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				For Michael, you will always be my best decision. Thank you for encouraging us to take a leap and for always going for the adventure…even when that means running through airports and writing books while moving abroad. Again.

				For Mom and Dad, who made me skip the slumber party and go to London instead. It turns out, you were right. Thanks for not saying “I told you so” and teaching me to reach for my wildest dreams. Without you and your editing, this book wouldn’t be possible.
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			Introduction

			As I settled into my rigid economy-class seat, two looming questions surfaced.

			First, is this the day I would finally break my sudoku record?

			And…is it possible to make travel your life?

			My thoughts raced forward and back as we drew above the clouds, the rest of the world grounded beneath us. It felt scary but liberating. An airplane is where I do my best thinking.

			I twisted in the window seat, pressing my iPhone against the glass as the wing of the plane glided through puffy rose-colored clouds.

			“First time flying?” the woman in the middle seat asked me. She wore sharp black slacks and a white button-down, so I guessed she was traveling for business.

			“Oh, no.” I shot her a smile and held the camera against the window for a few more seconds to capture a video. “I just think the sunrise is really beautiful from up here.”

			“Don’t worry—in time you’ll get over that,” she said, adjusting the crisp collar of her shirt and then nudging the corner of her briefcase under the seat in front of her. “The more you travel, the less thrilling it gets.”

			But that was what terrified me most—more than turbulence, more than wearing a business suit on a plane. To become so jaded that even the sight of a sunrise from 35,000 feet in the air wouldn’t compel a double take. I looked out the window and promised myself that no matter how well traveled I became, I would never lose my sense of awe.

			Time. I’ve always been obsessed with time. Covetous of how I spend it, anxious about how the present slips away, and nostalgic of the past. I’ve thought wistfully: Life will never look like this again. It’s a fear. A fear that I’m missing out or not making the most of my time.

			In the last eight years, I’ve spent a big chunk of my time in motion: running through airports, tripping along cobblestone streets, trying to catch up and devour as much of each moment as possible, all the time worried that I’ll never get to see and do as much as I want. I’ve asked myself, How can I make the most of my time, live on my own terms, and leave my mark?

			Very few of us create a life we hope will be forgotten. We want to leave some sort of legacy behind—be it with art or offspring. We want to create something that lasts, but how to do that isn’t always clear.

			At least, it wasn’t for me. All I knew was that I wanted to do something different with my life, but not so different that I had to leave everything behind.

			I thought that to leave a legacy, I needed an answer, a complete idea of what it should mean so I could build toward it. I wanted a clear path, with step-by-step instructions to achieve a finished product. But I’d been going about it all wrong. Traveling and witnessing the beauty of the world in all its imperfect, transitory glory opened my eyes to the fact that you just need to start. You’ll figure it out along the way. And some things are worthy even unfinished.

			Case in point: la Sagrada Familia, a church in Barcelona, Spain, is more reminiscent of a sand-drip castle than a cathedral. It’s Spanish architect Antoni Gaudí’s masterpiece—opulent, endlessly fascinating, and it dominates the Barcelona skyline. But most notably, it’s unfinished. In fact, it’s been under construction for over one hundred years, even long after the architect’s death. Despite being incomplete, it’s known as Gaudí’s most impressive work, and it’s the city’s most-visited landmark.

			La Sagrada Familia illustrates why it’s important to just start, even if your goals or dreams remain unfinished after you’re gone. Because at least you tried, and better yet, maybe one day it will be your life’s greatest achievement.

			I grew up in a family in which pursuing your dream job was perfectly normal. My dad is a Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist, and his work has changed lives and laws across the country. My mom is the author of four books, the editor of many magazines, and, as a college professor, she headed up a successful study abroad program.

			Big shoes to fill, as you can imagine.

			And yet, they still picked me up from school every day and took large chunks of time off to be with me and my two sisters. They’d somehow figured out how to spend time on their terms, even with the demands of careers, child-rearing, and home life.

			When I first discovered my passion for travel blogging, the only travel blogger I’d heard of was a middle-aged man named Rick Steves, who had cropped blond hair, glasses, and always seemed to have a backpack slung over his shoulder. He’s brilliant and incredibly successful. And he’s also a nerd who sounds permanently congested. He looks like your weird uncle.

			And the only people I’d heard of who’d moved abroad had sold all their belongings and flitted off to far-flung, dreamy places like Bali. Vagabonds who didn’t have a mortgage or a car loan. I got the impression that they shirked off responsibility to live a life of adventure, which was enticing but not exactly my calling. I need stability—in fact, I crave it.

			So I wanted a grand life, but I also wanted to stay grounded. Was that possible? I never envisioned myself trekking the Amazon or climbing Mount Everest, but I certainly didn’t see myself working from a cubicle for life either. So where was the sweet spot in between? That delicate balance was missing from examples in my own life and from representations in pop culture and social media.

			This was a logical fallacy on my part. Surely there was room for social media influencers who weren’t waifs in ballroom gowns. And surely it was also possible to move abroad in search of adventure but still find stability. Of course, you didn’t need to be a nerd with a backpack to be a successful travel resource.

			The question I should have been asking was How can I find my own way?

			I always like to have a guide when trying something new, a measuring stick for what’s possible. In fact, many of us do. For decades, no one could break the four-minute mile. Professional runners had been chasing that goal since the late 1800s; everyone thought it was impossible. And then, on May 6, 1954, in Oxford, England, Roger Bannister hit the mile marker at 3 minutes and 59.4 seconds. Not long after, others did it too. What had once been thought of as an unreachable goal became the benchmark, the standard for others to achieve, and it broadened our understanding of what was possible in the process. Where was my Roger Bannister?

			When I moved abroad to a country I’d never stepped foot in before, I soon realized that I didn’t need a guide to figure out what my life could look like. I just needed a plan and some guts.

			Maybe I can be your measuring stick. I’m not a star or a supermodel, and I’m definitely not Rick Steves. I’m just a married girl with a mortgage, two dogs, and—finally—a job I love.

			Rather than counting down the days to my next adventure, as most of us have grown accustomed to do, I decided to make adventuring my job—and to make my job my life. I quit my nine-to-five office job and plunged headlong into work as a travel blogger. I moved abroad with my husband and two dogs, but I didn’t do it on a whim. I took a calculated risk that altered the course of my life.

			I’m hopeful that my story will inspire others to follow a life in the direction of their dreams. Because we don’t always have to follow that same path. But my story—and this book—aren’t a blueprint for how to get there. No one way is the right way.

			If you take away anything from this book, I hope it’s that your dreams aren’t as out of reach as you think they are.

			And whatever risk you’re willing to take? It’s worth it.
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			Fifty Hours a Week

			“Fifty hours a week? That’s criminal!” An attractive middle-aged Australian man leaned across the black-top bar and looked me straight in the eye.

			I had just told him the number of hours a week I worked.

			The blade of a windmill whooshed past the clouded windowpane across from us, stirring me from my reverie. We were in Amsterdam, the second country on our three-stop trip across Europe. I was three drinks deep at two in the afternoon after riding a bike around the city all day with my husband, Michael, and our friend Josh. Now, somehow, this Australian man—whom I’d known for all of five minutes, I might add—was making me question every life choice I’d ever made in my twenty-five years, here in this dimly lit bar inside a windmill five thousand miles from home.

			“I just put up a black sheet and work from anywhere in the world on a video call,” the Australian was saying. “My clients are none the wiser. I can be in Bali on a Monday and—what day is it, anyway?” He looked at the three of us, all standing around him on his barstool as he held court like a king on his throne.

			“Tuesday,” Michael replied.

			“Right, a Tuesday in Amsterdam.”

			This was mind-boggling in 2012. I didn’t know anyone who worked remotely. In fact, I don’t think I’d ever even used the term. Digital nomad? Virtual jobs? These words were as foreign to me as Dutch.

			But that was the whole point of traveling abroad, right? To reach beyond the familiar, to expand your awareness, to experience how other cultures lived and worked. The weeks and months leading up to that moment at the bar had been a jolt to my system, had put me in the right state of mind to absorb this man’s message, even though I’m sure he never realized the impact he had on me.
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			Months before, I’d seen a YouTube video about the extravagant electronic dance music festival Tomorrowland in Belgium. I’d never traveled on my own before, without my family; I’d never planned a trip by myself…I didn’t know what I was doing, and I was nervous. But something about the music festival pulled me in like a magnet. I had to go.

			All my friends were enthused to go too—or so I thought. When it actually came time to buy tickets, everyone had an excuse: it was too expensive, they couldn’t get the vacation days…

			Maybe next time.

			So it was just me, Michael, and Josh. We would spend ten days in Europe: three in Belgium for the festival, three in Amsterdam, and the last four in Paris.

			I made a countdown on my phone, and I would peek at it from the dull gray walls of my cubicle as the date crept nearer. I made a checklist and a to-do list, printed off backups and made copies of credit cards, stuffing important documents inside folders in case I forgot anything or in case I wound up taken and needed someone to identify my body.

			“Don’t bring your wedding ring or any fancy jewelry,” my relatives warned. “Pickpockets are ruthless!”

			And someone even told me that they cut off fingers in Paris. I wasn’t sure I believed them, but I took off my wedding ring and left it at home—just in case.

			With every detail in order, or so I thought, we strode up to the DFW airport check-in desk, where the agent looked up from my passport and said, “Ma’am, this isn’t going to fly.”

			Despite my obsessive planning, I’d managed to overlook one tiny detail. After our wedding the previous April, I’d changed my name on every document except one: my passport.

			After lots of finagling, missed flights, and questionable documents proving my name, we made it to Belgium for Tomorrowland.

			The cartoonlike gates leading into the music festival looked like Dr. Seuss meets Ringling Brothers, welcoming attendees to a whimsical world for adults.

			Beyond the gates a huge Ferris wheel and crowds of people from all over the world were waving flags and dancing. I was a scaredy-cat terrified of getting caught with drugs, so I didn’t know what a true high felt like, but I knew this had to be close.

			Standing on the hill, we spotted seventeen stages dotting the terrain, with massive tents pulsating with the beat. At one stage, lasers shot above the crowds, and at another stage by the water, a platform moved as the crowd jumped. Elaborate flowers floated atop the lakes spewing colorful streams of water. Lights and lanterns hung in every tree. Arched gateways and spinning globes directed guests to bathrooms or “refresh points,” complete with deodorant and even cologne.

			Among the biggest draws was the main stage, where a giant bookshelf with a massive twenty-five-story book that read The Book of Tomorrow. We watched as acrobats climbed atop books and fire-breathers competed with pyrotechnics. The continuous action carried on between sets. As one DJ finished, the next came up. Martin Garrix, Tiësto, Skrillex, Kaskade, and Avicii, the most famous DJs in the world, one after another, playing to a crowd of over one hundred thousand from countries all over the world. The energy was infectious.

			With each beat or thumping base, bursts of colorful explosions illuminated the sky in sync with the music, like a symphony of fire and sound. I half expected Beethoven to jump out from behind the fireworks and start conducting.

			Tomorrowland was unlike anything I’d ever experienced, and despite its chaos and wonder, there was also a soothing quality to its structure and organization. I had nothing to fear, so I felt even more free to just let go and enjoy myself. I suddenly wished I could find this sort of balance in my everyday life.

			“This is it, man,” Josh said, beaming. “This is what life’s about.”

			I thought of my passport with the wrong name. I thought about our friends who had a million excuses why they couldn’t come. We could have missed this.

			But we hadn’t.

			I glanced up at a rainbow sign with swirls of red-and-white candy canes flanking its edges: Yesterday is History, Today is a Gift, Tomorrow is a Mystery.

			I hadn’t even known this festival existed until I saw a YouTube video a few months earlier. Now, here was one of the most memorable moments of my life.

			“Michael,” I said, throwing my hands in the air as blue and green fireworks shimmered in the sky, “our wedding day is here.” I put up my right hand as high as I could. “Where would you put Tomorrowland?” I offered him my left hand.

			“Up here.” He moved my hand up evenly with my right.

			“Agreed,” I said, breathless. “My mind is blown.”

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			A few days later in Amsterdam, we bought a sprawling map roughly the size of Liechtenstein that Josh and Michael hoisted onto building walls throughout the city to pinpoint our next destinations. We rented rickety yellow bikes and whizzed around the streets, trying to see as much as we could in just a few days, barely leaving time to sleep in the small hostel where we’d locked our backpacks in trash cans.

			Canals snaked like ribbons through winding streets flanked by roads lined with tall, skinny houses leaning intimately inward, as if in hushed conversation.

			We biked through busy traffic to a park, and there we were, in a large windmill converted into a bar where we struck up that conversation with the Australian.

			“Americans work too much,” he stated before swigging his beer.

			Maybe, just maybe, he was right. Maybe working fifty hours a week for someone else, doing something I hated, was criminal. But how could I pull off all that I truly wanted—to work at something inspiring, find stability, and manage to travel the world, too? Where could I find that balance? Where was my Tomorrowland?

			The gears in my head were spinning. How could I work from anywhere and make a living? The thought stayed with me.
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			In Paris, every step felt like a story, every stone an architectural masterpiece. How could I see more of the world? I knew now that, for me, ten days off every year wouldn’t cut it.

			As I watched the Eiffel Tower glimmer against the inky black sky, I decided to change my life. I’d travel more and live on my own terms. I had no idea what that meant yet, but I’d figure it out.

			I sipped three-euro wine out of a flimsy plastic cup and felt tears prick my eyes. I looked at Michael on our makeshift picnic blanket, my scarf. He was layering as much cheese as possible onto a piece of roughly torn baguette. Josh was adding more wine to his cup. Now I was full-on crying.

			Michael set down his tower of bread and cheese and cupped my chin in his hands. Despite the dark, I knew he could sense my excitement.

			“We have to do more of this,” he said.

			“We have to move,” I replied.

			Sleepily, I drank more wine. The past ten days had been a whirlwind of music and lights and history and culture. I wanted more.

			It was as if that Australian man in the windmill bar had flicked on a light: maybe life didn’t have to be so mundane, so tedious, so many hours of work with only snippets of adventure. Maybe I didn’t need to be working overtime in a cubicle in Dallas. I’d always been afraid of change, even freaked out by the passage of time. But what was I afraid of? What was I holding on to in the so-called safety of my monotonous life? Could I risk it for the chance at something different?

			I made a pinky promise with the Eiffel Tower: I was going to find out.
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			London Lights: Back to the Beginning

			The white strings of my Apple earphones dangled in time with my steps as I walked from York Street to the Marylebone Tube station. I was listening to “Unwritten” by Natasha Bedingfield and feeling totally invincible, the way I feel whenever I’m traveling. The feeling surfaced like a fresh bubble of champagne, leaving me lighter and a little more daring.

			I hopped off near Portobello Road and began to stroll through the weekend market, each row bursting with color. At one jewelry stand, I plunked down £8 for a pair of pale green seashell earrings. As I walked away, it occurred to me that no one at the market knew who I was, where I came from—nothing. It was liberating. My confidence soared and I held my head a little higher, strutting as if I owned Harrods or Fortnum & Mason.

			As the midday July sun beat down on me, I wiped a bead of sweat off my top lip and unlocked the door to my family’s flat. At nearby St. Mary’s School, I overheard a kid scream, “I’m knackered! Let’s head in for tea.” So perfectly British, I thought, and Dallas seemed so much farther away than 4,700 miles.

			I’d been in London before, but this time was going to be special: my boyfriend was flying in to join me. For the past four years my parents had been teaching a study abroad program at Regent’s College (now Regent’s University), so once again I was spending six weeks of my summer break traipsing around one of the coolest cities in the world. I’ve heard people say: “London is the whole world in one place.”

			But I hadn’t realized that at first.
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			When I was fourteen, my life revolved around my friends and summer vacation. It seemed catastrophic to be missing Michelle Ackels’s fourteenth birthday party because I’d be stuck in London. And I was further mortified that I wouldn’t be present for Tessie Watson’s summer soirée. And, what about dance camp, Mom? And worse, what if everyone got a boyfriend except for me? What if something really cool happened? It destroyed me that I wouldn’t be privy to the hot gossip.

			I’d had to settle for instant messaging.

			This is how I know that kids are idiots, teenage-me included. At fourteen, I’d been ready to push away all the opportunities in front of me just to head back to Dallas, Texas, instead of spending the summer in London attending world-class plays and strolling down Oxford Street.

			On that first trip, my parents had made me attend the student orientation at Regent’s. The dean blathered on about the importance of behaving like proper students, and my eyes had drifted out the window to the lush green lawn and grass tennis courts, imagining what my friends were doing back home.

			Nothing the dean was saying applied to me, I thought. After all, I wasn’t a student, just a professor’s kid trying to keep my younger twin kid sisters from pulling each other’s hair.

			Then, as the dean concluded his speech, he fixed his eyes on each student, teacher, and kid, before saying, “Six weeks might feel like a long time, but it’s only a blink. Do it all. See everything. Burn the candle at both ends. Remember, you can sleep when you’re dead.”

			His words struck me and stuck. That line would haunt and delight me the rest of my life. Though at the time, I didn’t register it.
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			Now here I was four years later, a high school graduate and a much wiser eighteen-year-old. I had begun to appreciate the brilliance of traveling, and I couldn’t imagine not going on this trip and savoring every experience I could. I lobbied my parents to let my boyfriend, Michael, come along, and was shocked when they obliged. My dad already felt like he had a son in Michael.

			Michael flew into Heathrow a week after my family and I arrived, as he’d had to stay back and serve as best man in his brother’s wedding. When I met Michael at the train station, I immediately spotted him. The vision of him standing at six-foot-two with his thick, messy brown hair and hazel eyes made my heart stop for what felt like a full three seconds.

			We had met one year prior, the summer before our senior year of high school. At seventeen, I was that ornery, self-assured girl who had no intention of having a boyfriend going in to her last year of high school. But when I saw that cute, tall guy smoking a cigar at the party, I was immediately drawn to him.

			I hadn’t been looking for a boyfriend, no, but shortly after we met, he not only endured a marathon of my cringe-worthy childhood home movies but began to cheer me on at every one of my high school plays. He was a keeper. And so I realized that sometimes the best things in life come when you’re not looking for them.

			I wasted no time showing him London’s hot spots—strolling Regent Street, taking pictures in front of Big Ben, touring the Tower of London with the Beefeaters, and sneaking into Westminster Abbey.

			Each time I watched Tower Bridge light up at night, it mesmerized me. The lights’ warm glow dance along the River Thames, the bridge’s black spires’ silhouettes against the deepening blue sky. Red double-decker buses, shiny black cabs, and mini-cars far smaller than anything we drove in Texas zipped in all directions. As night drifted toward darkness, London’s lights burned brighter, turning the city into a stage with a new cast of characters spilling out as if waiting in the wings.

			With Michael by my side, I felt alive in the glow of London’s spotlight.
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			The next morning, we sat on a bench among yellow tulips in Regent’s Garden.

			“I’ve never felt like this before,” Michael blurted out.

			Is he talking about me? I wondered. Or this trip?

			Michael tends to get straight to the point. That’s great for speed dating and bumper stickers, and it helps me decide if I’m mad at him or not. Plus, I like knowing where I stand. But at that moment, I didn’t know what he meant. So I pursed my lips and left his words hanging in the air.

			“I mean about a place.” He waved his hands in the air like Vanna White, showing off another letter on Wheel of Fortune. “I grew up going to my family’s farm and we went on some bigger trips here and there, but this—this is mind-blowing.”

			I dramatically narrowed my eyes.

			“And, of course,” he added, “I’ve obviously never felt like this about a girl before.”

			Well played, Michael, I mused.
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			After a week in London, we joined my parents’ study abroad group for a side trip to Ireland. Early on the morning of July 7, 2005, we all threw on our backpacks and boarded the Tube en route to the train station, something I’d done countless times before. My mom, who was leading the SMU-in-London program, left for the airport so she could arrive before our ferry and check the arrangements ahead of time. She told me later that, as she rode the escalators up and out of the station, she’d heard a rumble, then noticed the lights flicker. The escalator stopped, and she climbed the rest of the way up and out of the station. She didn’t give it much thought.

			Meanwhile, we had already boarded our train to Ireland. An hour or so into our ride, we were delayed. Our train had broken down, so we gathered our belongings and disembarked. I noticed an unusual stirring among the other passengers at the station, and I could feel the tension beginning to rifle its way through the crowd. We huddled around TVs as the news flashed: “Bombing on London Underground” read the headlines. The bombings were what had caused the lights to flicker and stop the escalator my mom had ridden on—she had missed the explosions by mere minutes. So had we. If our train had broken down before arriving to pick us up, we would have been right in the middle of the bombing.

			I watched the screens in shock. Three bombs had exploded, simultaneously destroying three sections of the London Underground and a fourth had hit a bus, killing fifty-five people in all and injuring more than 700—the biggest attack on London since WWII. London called it their 9/11. We missed it by mere minutes.

			Shaken, scared, and confused, I felt grateful we were going to Ireland, where we could escape the turmoil unfolding on the streets of London. My mom sent all the students and professors on the planned tour of the scenic Irish countryside, while she stayed behind to deal with the authorities and students’ parents, who were all freaking out as they watched the gruesome news from thousands of miles away. I was supposed to go with the students, but I was terrified that another attack might happen. I wanted to stay with my parents.

			So my dad, Michael, and I insisted on staying with my mom at her friend J.J. Magee’s house in Belfast. Once we arrived, J.J. took us to Giant’s Causeway on the coast, where we stepped over closely packed, hexagonal stone columns and meandered down green windswept paths.

			Soon reporters revealed that radical Islamic terrorists had carried out the four coordinated suicide attacks. I felt as if I couldn’t breathe. I thought maybe we should just go home.

			J.J. did his best to distract Michael and me with hikes and even taught us how to make proper tea. He gently attempted to explain the irony that Belfast, the place we’d gone to escape the aftermath of a bombing, had seen more than its fair share of violence. At the time I couldn’t grasp the truth in his words. But years later I realized we could not have been in better hands at the time than with J.J., who knew all too well the shock we hadn’t realized we’d experienced.
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			Reality set in when we returned to London a few days later. The mere thought of boarding a crowded bus or train or getting on the Tube sent me into an anxious spiral. I found myself hopping off buses several stops early when I’d spot a man carrying a briefcase. A seemingly innocuous sight now felt charged with potential danger. The whole city was on edge.

			But beneath the obvious fear, I began to notice a rallying force building and then echoing throughout the city: the quintessential British “Keep Calm and Carry On” attitude. Londoners were not going to take this lying down. They headed back to the Tube, back to the buses, and continued to live their lives, refusing to give in to fear. The queen said it best: “Atrocities such as these simply reinforce our sense of community, our humanity, and our trust in the rule of law. That is the clear message from us all.”

			But I wondered about Michael. With all this turmoil on his first international trip, would he swear off traveling abroad? Somehow, though, the tragedy only strengthened his resolve. We both felt like we were part of something. Something abysmal, disturbing, and catastrophic had happened—not just to London or England, but to us, too. We were now connected to the world in a different, more meaningful way. We didn’t have to form opinions or make political decisions, but we did have to stand up and support the city by getting up and continuing to experience the world. Just like the Londoners, we got back on the bus
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