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Every now and then, a book comes along that leapfrogs ahead of others on similar topics. Mariam Navaid Ottimofiore's accessible, engaging and thorough This Messy Mobile Life IS that book. No matter who or where you on your cross-cultural journey, you will be able to tease out strands (or chunks) of your own messy, mobile, multiple-multi, MOLA life in its pages. Simply stunning.

Linda A. Janssen

Author of The Emotionally Resilient Expat:
Engage, Adapt and Thrive Across Cultures
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Family members are unique when looked at in isolation but when the family unit is woven together it represents acceptance, tolerance, and unity. Ottimofiores MOLA is a great example of this. Having a technique for mixing multicultural identities and the permission to know that not everything needs to be equal to create a beautiful family tapestry is priceless.

Julia Simens

Author of Emotional Resilience and the Expat Child: Practical tips and storytelling techniques that will strengthen the global family
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This book will make thousands of expats more secure in their messy lives! Mariam beautifully weaves her personal experiences with the concept of a MOLA to provide a practical guide for global expatriates.

Christine Sperr

Managing Director Middle East for Santa Fe Relocation
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An outstanding book on how to raise a multicultural, multilingual, and multi-mobile family. Most informative and filled with practical suggestions. I loved the family stories, meaningful activities and the advice from the experts in the field peppered throughout the book. A fascinating read!

Lois Bushong

Author of Belonging Everywhere & Nowhere: Insights into Counseling the Globally Mobile
www.loisbushong.com
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Expat families are more often than not a mlange of nationalities, cultures, religions, and languages. This Messy Mobile Life deals with these complexities, and using the metaphor of the mola, helps the reader to design their own beautiful and colorful expat lives.

Rebecca Grappo

President, RNG International Educational Consultants
www.rnginternational.com
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Mariam boldly addresses the challenges and complexities that come with being a globally mobile family. Armed with insight, expertise, and practical methodology, Mariam has untangled what can seem daunting and guides us through the process of sculpting the beauty of an international, cross-cultural, multilingual lifestyle more and more people are embracing.

Christopher OShaughnessy

International Speaker and author of Arrival, Departures and the Adventures In-Between
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In This Messy Mobile Life Mariam invites us to step into the space where chaos can turn into order and upheaval into beauty. This book reminds globally mobile and culturally diverse families that we can create an amazing MOLA of life from the many layers of ourselves we call home."

Jodi Harris

Expat Coach and Mindfulness Teacher at World Tree Coaching, LLC and co-author of Kids on the Move: 25 Activities to help kids connect, reflect and thrive around the world
www.worldtreecoaching.com
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"A brilliant untangling of the complex situations and perspectives that multicultural families face. A blueprint for mobile families to transform a mess of cultural identities into a masterpiece."

Lisa Ferland

Author of Knocked Up Abroad
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This Messy Mobile Life beautifully weaves together story and instruction, giving us a remarkable tool for the global journey. Mariams voice emerges as authentic, wise, and strong as she speaks into this complicated yet extraordinary expat/TCK life. This book will soon be on the shelves of expats and third culture kids around the world, as well it should be.

Marilyn R. Gardner

Author of Between Worlds, Essays on Culture & Belonging & Worlds Apart: A Third Culture Kids Journey
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"Mariam shares the beautiful story of her multicultural, multilingual, globally mobile family in her engaging writing style and gives tools to readers through her MOLA framework to transform a possible mess into a beautiful design to own, personalize and wear with pride. Her advice is supported by research, enriched with stories from other global families and addresses real-life scenarios. Highly recommend this book to everyone who lives a globally mobile life or supports those who do."

Tamania Jafri

TEDx Speaker on Language and Identity and Writer at UrduMom.com
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This is a perfect and honest go-to book for globally mobile families filled with practical advice brought to you through the intimate stories of Mariams family experiences. An inspiring guide on how a family can embrace the mobile life and thrive.

Kristine Racina

Executive Director, The Expatriate Archive Centre
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"This book is an incredibly extensive account of personal and theoretical content that helps families acknowledge and share the many strengths associated with their complex international lifestyle. I love that Mariam gives us this term mola to talk about all that it entails, and this book really is for EVERYONE with the countless examples that will allow anyone to see themselves in what's written. The insights and the reflection activities will be welcomed for parents who are looking for ways they can support their kids in the midst of relocation. Mariam has positioned herself right there amongst some of the top experts in the field with this work.

Kate Berger MSc

Child Psychologist and Founder of The Expat Kids Club
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This Messy Mobile Life is a wonderfully welcome addition to the mobile, cross-cultural and ethnically diverse community. Mariam honors one of the TCK tribal elders, Norma McCaig, deftly adapting the Mola layered art-form into an image and a tool for adaptation and integration. Increasing family complexity meets powerful resource!

Michael V. Pollock

Director of Interaction International, Founder of Daraja TCK, International Educator, Co-Author of Third Culture Kids: Growing Up Among Worlds 3rd Ed





To Norma McCaig for first introducing the mola as a metaphor for living a globally rich life,

and

To Martino, Mina and Mikail for helping me make our beautiful MOLA Family.
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FOREWORD

I first had the pleasure of watching Mariam in action at the 2018 Families in Global Transition conference in The Hague when she presented: The Other Expats: Diverse Voices from Dubai and How Race, Class and Privilege Affect our Mobility. Listening to her presentation, I truly understood her commitment to examining the diversity of the expatriate experience.

As part of her research, Mariam interviewed and recorded the opinions of migrant workers, many of them from her native Pakistan, who were working in Dubai and whose needs are typically marginalized or completely ignored. Mariam gave them a voice and underscored the notion that one size definitely does not fit all expats.

Now, with This Messy Mobile Life she has taken her commitment to inclusion to an entirely new level and provides a fresh, admirable voice to the challenges facing multicultural, multilingual families. Combining research with her own life stories, she provides a creative framework to help families like her own succeed.

Introducing the idea of a mola  an intricately designed and richly complex South American textile which you will read about in the pages to follow  Mariam advises readers to not only embrace their own unique lives, but to proactively design them as well as she has done.

So many of the challenges of raising a family become magnified when transplanted to another country and multiculturalism is no exception. By addressing these in This Messy Mobile Life, Mariam has contributed an outstanding new addition to the global family literature.

Robin Pascoe
Director, Global Communications
 Maple Bear Global Schools
www.maplebear.ca

Author of: Raising Global Nomads: Parenting
Abroad in an On-Demand World, 2006
A Moveable Marriage: Relocate Your
Relationship Without Breaking It, 2003
Homeward Bound: A Spouses Guide to Repatriation, 2000
A Broad Abroad: The Expat Wifes Guide to Successful Living Abroad, 1993
Culture Shock! Living and Working Abroad: A Parents Guide, 1993





INTRODUCTION

My aha moment happened on a trip back to my home country of Pakistan. Like many expats living abroad, trips back home had become an uncomfortable experience for me. Instead of warmth and familiarity, I felt displacement and loss. I hated feeling like I didnt belong to the place where I had once fit in so well. After my early childhood as an expat kid in Bahrain and the United States, my family had repatriated, and I had grown up in Karachi, Pakistan. Its sights and sounds had fed my soul, I had grown up eating its delicious mangoes and walking the chaotic streets full of noisy rickshaws, wearing colorful shalwar kameezes, and loving the unhurried pace and vibrancy of life there.

I had last lived in Karachi when I was a 19-year-old teenager. Now, 16 years later, I found myself sitting in my parents living room as a 35-year-old mother of two. The marble floor remained untouched, but the furniture had completely changed over the years, making the space feel like an odd mixture of past and present. What made me feel at home though were the old family photos on the TV stand, taken in Central Park, Niagara Falls and in Disneyland.

Lets take you shopping, Mummy declared clapping her hands together. Salma, my older sister, moved closer to me and handed me a cup of chai.

It will be just like old times, except now we mostly shop at Dolmen Mall! Salma added.

But I dont want to go to a shopping mall and buy readymade clothes. Cant we go to one of the bazaars and buy fabric the way we used to and design our own clothes with the help of the tailor? Mummy, do you still have that tailor in Gizri we used to love?

Mummy laughed and said, I think the last time I got anything stitched was at your wedding, Mariam! Now its all about convenience, most people just go buy clothes that are already stitched. Life in Pakistan has gotten hectic. Who has time to design clothes themselves now?

I sipped my chai quietly. Yet another thing that had changed since I had left. I realized how different our perspectives had become. What in my mind was a special and unique aspect of living here, was for my family a hassle they were eager to move beyond. Tiny exchanges like these cemented my feelings of no longer belonging to my hometown. My family joked I had become more Pakistani while living abroad and I wondered for the first time if there was any truth to this. My marriage to Martino, my half German/half Italian husband, and our two kids Mina and Mikail, meant that I was always consciously fighting to preserve the Pakistani identity in our multicultural family. One way in which I was doing this was trying to speak with my kids in Urdu, our native tongue. But each time we visited Pakistan, my parents, my sister and my extended family all continued to speak mostly English to them and the lack of support and understanding often left me weary and demotivated.

As I sat there thinking about past shopping trips, I thought back to how much fun it used to be to buy our own fabric.

The beauty of looking at a piece of cloth and envisioning what it could become.

The thrill of deciding whether to buy chiffon or silk and which embellishments and buttons would look best.

The excitement of designing something unique.

The control in having your say on the material and how to stitch it.

The anticipation of picking up your final design from the tailor.

The pure joy in wearing something that expressed who you are.

In none of the countries that I had lived in after Pakistan, was designing your own clothes possible. In Houston I shopped at the Galleria Mall in Midtown, and in Brighton I shopped at quirky boutiques in The Lanes. In Berlin shopping on the Kudamm had been my routine, while in Copenhagen, there was an H&M at every corner down Strget. In Singapore my expat life revolved around Orchard Road and its many glitzy malls. I was now living in Dubai and could shop at Harvey Nichols or Dolce Gabbana but somehow shopping in Karachi was still my favorite because it was the only place where I could create something unique that showed who I was and then wear it proudly. At least, thats how I thought it was.

And thats when it hit me. I no longer designed my own clothes. In fact, I had not done so for well over a decade. However, thanks to a globally mobile life, I was still busy designing my life story. Each country I moved to was stitched onto my story in some shape or form. Each of the languages I picked up along the way helped me sew my story together and each culture I was exposed to shaped my overall design.

After all these moves, what story was I stitching together?

This messy, multicultural and multilingual life on the move, which sometimes didnt make sense and most days left me feeling overwhelmed and reeling outside of my comfort zone was not disjointed pieces of a fabric. It was not easy to turn the jumble of scraps that each represented a piece of me and my family into a beautiful, wearable garment I could be proud of. It may not have been easy, but it was possible. All the different cultures, races, religions, languages, identities, homes, belonging and experiences were being stitched onto my design  every day, with every move, with every experience  without me being consciously aware of it. Now, I wondered, could I help to make sense first of my own messy mobile life and add some cohesion to it and then could I maybe help others to do the same?

INTRODUCTION TO A MOLA

I started looking for a metaphor to make sense of this messy, mobile life that was slowly forming a unique design. When I met my writing mentor Jo Parfitt in Dubai in November 2017, we sat down to brainstorm my ideas. She listened to me talk for two hours as I threw in a lot of words starting with M: multicultural, multilingual, multi-mobile, moving and messy and then asked me if I knew another word that started with an M:

Have you heard of a mola?

I hadnt. But as soon as Jo started explaining what a mola was, I felt myself getting incredibly excited.

A mola is a South American piece of cloth, made and worn by the Guna, the indigenous people who live in Panama and Colombia today. In the Gunas native language, mola means shirt or clothing.

Molas are handmade using a reverse appliqu technique. Several layers (usually two to seven) of brightly-colored cloth (usually cotton) are sewn together; the design is then formed by cutting away parts of each layer. The edges of the layers are then turned under and sewn down by a process known as appliqu. Often, the stitches are nearly invisible. This is achieved by using a thread the same color as the layer being sewn, using very small blind stitches. The best molas have extremely fine stitching, made using tiny needles.

A mola is a unique piece of clothing. It represents who you are and allows you to show your lining to the world. Sometimes, it is painful to show certain parts of your story; some layers hide beneath others and resurface when you least expect it. Some cuts are difficult, and it hurts. Others are easier and seamlessly incorporate into your overall design.

A mola is your life by design. It is complex and multi-layered, just like living a life on the move.
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Figure 1: A typical mola pattern made by the Guna people in Panama.

For the next 12 months, I operated in a parallel universe consisting purely of molas. At night I dreamt of molas and during the day it was all I researched and could think of. My research led me to Norma McCaig, the founder of Global Nomads International and one of the early pioneers who had compared living a globally mobile life to designing a mola. As a Third Culture Kid herself, she had encouraged Third Culture Kids to embrace their life story, their experiences, identities and emotions through the mola concept and to wear theirs proudly in front of the world, as a way to embrace their uniqueness. In her foreword in the first edition of The Third Culture Kid Experience: Growing Up Among Worlds by Ruth E. Van Reken and David C. Pollock published in 1999, Norma wrote:

The symbolism inherent in the construction of a mola, speaks to who I am as a global nomad. Each mola has the stamp of the creators individuality but is borne of a distinct cultural heritage. So it is with our lives as global nomads, as TCKs.

I was inspired to take the concept of a mola and develop it further; to give it a whole framework to explain a life on the move that extended beyond TCKs as well. I also wanted to use the mola not just as a metaphor but as a toolbox, to help globally mobile families see the life they were creating by design.

And thats how the idea and inspiration behind this book came about: how can globally mobile families go from a mess to a mola?

But first



WHY DO OUR GLOBAL LIVES GET MESSY?

Is it any wonder that when you leave behind everything you have known, your life will feel like a mess on most days? I realized that most books either dealt with the mobility experienced as a child and advised parents how to raise a Third Culture Kid or dealt with mobility as adults, advising how to plan for an international move. Or there were books that were still stuck in dealing with the traditional model of expatriation of two parents from the same country, followed by a repatriation to the same country. Where was all the real, honest-to-goodness advice that dealt with just how messy your life could become, with no easy answers? Where were the books on the new generation we were raising with multiple homes, multiple languages and multiple identities? I wanted a book on complex topics that are often dealt with separately  such as multicultural, multi-ethnic, multi-faith, multilingual, multi-moving families. I wanted to deal with them in one place.

I also wanted to give you, my reader, permission to take off those rose-tinted glasses and acknowledge that a mobile life is a messy life. You may be married to someone from a different culture, you are constantly exposed to new cultures, you are learning new languages and making new friends and just when youve figured out how your new washing machine works and how to help your kid do their homework in Mandarin, its time to move on again, or move back home and start all over again.

I wanted a book that dealt with all the messy factors in living this global life, not just one or two. When I could not find it, I decided to write it myself. I wanted this book to be a daring first attempt at embracing the messiness and diversity in our international lives. I wanted to empower you to feel you can live and celebrate this messy mobile life too.

In each of the chapters of this book, I share a story from my own global life in the hope that it will resonate with you. Yet I recognized that my stories alone would not be enough to inspire and inform you on your own journey. Who am I to think I know it all, right? To add some substance to my theories I decided to do two things. First, I would call upon the experts  the interculturalists, the transition coaches, the language experts, the mobility professionals, to get their opinions on the issues raised. Secondly, I would conduct The Mobile Family Survey in 2018 to research and understand which challenges global families were facing and which joys and benefits they enjoyed. I then sat down to chart the messy threads one by one. Armed with my own stories, the results of the survey and a group of nine experts, I set to work to debunk the myths and provide tips, strategies and advice to help us all  my own family included  to make sense of our marvelous yet messy mobile lives.

To make this book truly add value for my reader, I also decided to go a step further. I decided to use the mola not just as a concept, but also as a tool that would help you and your family to navigate your own messy mobile lives. Thus, in this book, I equip you with your own MOLA toolbox so you can start to untangle the messy threads, just like I did for my family.

WHO THIS BOOK IS FOR AND WHY IT WILL MAKE A DIFFERENCE

This is a guidebook aimed at two audiences. Its primary audience is globally mobile families living around the world. Its secondary audience is those who support globally mobile families in their lives overseas through their work. By explaining the inner workings of the globally mobile family, this book is a powerful tool for international companies, HR departments, global mobility specialists, international and bilingual schools and relocation agencies to understand the challenges they face and provide realistic support, assistance and understanding.

This book doesnt just explain how a globally mobile family works, but it also helps key stakeholders such as HR professionals and international schools to build a real appreciation of the families they serve. For example, schools can use it as a built-in curricular tool or as part of an introductory questionnaire for new families. HR departments and global mobility specialists can use the book to share with their employees ahead of their next international move to ensure they have done their homework and have a framework and understanding of how to create their own mobile life by design.

It does not matter whether you call yourself a Third Culture Kid (TCK), a Cross-Cultural Kid (CCK), an Adult TCK (ATCK), a Third Culture Adult (TCA), an expatriate, an immigrant, a migrant worker, a diplomat, a missionary, an international or a global nomad. If you have moved from one country to another regardless of the reason and circumstances, you are creating your own mola and your own MOLA Family, so this book is for you. This is a unique book in that it seeks to explain a mobile life not from an individual perspective, but from a family perspective. The family remains at the core of the book and its ideas.

This book will help you and your family make sense of your messy mobile life and figure out how to thrive when handling the messy factors you will encounter. Through the help of advice from experts, you will be able to stitch together the different components of your international life to see which patterns are emerging. Through introducing the MOLA as not just a concept but also a tool will help you to embrace your life story and thrive in who you are becoming. It is a way for you to tell your life story.

It gives you permission to embrace who you are and wear it on your sleeve for the whole world to see. It is also malleable and responsive  a mola can be changed, updated, drawn upon, or unsewn.

In sharing the MOLA with you, I wanted to share one of the best tools to navigate your messy, mobile life. I hope it will help you and your family, as much as it has helped me and my family.

Mariam Navaid Ottimofiore,

Accra, Ghana, 2019

www.andthenwemovedto.com
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WHAT THIS BOOK WILL DO FOR YOUR FAMILY
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I wrote This Messy Mobile Life to help globally mobile families; multicultural, multilingual and multi-mobile families understand who they are, what they are creating and how to benefit from owning and sharing their life story. Each of the following chapters is made up of practical tips, advice and strategies on various aspects of your messy mobile life and goes on to include an exercise for you to complete with your family. In addition, each chapter includes conversation starters for you to explore together.

In short, this book will help your family in three important ways: it will encourage you to make sense of your globally mobile life, it will equip you with the MOLA toolbox on how to go from a mess to a mola and it will inspire you to claim your story and share it with others to reap the benefits of your journey.


IT WILL ENCOURAGE YOUTO MAKE SENSE OF YOUR GLOBALLY MOBILE LIFE

When you live a life on the move, you are constantly adding new experiences, countries, cultures, languages, identities and so much more to your life story. Each move involves gains and losses, but often you forget to reflect on the end result. What are all these global experiences leading to? Who are you becoming? How is your family culture changing? What have you found yourself insisting upon? What challenges have shaped you and which opportunities have you enjoyed the most?

This Messy Mobile Life will
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