floor, say goodbye to bewildered friends and relations, hold 2 separate goodbye parties for our children, hand in our resignations at work, make emotional leaving speeches, hug lots of people, apply for weird sounding visas at a Thai Consulate in Hull (of all places!), register separate companies in England and Thailand, hire a company to make a web site and find homes for 48 chickens, 12 geese, 4 goats, 2 hysterical Guinea Fowl, 8 ducks and loads of boring quail.




    I began to feel like a bough of a tree being pulled out of position and forced into a new unknown direction. The familiar underpinning network of my quiet comfortable life was being uprooted. I was so far out of what might be described these days as ‘my comfort zone’ that I would need a very small scale map to find my way back.




    It wasn’t particularly unpleasant, just strange. It felt that overnight everything familiar was replaced with things from someone else’s life; attending design meetings for web sites where we all talked utter nonsense but everyone pretended it was meaningful, emailing Thai lawyers who had unpronounceable names, discussing something called ‘Search Engine Optimization’ with an Internet Consultant who looked about 12 years old and writing him cheques for huge sums of money.




    I imagined that our children would find all the upheaval difficult and I would be the reassuring and sensible father steering a true course through a sea of uncertainty. But, if anything it was the other way around. They couldn’t wait to get going, said a quick goodbye to the animals, swapped email addresses with their friends, made sure they were all up to speed on Facebook, packed a case with computer games and Pokemon cards and were ready.




    Meanwhile I was moping about in the field saying goodbye to my chickens and goats, pruning the orchard for the last time, watching the sun set over the rolling Devon countryside and wondering what an earth I was letting myself in for. I could hear the distinct sound of wood splintering as branches and boughs were being forced out of position and extensive root systems that had taken a lifetime to establish were jolted out of position. This bit hadn’t been in the Stage Directions.




    Finding homes for all the animals was more difficult than I thought. I gave a lot of the hens and other assorted poultry back to Dave, annual winner of the local sheep throwing contest and proprietor of the animal centre where I had bought most of them (except the highly strung Guinea Fowl that I won in a local fair...farming people can be very cunning). The goats eventually went off to Keith “The Builder” our good friend and indeed, a builder (‘what you want to go off to Taiwan for anyway’) but the geese where a lot more problematic.




    I’ve learnt, to my utter surprise, that people don’t really like geese. I’d raised them all from tiny goslings when they were pipping little hot yellow bundles of fluff. Dave showed me how to ‘sex’ them (just to avoid any confusion, or legal action, this means telling which ones are boys and which ones are girls) and under his tutelage picked out 12 little ladies. Unfortunately, although they were very fond of me they were quite rude to any strangers and would flap and hiss and get into a right old emotional state. They also do need quite a bit of grass land to feed on and access to water and protection from the fox and lots of cuddles, reassurance and patience. Once you get to know geese and they get to know you, they will be your friends for life.




    In the end, my long suffering Head of Faculty and eminent professor at the college where I worked agreed to take them, I think just to shut me up. He’d just bought a new house with a big pond with an island in the middle and thought they might look nice. I guess he’ll learn.




    He turned up to collect them in his old Land Rover and bless them, they sat on the back bench seats looking out of the window at me. I waved them off with a tear in my eye. They sensed my vulnerability as only animals can and instinctively knew it was their time to reassure me. They looked me square in the eye and said in their special geesey way ‘look buddy, there’s a big wonderful world out there, you can either stay with the flock and live a quiet comfortable life in the field or use your big powerful wings and fly over the hedge to fields unknown and pastures new. Yes, we’ve had fun and laughs along the way, like when Carrots got chased by the Guinea Fowl and fell in the pond, but there has also been sadness too like when the fox came and it was getting dark and you decided to go to the post office, which we won’t speak about. Life is all about change my friend, we create it as we go along; nothing lasts forever. It’s okay for a branch to bend and grow in a different direction, for roots to be strained out of position. It might feel strange but it doesn’t mean that it’s wrong, don’t let your anxieties stop you flying over that hedge’.




    I knew they were right of course, they always were. I wanted to argue, I wanted to say ‘but I don’t have big powerful wings, and I needed to get to the post office, I’m just a man,’ but it was too late. Perhaps they would not have understood it anyway. I watched the Land Rover disappear down the lane, across the valley and resurface the other side of the hill and disappear for good. I tramped back to the house and carried on with the packing wondering where they had picked up their profound insight and understanding of the existential nature of the human condition.




    By the time we were ready to go, the house, true to the usual form of things, looked better than it had ever done since we brought it ten years ago. I walked around the big empty rooms feeling rather maudlin remembering battles with curtain rods, an argument about fairy lights and where to put the Christmas Tree. Where on earth would we be celebrating Christmas this year, I wasn’t even sure they had Christmas in Thailand.




    We said fond farewells to neighbours, friends in the village and teachers at the school. Derek Wilkinson, the village butcher, came out from behind his counter for the first ever time, shook my hand and told me I was mad but wished me ‘all the bloody luck in the world... cos you’ll bloody need it’, he added ominously. As I left the shop he waved a sausage at me through the window shouting something about ‘bloody missing proper bloody food’.




    We said goodbye to colleagues at work, made jokey but meaningful speeches (‘...but most of all I’ll miss the canteen lunches....’), did everything we needed to do and one Saturday morning in August packed up our nice BMW with all our ‘travelling with us’ luggage, leaving a small space on the back seat for 2 very excited little boys. We set off for the first part of our new life; Essex.




    We timed the flights so that we could spend time with my mum, my brother, and sister and also my wife’s brother and family in south London, as well as a few hotel stops along the way to say goodbye to old friends. It was all a bit of a blur. After months of planning, years of dreaming and trying to decipher the stage directions and learn the lines, the last few days in my lovely England were trickling away. It was really happening. It felt like the play was about to start, the curtain was about to rise but I hadn’t a clue what to say or where to move. It felt as though I’d never seen a script let alone attend any rehearsals, I felt sick with anxiety. I’d have to make it up as I went along and hope that nobody would notice.




    On reflection we couldn’t have spent our last few days in England better than if we’d spent a lifetime planning it. We popped down to Leigh On Sea and had a plate of cockles, some winkles, some jellied eels and those delicious little brown shrimps, while looking out over the ominous grey flat skies of the Thames estuary. We went to the Emirates football stadium (home to Arsenal Football Club) to say goodbye and visited Greenwich in South East London and marveled at how it had changed over the years.




    When I was a boy we would go to Harding’s Fish and Chip Shop where I would choose either; Cod and Chips, Rock Eel and Chips or Savaloy (a big boiled sausage) and Chips with a wally (a pickled gherkin). Now all of that’s gone. There’s no Hardings Fish and Chip shop, there’s no more Cod left in the sea, Rock Eel vanished long ago and Savaloys where just plain revolting anyway. I even remembered playing on the rubble on some waste ground that hadn’t yet been cleared away from the Second World War. The whole area now is unrecognizable to what it was thirty odd years ago. It felt that change was everywhere I looked.




    We had a quick walk around the maritime museum and marveled (yet again) at how small Nelsons battle dress is and then drove out of London and had a lovely double pie, mash and liquor in what allegedly is David Beckham’s favourite pie shop near Romford.




    Before you could say ‘actually could I have my old job back’ we were on the plane and bound for Chiang Mai in northern Thailand where we had decided to start our new life. It wasn’t quite ‘stick a pin in a map’ but not far from it. It just seemed to be the right place for our new business, and besides all the sensible sounding grown up stuff our children really wanted to live in a place where they could ride an elephant ‘through the jungle’ every weekend, if they wanted. Well, who wouldn’t?




    We got a taxi to the airport, checked in our baggage and that was it. We were left with two lap tops, 2 young children, hand luggage, some vague plans, no contacts, an overdraft facility, 2 weeks pre booked into a middle range hotel in Chiang Mai, a crap website that cost a small fortune and a belief that if you keep saying ‘it’ll all be alright’ enough, somehow it actually will. We were on our way. It’ll be alright. It’ll be alright.


  




  

    Home In A Hotel




    In a blink of an eye we were in Bangkok and on our way to Chiang Mai. Our children thought the flight was great as they could watch “any movie we want”. I’m sure they would quite happily spend all their time zooming backwards and forwards around the world laughing at Adam Sandler dressed up as a hairdresser, or a woman, or pretending to be a gay fireman or whatever else he thinks is funny. They also liked the fact that nice ladies bring them drinks and food and snacks all the time.




    Before we go any further, and in case you are dotty enough to give up your job and move to Thailand, or any other place come to that, let me pass on a few things, that I realize only now, a year later, with the benefit of hind sight, are so not cool when you arrive in your new adopted country; announcing how cheap everything is, comparing everything to something back home and with much unconcealed amusement from your wife, appearing at breakfast dressed up like a yoga teacher.




    Although I do still occasionally wear the white cotton trousers as I think they might, just might, make me look cool with perseverance, I do try very hard to cut out the other two. At times though I just can’t help it and relapse like a hopeless alcoholic on Tasting Day at the local brewery, because some things are really cheap and really different from back home. I guess some people just seem to be worse at settling in than others, or genuinely un-cool. It does seem to take different people different amounts of time, but everyone goes through the same three stages; complete bewilderment, finding your feet and if you get through the first two, quiet enjoyment. For me, stage one seems to be going on for a long time.




    Our first new home was a hotel room in a mid range hotel in the centre of Chiang Mai. We’d spent three nights here when we first came to Thailand two years ago on a family holiday and thought it was okay and “value for money”, which as we all know is hotel code for “cheap, not very nice, but clean”. We had in fact only been to Chiang Mai twice before, although I’d got used to pretending it was a lot more in order not to sound completely barmy to friends and family (“Yes, we’re moving to Thailand, to Chiang Mai, oh yes, we’ve been many times, it’s like a second home”).




    The first time we came was for the obligatory 3 night stay to “do” the elephants, an orchid farm, night market, hot springs and a trip down some jungle river on a bamboo raft steered with a big bamboo pole by a cheery drunk bloke in a dirty hat. As he punted the raft he drank a super size can of Chang beer all the way down the river. When the ride came to an end he drained his beer, crumpled the can and threw it in the bushes. He then carefully helped my wife and children off the raft interspersed by some very loud and unselfconscious spitting, burping, nose evacuating and using his hat like a face cloth. It was a master class in bodily functions and graciousness all rolled into one.




    The second visit to Chiang Mai had been a much more sophisticated and relaxed affair consisting of boutique hotels, calming background music and scented candles. Unfortunately all this came with boutique prices which is fine when you’re raking in double incomes with steady jobs, but not so fine when you’re living on the bank’s overdraft facility.




    The hotel was exactly the same as we had left it two years ago; the same staff on reception, same pictures on the wall and even the same odd selection of background music. Rather bizarrely this consisted of Hummels Trumpet Concerto (not something that you would ever hear unless you were made to take you’re Grade 8 trumpet exam in which case every note is seared into your brain), easy listening Mozart string quartets, Bryan Ferry and Roxy Music and miscellaneous hits from eighties bands like The Human League and Dire Straits. Sitting in the lobby was like being at a rather lively afternoon tea at a university music faculty at the end of term in 1984. It probably wasn’t the mood they were trying to create but suited me just fine.




    The one significant thing that had changed at this hotel was its apparent deal with a Chinese travel agent giant to accommodate literally thousands of jolly Chinese tourists on package holidays.




    Chiang Mai has several direct flights in a week from China from places that I have never heard of that are probably bigger than Los Angeles and have more economic clout than London and New York put together. When not fuelling the Chinese economic revolution the inhabitants of these super cities evidently like to fly into Chiang Mai, getting a bit tipsy on the way and join me in the lobby of a large, cheap but clean hotel and listen to the melodious sounds of the unlikely combination of Mark Knopfler, Phil Oakey and Johann Hummel.




    It’s quite exciting when they all arrive at once, (the Chinese tourists that is, not Messrs Knopfler, Oakey and Hummel, although that would also be very exciting not to mention super-natural and quite spooky), especially if the lobby has been all quiet and empty. It’s a bit like being on an empty beach and engulfed by a friendly tidal wave.




    Suddenly huge coaches pull up outside and hundreds of excitable Chinese holiday makers all disembark and flood into the lobby chattering, smoking (like cancer hadn’t been invented), laughing, wheezing and taking thousands of photos of everything. They mainly take photos of each other in slightly different groupings.




    I have at times, when I’ve been a bit slow off the mark, been subsumed into one of these large groups and found myself surrounded by a large party of excitable Chinese men all smelling of whisky and cigarettes. One routine, which I believe they had rehearsed with me in mind, is to ask me to hold the camera and take a photo of their group. Of course it would be rude to decline but also it becomes inevitable that I should then take my turn and join the group and be photographed.




    The never ending combination of people holding the camera and being photographed can go on for days, so it’s quite a tricky business unraveling from it all. It’s also a great pain in the arse when you are innocently loitering in the lobby trying to steal the only copy of The Bangkok Post.




    There must be photos circulating the massive factory canteens of China of me with groups of smiley Chinese men with my stolen copy of The Bangkok Post sticking incriminatingly out of my trousers.




    Those first early days were a bit of a fog; a mixture of jet lag, excitement, hotel buffet breakfasts and complete terror. It all felt rather unreal and we gave ourselves a few days off before the enormous task of setting up our new business and finding somewhere proper to live.




    It was during one of these early days that I realized that this hotel had played host to the famous American TV chef and writer Antony Bourdain who was shooting an episode about Thai food in Chiang Mai (and quite rightly so as it is the secret food capital of the world). I stared down at the same breakfast plate with the same emblem on one side and remembered him doing a direct shot to camera where he looks down at his western style bacon and eggs and says something along the lines of “it’s a breakfast, but not my breakfast”.




    It was a statement that I could not get out of my head. It haunted me for the early part of our stay here because that’s just how it feels. It’s a decent enough breakfast, there’s nothing wrong with it, but it just isn’t my breakfast, it isn’t my life, it’s somebody else’s.




    Throughout the awkward early days getting everything wrong in banks, shops, hotel lobby’s, attorneys offices, with taxi drivers, motor bike hire shops, with accountants and their endless incomprehensible forms and situations too embarrassing to remember, I often came close to just saying “sorry, this isn’t my breakfast” and walking away. They were my secret magic words. I knew I could only use them once. I also knew that if I did use them it would change everything for ever.




    I didn’t though. I just kept on eating someone else’s breakfast in the desperate hope that someday soon it would actually begin to feel like my own.


  




  

    Finding Somewhere To Live




    Back in England I had bravely said that I would find us somewhere to live when we got to Chiang Mai. After the initial few days of eating someone else’s breakfast and listening to Phil Oakey sing “don’t you want me baby” I decided that it was time to launch “Mission Home Of Our Own.”




    It all sounded fine back in England around the kitchen table, but in reality little things like the 4 of us all living in one room whilst trying to start a business, open bank accounts, transfer money, meet accountants and attorneys, organise a press trip for 4 high profile journalists to cover the opening of our business and give the children an exciting start to their new life made the reality just a tad tricky.




    The night before we left England we stayed in London with my brother-in-law Colin, and his family. I remember him saying over a glass of wine, (again around a kitchen table) that it would probably be “quite good fun” zooming about on a hired motorbike looking for a house to rent. With the deluded idea that it was going to be fun, still fresh in my mind I set off. I had a hotel tourist map of Chiang Mai, a can of coke, a packet of biscuits from the 7 Eleven, some half baked notion not to rent a house near a river because of floods in the rainy season and a disproportionate amount of optimism. Damn those late night kitchen table conversations.




    And so I zoomed around looking for a new home. I didn’t have a clue where I was going and literally just drove up and down the roads around Chiang Mai. My great master plan was to copy down phone numbers from houses displaying “to rent” signs, in a little note book and race back to the hotel and phone them up from the lobby, dodging great hoards of Chinese holiday makers. I am by the way, the last Englishman to own a mobile phone.




    Only someone with a very slim grasp of practical issues or a complete idiot could come up with a plan so time consuming. I must have covered hundreds of miles on that little bike. What I didn’t bargain for was that most of the signs were of course in Thai, so I had no idea if I was copying down the telephone number of a potential home to rent or the number of a massage service, which I soon discovered crop up all the time and in the most unlikely places. And, after 8 hours on a motorbike in the blazing heat you don’t really care what phone numbers you are copying down.




    After phoning several massage parlours from the lobby of the hotel I eventually got through to somebody trying to rent a house. Trouble was of course, I didn’t speak Thai either. I ended up having to put the phone down. Occasionally though, I struck gold, and managed to make an arrangement where real house addresses and times were mentioned without reference to “special love massage”.




    I ended up seeing some very, very weird houses. Chiang Mai really does have the oddest houses in the world.




    The first one that I was shown around looked great from the outside. It was very new and decorated beautifully with a manicured garden that looked like it belonged outside the Disneyland Castle. Unfortunately, once inside, it was clearly only half finished. There were no doors, the lights didn’t work and there was broken glass and rubble on the floor. Still it was preferable to living in a massage parlour, which, considering my phone skills was looking increasingly likely. In desperation I felt I could make it work. A quick sweep round, a few cheap plastic chairs and we’re away.




    My optimism began to fade when I was shown into the kitchen. It was just an empty room, there was no kitchen. It reminded me of the children’s tale about the emperor with no clothes. We both looked around “the kitchen” which was a perfectly empty room at the back of the house. There weren’t even pipes or wires to plumb in. I was though quite happy and desperate enough to join in the illusion that it was a kitchen and found myself mumbling nice things about the room to the smiley lady showing me around.




    Feeling rather weary I had to admit to myself that I couldn’t make a kitchen appear out of nowhere. I turned it down and got back on my bike.




    The next place that I saw was great. It was in a nice quiet road on the outskirts of town and no river nearby. I asked this question religiously as though I knew what I was talking about. The various landlords must have thought that I had some bizarre interest in fishing or boats or sailors or all three. To their credit they never let on but answered seriously “ no water, no river.” To my relief the inside of the house was just as nice as the front. It actually had real house things in it like air conditioning, beds, a nice big modern flat screen TV and even a kitchen that had kitchen stuff in it. Great, it all looked fine.




    I was just about to say yes when the landlord mentioned that if there were any problems I could always call him outside. What did he mean “call outside”? I was shown outside into the back garden where incredibly there was a small, perfectly formed little house in the garden where he and his family lived. They all waved happily at me from the front door and I waved uncertainly back. It reminded me of the little wooden Wendy House that my Dad and Grandad built for my sister when we were kids (unfortunately me and my mad friend burnt it to the ground by accident one Fireworks Night in an experiment so wild and ill conceived that I dare not even think about it). It would have been fine in a fairy tale about elves and goblins, but living with a real Hobbit sized house under our noses felt rather spooky so I said that I’d perhaps come back to show my wife before I signed on the dotted line.




    At last, after several days driving about in searing heat, walking around some truly weird houses and phoning hundreds of massage parlours I was shown a nice house in a private gated community with a shared swimming pool and a club house. The house itself had 3 bedrooms, some furniture, TV, garden, kitchen that was there and no landlord living in the garden in a Wendy House. It even had some kind of secondary kitchen, or maid area or something I didn’t quite understand, out the back. I signed on the dotted line agreeing to pay what sounded like a surprisingly large sum of money each month into a bank account held in Thapai Road in the centre of town. But anyway, it was a home.




    We checked out of the hotel. It would have been good if Avalon by Bryan Ferry was playing in the background as the middle verse goes “…yes the pictures changing, every minute, and your destination, you don’t know it”, but of course being real life and not a film it wasn’t. Although, you have to admit that would have been good. We actually left the hotel to the twang of Dire Straits, although I didn’t so much feel a Sultan of Swing as an ambassador of apprehension. I really hoped the house was as good as I remembered and my wife and children would like it.




    We hired a mini van from the hotel lobby for a small fortune, stopped off at the supermarket to pick up a few provisions, unnervingly accompanied all the way around by our driver who was clearly fascinated by what we were going to buy. He took it upon himself to guide us around the store as if it was a guided tourist outing and we had never seen the inside of Tesco.




    He pointed out bargains and 3 for 2 offers and vetoed various goods including, and surprisingly, cornflakes which he said were rubbish “this… no good” he said, shaking it suspiciously as if what was inside was broken. He made us buy the biggest bag of rice I have ever seen in my life; I could just about lift it off the floor. He even replaced our bottle of expensive imported Australian wine with something that looked like it would strip paint off walls. It was a clear spirit with a red and blue picture of what looked like an eagle on the label and unnervingly called Red Cock, spelt out in big red letters. Our driver/ guide surreptitiously pointed to my wife and gave me the thumbs up. I dared not linger to work out the complex connotations and ploughed straight onto the check outs.




    We also stopped at a kind of miniature garden centre that sold ornamental above ground ponds, because rather foolishly in a reckless moment to soothe an argument about pets I had promised that as soon as we got to our new house we could keep terrapins. We bought the ornamental pond, was given a derisory look by my wife for blurting out how incredibly cheap it was (“that was cheaper than orange juice at Heathrow Airport”) and set off for our new home, all keen to get blasted on Red Cock.




    Luckily my wife and children seemed to like the house, although it did seem a bit big, actually a lot bigger than I remembered, but at last we had a proper home. Having lived in various hotels, friends and families’ spare rooms and living room floors for the past 6 weeks we were more than ready to lie in our own, albeit, rented beds.




    We moved in and unpacked the now legendary (well within our family anyway) “Daddy’s pop up home”.




    I had the idea back in England which started as a joke with my youngest son who adored a particular pop up book about a pirate. I made the mistake of likening our new life in Thailand with a page in the pop up book where you open a treasure chest, meaning that we would have an instant home, with all the important things (the treasure) that we needed in a suitcase. It kind of made sense at the time, I think. The label stuck and over the weeks and months there was a lot of discussion about what should and what shouldn’t be included in our instant pop up home suitcase.
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