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Maureen S.

I have lived in different countries,

walked through unfamiliar streets,

learned new languages just to survive,

smiled at people who never knew me,

and still... something in me felt missing.

Every place had its beauty,

its rhythm, its people,

its version of what ‘home’ should feel like,

but no matter how long I stayed,

my heart never fully arrived.
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People have been asking me the same question for most of my adult life, and I have never once answered it simply.

Where are you from?

I know what the question wants. It wants a single word, a city or a country, something that places me neatly in the geography of a conversation. It wants the kind of answer most people give without thinking, because for most people the answer has always been obvious. I have watched people say it — the name of a place, one place, delivered with the ease of someone stating their own name — and I have marveled, quietly, at how uncomplicated that must feel.

My answer has never been one place. It has been a list that changes depending on which part of my life the person is asking about, and a list, I have learned, is not what the question is looking for. So I have given partial answers over the years, the most recent country, the most convenient truth, and moved the conversation forward before it could settle into something I'd have to explain more fully.

This book is the full answer. Or as full as I know how to give.

I am a caregiver by profession and by calling — there is a difference between those two things, and it took me years to understand which one applied to me. I have spent my working life inside other people's homes, caring for people at the most vulnerable points of their lives, learning their routines and their preferences and the particular language of their silences, becoming, in ways that no job description quite captures, part of their families. I have done this work across countries — in England, in Switzerland — while maintaining a home in Germany and carrying, always, the deep roots of a childhood in south east of Africa that this particular book won't explore in full. That story belongs elsewhere, to another book, told in its own time.

What this book is about is simpler, and harder, than biography. It is about a feeling. Specifically, it is about the feeling I have had, reliably and without fail, every single time I have walked into an airport.

I have tried to describe this feeling to people who don't share it, and I have largely failed. The closest I can get is this: in an airport, I am nobody's anything. I am not yet arrived and no longer departed. I am not a wife or a mother or a caregiver or a foreigner or a resident. I am simply a person with a boarding pass, indistinguishable in my transit from every other person in that terminal, and in that anonymity — in that brief suspension between one identity and the next — I have always felt something that I can only describe as home.

I am aware of how strange that sounds. Home is supposed to be the place you return to, not the place you pass through. Home is supposed to have a fixed address, familiar walls, people who know you well enough to be disappointing sometimes. I have had all of those things, in more than one country, and I have been grateful for every version of them. But gratitude and belonging are not the same thing, and I have spent a long time being honest with myself about the gap between them.

This book moves between two forms — prose chapters that tell the story of my working years, the houses I lived in and the people I cared for, and a sequence of verse that carries the emotional truth underneath all of it. Both are necessary. Some things can only be said in a scene; others can only be said in a line. I have tried to use each form for what it does best and trust the reader to move between them.

There are people in these pages whose names I have changed or withheld, because their stories intersect with mine without belonging to me. There are places named plainly, because geography matters to this story in a way that character names don't. There is one woman — I call her R. — whose four years of my life could fill a book of their own, and perhaps one day will. Here, she gets the space she shaped: not all of it, but the truest part.

I am writing this in Zurich, where I live now, fully and without a return flight booked for the first time in longer than I can easily calculate. I am still not entirely sure whether Zurich is home. I am trying, for the first time in my life, to sit with that uncertainty rather than immediately booking the next flight out of it.

That, too, is part of the story.

If you have ever felt most like yourself in a departure lounge, or packed a suitcase with the quiet efficiency of someone who has done it so many times it has become its own kind of comfort, or stood at a gate watching a plane taxi toward the runway and felt something in your chest open rather than close — then some part of this book was written for you.

And if you have never felt any of those things, I hope it helps you understand someone who has.

— Maureen S.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PART ONE

[image: ]


The Gate

On airports, departure, and the only place that ever felt like home
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Chapter One: The Gate
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There is a particular kind of quiet that exists only in airports, and I have spent years trying to explain it to people who have never noticed it. It is not the quiet of empty rooms. It is the quiet inside noise — the boarding announcements, the rolling suitcase wheels, the hundred languages overlapping like static — and somewhere underneath all of it, stillness. My stillness.

I am sitting at a gate that could be anywhere. The signage is in a language I have learned just enough of to read departure times and not much else. My boarding pass sits face-up on my knee, the way it always does, like a small permission slip I keep checking is still valid. Outside the window, a plane is being fueled. Men in reflective vests move around it with the unhurried precision of people who have done this ten thousand times before. I find this comforting in a way I have never been able to fully explain. Someone, somewhere, knows exactly what they are doing. For the length of this layover, I do not have to.

People watch travelers in airports and assume exhaustion, or excitement, or grief, depending on the face. They rarely guess the truth of mine, which is relief. Not relief at leaving — I have stopped believing departures are about escape, the way I used to when I was younger and thought movement itself was the cure for everything. It is something quieter than that. It is the relief of being, for a few hours, unaccountable to any specific place. I am not yet anywhere. I have left one country and not yet arrived in the next, and in that narrow corridor of time, nobody can ask me where I'm from.

It is the only question I have never learned to answer well.

I used to think the discomfort would fade. That eventually one of the places I lived would simply close over me the way water closes over a stone, and I would stop noticing the edges of myself against it. It hasn't happened yet. Every city I have lived in, I have learned its rhythms quickly — which train car to stand near, which bakery sells out of the good bread by ten, how long it takes the season to actually turn. I have learned to nod at the right moments in conversations I only half understand. I have built, more than once, something that resembled a whole life. And still, somewhere in the middle of all that building, a small and stubborn part of me kept its coat on.

The boarding announcement comes. I don't fully understand the words, but I recognize the cadence — the rising lift at the end that means *now*, the way certain phrases sound the same in every language because urgency translates itself. I gather my bag. I get in line behind a man with a guitar case and a woman traveling with a sleeping toddler strapped to her chest, and I feel something I have
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