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Dedication
To the three men who never tried to tame me, only championed the warrior princess:
Dad, who gave me wings.
TJ, who flew beside me.
And Red, who reminded me I could still soar.
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Preface
I have lived in a lot of places and lost a lot of things. Not all of it was tragic. Some of it was chosen.
Somewhere between a mission field in Asia and a truck cab in America, I learned that the life you plan and the life you actually live are rarely the same thing. You grieve that for a while. Then, if you’re willing, you stop fighting it.
This is not a book about how I survived. Survival is the floor, not the ceiling. This is about what I found when I stopped gripping so hard, when I finally opened my hands and let life move through them instead of trying to hold it in place.
I am not a woman who has it figured out. I am a woman who has chosen, again and again, to stay open. To the road. To grief. To love. To whatever comes next, even when I couldn’t see it. Something kept showing up when I needed it most. Call it grace, call it grit, call it God. I’ve called it all three at different points on this road.
It cost me everything. I would do it all over again.
 
 

Chapter 1
Ink and Cleaver 
The conversations and events in this book come from my memories. I have retold them to capture the heart and meaning of the moments, not as exact transcripts. To protect privacy, I have sometimes changed names, locations, or identifying details. The truth of what happened, the people, the moments, and the lessons remain intact.
I was sixteen, standing in an airport halfway across the world, clutching a backpack. A paper slip rested in my hand, its characters resembling pictures, penned with meticulous strokes. I failed to grasp the language or discern any written symbols. That paper was my sole protection from becoming lost within a city of millions.
When the mission packet arrived months earlier, it had been thick with instructions, forms, and schedules. Buried inside was the handwritten slip. That was vital. It held the name and address of the mission office. The plan was simple enough to memorize. Fly. Pass through customs inspection. Walk outside the airport to the taxi stand. Deliver this document to the driver and trust him with my destination.
We had a family computer, which sounds far grander than it was. I had learned how to send email, but the internet still seemed like something floating somewhere above the clouds, a place you accessed rather than used.
We had exchanged a few emails before the trip, short, cautious messages that took patience and guesswork. However, the mail delivered key information. Weeks of waiting ended when a thick envelope arrived, covered in foreign stamps. I recall holding it, contemplating its global journey before I opened it.
That self-reliance was not uncommon for me. This was the manner in which our parents raised us. My parents belonged to a generation that believed young adults learned best by doing, sometimes by getting it wrong first. We grew up outside, disappearing for entire days, returning only before the sky started turning dark.
If my parents worried, they never staged a production of it. My mum stood in the kitchen, working through the practicals like she always did. Passport. Money is split between bags. Then, predictably, she asked if I had packed clean underwear. In our house, that ranked as essential survival equipment. You could lose your luggage, miss your ride, or end up in serious trouble, but apparently, the genuine tragedy would be questionable undergarments.
That priority came straight from my Irish grandmother. For years, she maintained a small, ready bag near the entrance, prepared for urgent hospital trips. Fresh clothes folded neatly on top, as if she were expecting the ambulance to pencil her in between errands.
My dad handled it in his own way. He carried my bag to the entryway and set it down, then looked at me and asked if I was certain. There was no doubt in his voice, only a need to hear it from me. When I said yes, he gave a small nod, a simple acknowledgment that the decision was mine. The conversation ended there. He picked up the keys and walked to the car to drive me to the airport.
That was how permission worked in our house. My four siblings and I had to pick our direction and stand by it. Advice was always somewhere in the background, rescue rarely was. If things went sideways, you sorted it out, or you learned from it, usually both. They allowed brief complaining. Mistakes did not become catastrophes. They considered them part of the bill.
I graduated at sixteen and already knew one thing clearly. If I wanted anything beyond that, I would have to fund it myself. There was no family money held in reserve. Pursuing higher learning seemed impossible. I knew only one way. I worked.
I started earning money around eleven years old, first with paper rounds, then working shifts at the English Fish and chip shop. By the time I finished school, I went straight into full-time work. Sixteen comes with a surprising privilege in the UK. You are officially old enough to pay government income tax. My parents added their own version of adulthood to the lesson. If I were earning, I contributed rent.
That may sound harsh, but it felt normal. Learning quickly that money had weight. You saved it. You respected it. And you learned how fast it disappeared if you did not.
Would more money have made life easier? Possibly. But it would not have taught me how to stretch a paycheck or to value experiences over possessions. It would not have shown me that money is a tool to be used, not something that can control you if you let it.
My desire wasn’t solely to depart from school. I wanted to leave the area altogether. I knew I had a level head, but I also knew how easily people stayed exactly where they started.
Where I grew up was not quite what Americans would call the projects, but it was UK lower-income housing. Rows of tight homes where futures often felt mapped out early, and rarely in ways that led anywhere new. Many kids I grew up around stepped straight into jobs that went nowhere and stayed there because leaving felt impossible.
I had been saving money for years, stacking wages from endless hours behind the counter at the chippy. Most days, I was working or at school. Hindsight suggests that the limited time saved me from considerable trouble.
Traveling solo, unable to communicate, and unknown to everyone around me, I didn’t feel bold or reckless. It felt as if I had already trained for it.
The plane landed at one of the most infamous old airports in the world. It sat right in the city, where planes skimmed low between high-rise buildings. As I looked out from my window seat in the early morning light, I saw a man standing in his bathroom in nothing but his boxer shorts. He waved from a high-rise apartment window. Only veteran pilots made that approach, threading a huge metal bird between concrete towers, with lush green mountains rising behind everything like a painted backdrop. The wheels hit the pavement, the cabin jolted, and I was there.
We had to disembark onto the asphalt and walk down the stairs. The moment I stepped out, the air hit me like a warm, wet sauna. Breathing was slightly difficult. I had only known the cold, damp English environment, grey, rainy, predictable. This was different. The air had weight, a smell, and personality. I breathed in fried noodles, diesel fumes, humid earth, and a hint of the sea.
I floated through customs and border control in a bit of a daze, overwhelmed by the sights and sounds, everything foreign. There was no cell phone. No backup contact. No one was waiting for me on the other side.
I located the taxi stand outside of the airport. This was where it all mattered. Would the taxi driver understand the piece of paper I was carrying and know where to go? I handed it over, my heart pounding, watching his face for any sign of recognition. He nodded, gestured for me to get in, and we pulled away from the curb. 
The ride through that city, with towering neon signs, buses blasting their brakes, laundry hanging off balconies, and bamboo scaffolding lining buildings, felt like being dropped into another universe. I had my face glued to the window for the entire journey. The taxi stopped. The driver grunted, pointed toward an office building’s entrance, and silence ensued. No English. No explanation. This entrance stood on a busy cross street, its surroundings filled with identical buildings no matter where one looked.
So I stepped out of the taxi. I was young and full of fire, on a foreign street, with a backpack and a stranger’s grunt to guide me. My heart thudded in my chest. Unfamiliar smells, fresh sounds, unknown faces, and a mix of excitement and low unease overloaded my senses. I pushed the door open. It led to another door. Then another. Then, unexpectedly, an office populated by both local and Western folks, chatting and working, appeared before me. I had arrived.
I encountered individuals from many countries, working alongside volunteers, visiting teams, and residents, all moving with a shared purpose. I experienced a sense of belonging with my mission team at work.
Food became its own adventure. I thought I understood takeout culture, growing up around British chippies, Indian restaurants, and Chinese takeaways, and imagining something loosely similar abroad. My confidence in that theory proved wildly misplaced.
Ordering food on my own usually involved pointing enthusiastically at menu items I could not read and pronouncing words in ways that likely offended several dialects at once. More than once, a plate arrived containing something edible that I could not identify, cooked in sauces I had absolutely no reference point for. I ate them anyway, partly out of politeness and partly because hunger builds courage.
Meals improved dramatically when I was with others. Volunteers drifted in from Australia, America, Canada, Denmark, France, New Zealand, and corners of Europe I had barely heard of. We eventually found a cluster of open-air restaurants strung across pedestrian bridges connecting two districts. Locals called one area the Green Chopsticks because of the bright utensils stacked at every table.
That became our unofficial meeting spot. The food was incredible. Bowls of steaming dishes passed between strangers who instantly became friends. And occasionally, when homesickness crept in, we all surrendered to whatever recognizable fast food we could find and pretended it tasted like home.
Bathrooms, however, required a different level of adaptation. Western plumbing confidence did not transfer well.
Rumors spread one afternoon that one volunteer had disappeared for an unusually long time. When he finally reappeared, he looked both relieved and deeply traumatized. He admitted he had not known how to use a squat toilet and had panicked halfway through the experience. His solution involved removing every item of clothing from the waist down, including shoes and socks, and holding them in his mouth to avoid dropping anything into the opening. Reassembling himself afterward took far longer than the original problem.
None of us ever let him forget it. It also served as a fairly effective cultural education for the rest of us.
Getting around the city and surrounding rural areas meant learning an entirely new transportation system. Buses, crowded trains, the occasional taxi, and long stretches of walking through neighborhoods I could not pronounce. Maps became suggestions more than instructions.
The pace of daily work and travel changed my body without me noticing at first. I lost weight simply from the constant walking and odd eating patterns. Mission housing meant sharing space with women from wildly different backgrounds, each of us arriving for similar reasons but carrying completely different personal journeys underneath it all.
I knew little of the language, but I learned enough to introduce myself, ask questions, and muddle through directions. Daily activities were practical; I helped when I could, watched when I could not, and chuckled at unintelligible gestures. Life was not in sermons or books. It was on the streets, in people’s homes, in markets, classrooms, and alleys. We met folks where they lived, observed their necessities, and discovered means to assist without causing offense.
Somewhere deep in one of the city markets, down where the alleys twisted as if they had their own sense of humor, I found something special. Something I had to bring back for my parents. It was Asia, after all, so obviously my brain went directly to a giant, hand-sculpted meat cleaver. A massive one.
Carved from a single piece of metal and wood, the handle and blade all one fluid shape. It was expensive. Ridiculous. Completely unnecessary. Perfect. I chose the biggest one. The craftsman even etched something heartfelt onto the side in the local language, a message for my parents, I think. Maybe it was inscribed, “With Love” or “Please Sharpen Responsibly.” I could not read a word of it, just like the handwritten paper I had arrived with and used to start my journey across the entire city. Fitting, really.
I kept no record of how long I remained. Time changed differently on that trip. Days stretched and collapsed all at once, marked more by experiences than by calendars. Leaving marked a profound change within me from my initial state.
Departure felt tangled and brought sadness, longing for companions, locales, and that peculiar life now familiar. I was ready to see my parents again, ready for recognizable accents, weather, and food that did not require guessing games and hopeful pointing at menus.
The taxi ride to the airport felt subdued compared to the chaos the city usually allowed. I watched the streets slide past the window, trying to memorize details I knew I would never fully hold on to. Street vendors setting up stalls in the middle of alleys. Vertical skyscrapers shooting straight up, markets on one street and luxury shops filling another.
I packed my luggage carefully for the flight home. It held my souvenirs, my paperwork, and what felt like proof I had actually done something bigger than myself. I kept checking the zippers, running my hand over the fabric, making sure everything was still there.
Looking back, all this happened before airport security became what it is today. It was also my first time flying. I had no real understanding of airport rules or regulations. My logic was simple. If something mattered, you kept it close.
So, while packing for my return flight, emotional about leaving but eager to get home, I placed the enormous cleaver inside my carry on backpack and walked toward security with complete and utter normalcy.
The airport itself felt overwhelming. Departure boards flipped and clacked overhead. Families hugged goodbye in tight circles. Business travelers traveled with rehearsed urgency. I followed signs more than understanding them, hoping confidence could substitute for knowledge.
Check-in felt like a minor victory. My passport was stamped, my boarding pass printed and my bag tagged. I remember thinking I was doing well in this international travel business.
Then my backpack rolled through the scanner on entry to the gates.
Alarms exploded the instant it passed through, sounding as if I had just attempted to smuggle a live crocodile into the boarding gate area. Lights flashed. Buzzers blared. The conveyor belt stopped mid-roll as if it had taken offense at my existence.
Within seconds, five or six uniformed officers appeared around me, hands resting politely, but not really politely, on their holsters.
A very kind gentleman asked for my bag. I handed it over, completely clueless, probably smiling like a tourist in a museum. Upon unzipping it, he reached within and produced something like a medieval weapon: the rather extremely large meat cleaver.
He held it up. Everyone stared at me. I stared back at him, genuinely surprised that it was a problem. I must have looked like the picture of innocence, sixteen, backpack straps too tight, sunburned nose, trying so hard to do everything right.
It could have gone really badly. Really, really badly. Perhaps my youth or my naive appearance played a role. Speaking pitch-perfect English with just a hint of an accent, the remarkably patient gentleman stated, “Madame, this item is not permitted on the aircraft!”
I communicated as best I could, anxious about the stories I had heard about luggage disappearing. Inside that bag was a kitchen utensil meant for my parents. He nodded with the slow nod adults use when they are trying not to laugh. Then he assured me he would keep it safe by locking it in a special flight attendant’s closet. Once I arrived in the United Kingdom, it would magically reappear on the other side with oversized and special luggage. Problem solved. Crisis averted. Cleaver rescued.
The confiscated meat cleaver had already rattled me before I even reached the gate. By the time I boarded the flight home, I was running on exhaustion and adrenaline, the kind that makes everything feel slightly unreal.
I found my seat and tried to settle into the long journey back. The man beside me stood as I arrived and helped lift my bag into the overhead compartment. I took it as simple politeness. He dressed sharply and carried a rigid briefcase, which gave him an air of importance, or at least confidence.
He started asking questions. Where I had been. Why I was traveling alone. How long I had stayed. Initially, it seemed like a relaxed discussion. Passengers and flight attendants surrounded us, moving up and down the aisle, the usual noise and movement that makes you assume you are safe.
Then he told me quite plainly that I should marry him. He said it as a matter of fact, with an unwavering composure. He said he would take me to Africa and look after me.
Something in my gut dropped. It was not loud panic. It was heavier. The feeling that settles in your stomach and refuses to stop.
I smiled, trying to stay polite, and told him I needed the bathroom. Instead, I walked toward the front of the aircraft and asked to speak privately with a female flight attendant behind the curtain dividing business class. I remember lowering my voice and telling her I felt extremely uncomfortable.
She did not hesitate. She simply nodded and changed my seat about fifteen rows back.
For the rest of the flight, I stayed alert. I avoided walking past his seat and watched the aisle carefully. I remember noticing that briefcase whenever he stood, as though it meant something important, even though I could not explain why.
When we landed in the UK, another unexpected delay awaited me. I had to wait for customs to process my confiscated chef’s knife before they could return it. I stood awkwardly beside a cart and waited. Officials shuffled paperwork and inspected it, acting as if I were importing something far more sinister than a slightly questionable travel souvenir.
In hindsight, that delay was probably a blessing. By the time they released me, most passengers had already cleared the terminal. I never saw that lovely African man again.
My parents were at the airport waiting, watching through the glass as the arrivals board flipped to show my plane had landed. People trickled out and then flooded out. One by one, passengers from my flight passed through the doors.
Everyone except me. They had received only one landline phone call from me during the entire trip. Just one, telling them I had arrived safely. After that, nothing. That was normal. Now it feels unthinkable.
They stayed near the barrier, asking other travelers from the flight if they had seen me. Several confirmed they had been on the same plane. No one remembered seeing me leave it.
The crowds thinned. The noise faded. Eventually, the terminal settled into that strange, hollow emptiness that only comes after a rush has fully passed. Despite that, I had not appeared.
I waited in some forgotten airport section for my “special luggage,” which required hand delivery from someone worn by life’s peculiar passengers. It took forever. I didn’t even know my parents were panicking. I was just standing there, thinking about how cool the cleaver looked.
As my parents waited with anticipation, finally, someone wheeled out a cart. One wheel let out the loudest, squeakiest squeal known to humankind. It echoed off every wall. A slow, painful eeeeeek, eeeeeeek, eeeeeeek. My parents heard it around the corner. And somehow, they hoped it was me. They waited. They listened. Then I turned the corner, pushing that squeaky cart like a lost sheep returning to the flock, completely oblivious to the hours of fear I had just caused. Last one through the arrival doors. Grinning. Tired. Proud. Cleaver safely retrieved. They loved the gift.
That giant cleaver stayed in our family kitchen for nearly twenty years. Whenever I came home, between assignments, between whatever chapter I was living, I would pull that giant blade from its spot in the drawer to chop vegetables or carve a roast. And before I could even get the cutting board out, my parents would begin retelling the whole saga.
My mum, shaking her head and smiling. My dad filled in the parts about waiting at the arrivals gate, convinced I had vanished off the face of the earth. They would relive the squeaky airport cart, the panic, the relief, and the absurdity of their sixteen-year-old daughter wandering across Asia with a weapon-sized souvenir tucked into her backpack, completely unaware of the chaos she had caused.
That trip did more than give our family a story we would retell for decades. It shifted something inside me that never shifted back. Distance vanished; the world felt within reach. It felt open. Complicated and vast all at once.
I left home, curious. I came back altered in ways I could not yet articulate. The pull to go, to serve, to step into places had settled somewhere deep and permanent. My life would never fit neatly into the version I had once imagined. I learned that independence carries risk, but instinct carries wisdom, and sometimes that internal voice speaks truth long before experience can explain it.
To understand how sixteen-year-old me boarded a plane alone and believed it was entirely normal, you have to go back further. Before the airport. Before the travel. Before the cleaver and the chaos.
It starts with the people who raised me, the lives that shaped them, and a home that trained me to walk toward the unknown. That flight did not begin at the gate. It began years earlier, in a house where courage was never announced, only lived.
 

Chapter 2
Troubles And A Cup Of Tea
My siblings and I grew up listening to our father’s stories. Sometimes they unfolded around the kitchen table. Other times, they filled the quiet while we sat in the car waiting for my mum to finish shopping. We all heard some of his stories. Sometimes it was just the two of us, and I loved hearing my father talk about his homeland across the sea.
He grew up in Belfast, Northern Ireland, during what they simply called the Troubles. It was a long, bitter stretch of conflict that split families, towns, streets, and hearts. There, religion was not only a faith. It shaped identity, postcode, safety, and danger all at once. My father’s Catholic upbringing alone divided the world around him.
He was one of ten siblings in a family of twelve. Sometimes we would hear fragments of his childhood, always delivered casually, as if he were describing an ordinary way of life.
We had heard through stories told that when he was a boy, he came home from school and found strangers living in his house. He walked through the front door unnoticed, went upstairs, and opened his bedroom door to find other children playing. They told him that the house was no longer his. For a moment, he believed his entire family had disappeared. Soldiers eventually found him, escorted him away, and reunited him with his parents. Families lost their homes simply because of who they were.
Less pleasant accounts were often only touched upon briefly
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