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Introduction

Migration is often described in simple terms.

Opportunity.
Progress.
Better systems.
A safer future.
And for many, those things are real.

But migration is rarely simple.

It does not only move people across borders. It rearranges relationships. It alters proximity. It reshapes identity in ways that are both empowering and destabilising — often at the same time.

When people leave the country where they began, they carry more than luggage. They carry language, memory, expectation, obligation, and hope. They also carry the quiet assumption that connection will stretch across distance without breaking.

Sometimes it does.

Sometimes it thins.

Distance does not remove love. But it changes how love is experienced. It changes how often you are present. It changes how you participate in ordinary life. It changes how quickly you can show up when something happens.

Over time, migration can create a life that looks stable from the outside while feeling layered on the inside. Gratitude and grief can exist in the same space. Opportunity can sit beside absence. Belonging can feel partial even when progress is visible.

This book is not an argument against migration.

Nor is it a celebration of it.

It is a reflection on what movement rearranges.

It explores the quiet cost of distance. The complexity of identity stretched between places. The pressure to succeed. The misunderstandings that arise when behaviour is seen without context. The way ageing can return us to the language of our beginnings. The way children inherit layered belonging.

Migration is not a single story.

For some, it is chosen.
For others, it is necessary.
For some, it brings deep integration.
For others, belonging remains partial.
There is no uniform outcome.

But there are shared tensions.

Across continents, there are migrants who have sat in rooms far from home and received news that arrived too late. There are those who have calculated flight times against final goodbyes. There are those who have held guilt and practicality in the same breath.

This book begins with one such moment.

But it does not end there.
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I was sitting in a religious meeting when the messages began.

My phone was face down beside me, but I could see the light flicker through the edge of my vision. One message. Then another. Then another.

I ignored them at first.

I have always felt it is inappropriate to check messages during those meetings. It feels disrespectful — to the space, to the people around me, to the intention of being present. So I kept my hands folded. I kept my eyes forward.

The phone vibrated again.

A pause.

Then again.

Something in the pattern felt different. Not casual. Not conversational. Urgent, but quiet.

I told myself it could wait.

But eventually, a small unease settled in my chest. A familiar instinct. When you live far from family, you learn to recognise certain rhythms. Multiple messages in quick succession rarely mean something ordinary.

I picked up the phone slowly, keeping it low in my lap so it would not be obvious.

I opened the messages.

The words were simple.

But they carried weight.

My aunt had passed.

There was no dramatic reaction. No sound. Just a wave — heavy and immediate — rising from somewhere deep in my body.

It felt almost physical.

For a moment, I could not hear what was being said around me. The room continued as normal. Voices steady. Pages turning. Someone speaking at the front.

Everything looked unchanged.

And yet everything had shifted.

I felt the urge to cry. It rose quickly, without warning. My throat tightened. My eyes burned.

I considered stepping outside.

But I knew myself.

If I walked out, I would not hold it together. And if I broke down, people would follow. They would ask. They would comfort. The meeting would pause. Attention would gather.

I do not like attention.

Grief, for me, has always been private.

So I stayed seated.

I breathed slowly. I stared ahead. I pressed my lips together and let the wave pass through me as quietly as I could.

The messages kept coming.

Condolences.
Details.
Time differences.
Arrangements unfolding in another country, many hours ahead of where I sat.
I remained in that chair until the meeting ended.

I remember walking to my car in silence. The air felt strangely normal. People spoke casually around me. Doors opened and closed. Engines started.

I sat behind the steering wheel and closed the door.

And only then did I allow myself to feel it fully.

The tears came without restraint. Not loud. Not dramatic. Just steady.

The pain felt familiar.

It had felt this way when my grandmother died ten years earlier. I had been close to her too. Her loss still lingers in ways I do not always admit. Even now, I sometimes open my phone and scroll back to the photographs from the last time I saw her.

She met my children during that visit. I remember the way she held them — gently but firmly, as though trying to memorise the weight of them. I remember taking photos, not knowing they would become evidence of a final meeting.

I go back to those photos often.

My aunt was different, but connected in a way that felt deeply personal. She looked like my father — the same features, the same expression in certain moments. The last time I saw her was at my sister’s wedding in 2012.

I remember crying then too — not because anything was wrong, but because seeing her was like seeing him again.

Last year, I travelled home.

I did not go to see her.

There were reasons at the time — logistics, schedules, assumptions that there would be another visit.

There is always the assumption that there will be another visit.

Now there will not be.

And that is where the grief deepens — not only in loss, but in regret.

I feel the absence.

But I also feel the guilt.

The knowledge that I was physically closer last year than I had been in years — and still did not make the effort.

Migration creates distance.

But sometimes, even when distance narrows briefly, we still fail to bridge it.

That is harder to forgive.

And yet, even inside that guilt, another voice answers back.

What could I have done?

I live thousands of miles away.

Visits require planning, money, time off work, coordination with children, school schedules, commitments layered on commitments. Travel is no longer spontaneous. It is logistical. Structured. Expensive.

Even when I was physically closer last year, I was still not close in the way I once had been. There were limited days. Competing obligations. Assumptions that time remained.

There is always the assumption that time remains.

Migration teaches you to manage distance pragmatically. You tell yourself that love does not require constant presence. That relationships can withstand gaps. That visits, when they happen, are enough.

And sometimes they are.

But grief does not calculate the way practicality does.

In the car that evening, I moved between two thoughts:

I should have gone.

And

What realistically would have changed?

Would one more visit have altered the outcome? Would it have prevented loss? Or would it simply have softened the regret I now feel?

Distance makes you responsible for choices that feel both reasonable and unforgivable.

If I had lived nearby, I would have gone without thinking. I would have dropped in. I would have made time. Proximity removes deliberation.

Distance requires scheduling.

And scheduling always competes with something else.

The guilt, then, is not only about absence.

It is about the friction between love and logistics.

Between intention and geography.

Between wanting to be present and living in a life that makes presence complicated.

I sit with that tension now.

Not fully condemning myself.

Not fully absolving myself either.

Just acknowledging that migration changes not only where we live — but how we show up for the people we love.

And sometimes, how we fail to.
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The First Fracture
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When people speak about migration, they often speak about arrival as if it is a clean break — a departure from one place and a beginning in another.

But arrival is rarely clean.

It is layered with adrenaline, hope, fear, and an odd kind of suspension. You are present, but not yet settled. Excited, but not yet grounded. Certain, but also uncertain in ways you cannot fully articulate.

At first, everything feels temporary. Even the discomfort.

You tell yourself:
This is just adjustment.
This is just the beginning.
This will settle.
But culture shock is not always loud. It is not always dramatic. Sometimes it is quiet and accumulative.

It is the exhaustion of speaking carefully.
The fatigue of translating not just language, but tone.
The awareness that your humour does not land the same way.
The slight delay before responding, as you calculate what is appropriate here.
It is the constant awareness of yourself.

In your country of origin, you moved without thinking. You understood context without explanation. You recognised the rhythm of conversation, the meaning behind pauses, the invisible codes that make a society feel familiar.

In a new country, those codes are different.

You learn them slowly.

You learn when to speak and when to hold back.
You learn how systems work.
You learn what is considered polite.
You learn what is considered assertive.
You learn what is misunderstood.
And in that learning, something subtle happens.

You begin to edit yourself.

Not because you are ashamed.
Not because you want to disappear.
But because adaptation requires refinement.
You soften your accent in certain spaces.
You simplify stories.
You choose which cultural references to explain and which to let go.
You laugh at jokes you do not fully find funny, just to move the moment along.
This is not betrayal.

It is survival.

Culture shock is often described as disorientation. But it is also hyper-awareness. You become aware of your body, your speech, your reactions in ways you never were before.

You are no longer simply existing.

You are navigating.

And navigation takes energy.

In those early months and years, you may not yet feel the full weight of what you have left behind. There are practicalities to manage. Housing, employment, paperwork, schooling. The mind focuses on logistics. The heart waits.

But beneath the surface, something has shifted.

You are no longer fully of one place.
You are not yet fully of another.
You are in transit — even while standing still.

For some, this phase passes quickly. For others, it lingers quietly in the background for years. You adjust. You function. You build a life.

But the first fracture has already occurred.

Not a break.
Not a collapse.
A fracture.

Small. Hairline. Almost invisible.

The kind you only recognise later, when pressure reveals where it began.
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The Slow Drift
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Distance does not announce itself all at once.

It begins subtly.

At first, you are still very much part of everything. There are frequent calls. Messages at odd hours. Updates about small things. You are asked for opinions. Included in discussions. Your absence feels temporary — like a pause, not a relocation.

You are still central.

But life does not pause.

Weddings happen.
Celebrations unfold.
Decisions are made.
Conflicts are resolved.
Children grow.
Elders age.
And while you are adjusting to your new world, the old one continues without you.

At first, you feel informed.

Then you feel updated.

And eventually, you feel told.

The shift is quiet.

You hear about things after they happen.
You see photographs instead of witnessing moments.
You join a gathering briefly through a screen and then return to your evening as though you were never really there.
You begin to sense that conversations have layers you no longer fully understand — shared references formed in your absence. You laugh slightly later. You ask for clarification more often.

You are still loved.

But you are no longer woven into the daily rhythm.

Migration rearranges proximity. And proximity is not simply physical — it is participatory. It is the ability to show up without invitation. To drop in. To be present for the ordinary.

It is the ordinary that sustains closeness.

When you live far away, you are present for the significant events when possible — the weddings, the major milestones. But you are absent for the accumulation of small
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