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Introduction
My blog posts are like my children — I focus my time and energy on them, I nitpick and fuss over them, I brag about them to all my friends and family on Facebook… and then I send them out into the world in the hopes that people will laugh at them. (What? That's not how you're supposed to raise children? Guess I should probably stick to blog posts.)
And just like a mother with her children, it's hard for me to pick my favorites.
Wait.
No, it's not.
So, here you go, my bestest blog posts ever. (If I do say so myself… and, well, I do.)
Advice (or "Me Pretending to Be Helpful. You're Welcome")
This section includes the following articles:
unbrave girl on the go: how to live like a local while traveling like a tourist
Tourism is dead.
That's right, folks. It's time to pitch your guidebooks and your daypacks and any of those pairs of pants with the zip-off legs (which, seriously, you should have thrown out ages ago because, honey, they are not doing your thighs any favors!).
These days, nobody wants to be a tourist (and, really, can you blame them? Who would choose to be the bumbling idiot in bad pants? Even though I spend a majority of my days bumbling and looking like an idiot and making questionable pants purchases, it's not like I want to live this way! It just kind of comes naturally.)
Now, all the hip travelers want to be a local — or at least act like one.
Yep, "living like a local" is the new globe-trotting, the new backpacking, the new journey to self discovery. Move over, Jack Kerouac, nobody wants to be hitting the road anymore; they'd rather be sitting by the side of the road… preferably in a nice holiday rental or some kind of home exchange deal.
Backpacking through Europe is out. A three-month stay in a Balinese villa a la Elizabeth Gilbert is in.
Scouring your guidebook for recommended restaurants is passé; hanging out in some hole-in-the-wall that only the locals (and, well, Anthony Bourdain) know about is hip.
Forget about tromping through museums or snapping photos or buying souvenirs for the people back home (sorry, Mom!). Living like a local is all about doing what the locals would do on a daily basis (that is, if the locals didn't have to go to work everyday).
Not to brag or anything, but I've been doing the whole "live like a local" thing long before it became popular.
In fact, I've been doing it for years.
I've perfected the art of avoiding museums in favor of an afternoon at the movies.
I've clomped around countless cities in impractical platform sandals (rather than a nice touristy pair of sensible sneakers).
I can easily pass up a day of sightseeing for a day on my couch (or on a local friend's couch… or really any couch for that matter).
I'll eat anything sold on the street especially if it happens to be deep-fried and served up on a stick.
While other travelers make up bucket lists of places they want to visit and things they'd like to do, I'd much rather just hang out and order a bucket of sangria (or beer or caipirinhas… or whatever the locals are drinking — as long as it wasn't made in someone's basement with the help of a pig's bladder and last year's leftover yams).
It's not that I think the "living like a local" way of traveling is any better than traveling around like a tourist.
It's just my way.
Traveling is like fashion, you have to find the style that fits you and makes you feel comfortable. It took me almost thirty years to admit that I look horrible in shorts and should never wear them. It took me almost as long to admit that guidebooks give me anxiety attacks and group tours bring back bad flashbacks of high school field trips when I was the only person on the bus not making out with someone. I would like to be the girl who looks cute in shortie-shorts and can entertain the idea of going on a Contiki tour without dry heaving… but that's just not my way.
So far, I think I've done a pretty good job of "living like a local" while on this trip (inasmuch as one can live like a local when one doesn't look like a local or speak like a local… or, umm, own a decent pair of pants like the locals). Admittedly, living like a local is pretty easy to do when you're out in the middle of the Thai jungle or on a Malaysian rice farm. These places aren't exactly rife with American fast food chains and mega-malls and history museums.
I've learned over the past week, that it's easy to get sucked in by the siren call of Starbucks, sightseeing and souvenir shops (not to mention, pants with excessive zippers), when you're in a city that actually has all of those things on offer.
After quitting my boat-building gig and landing in Kuala Lumpur last weekend, I've had to resist many a tourist trap temptation (as well as a few double tall lattes… okay, so I've done a better job of turning down the tours than I have the lattes!).
So how does a girl-on-the-go stick to her live-like-a-local travel plan when confronted with lure of must-see sights and group tours? Just follow these tips…
Use Your Imagination
Let's imagine you are in your hometown (If you are actually in your hometown at this moment then you can save your imagination for more fun things… like imagining you're on a date with George Clooney… or imagining that you just won a million dollars and you're going to give half of it to me because, really, a million dollars is way too much money for any one person to have and I could certainly use a little cash right now).
Let's imagine it's Saturday and you don't have to work and your family has mysteriously disappeared for the day and you can do any little thing your heart desires. (Again, if all of these things happen to be true for you right now, keep on focusing on that half a million dollars you're going to give me… and then, maybe, go out and buy a lottery ticket, okay?).
So, what would you do?
Would you run around your hometown visiting every museum and historic landmark you could find?
Would you consult a guidebook to find out where you should eat and what you should eat once you get there and how much it will cost after you eat it?
Would you hop in a bus full of twenty other people in bad pants and hike up a mountain?
Or would you stay in your pajamas all day, eating ice cream directly from the carton while watching the entire DVD set of Mad Men Season 3; only breaking to go to the grocery store to stock up on more ice cream (which you do while still in your pajamas… because that's how all the locals do their grocery shopping… or at least that's how they do it in my hometown!)?
Most likely, you would choose the latter option.
After all, you live here.
Museums and guidebooks and bad pants are things that tourists do. You are most definitely not a tourist; you are a proud pajama-pants wearing native! You have all the time in the world to see the Jello Gallery (should your hometown be LeRoy, New York) or the Barbed Wire Museum (should your hometown be McLean, Texas). But you don't have all the time in the world to hang out in your pajamas and eat ice cream and swoon over Jon Hamm because at some point you're going to have to put on real pants (you know, the ones without a drawstring) to go to work. (If you chose any option that did not include pajama pants and cartons of ice cream, than clearly "living like a local" is just not your travel style. That's okay. As mentioned before, we all have our own style, and, obviously, your travel style is a bit more go-getter than mine. I bet you also look cute in shorts… well, good for you!)
If you, too, want to "live like a local" while traveling, it's important to imagine you are a local. A local never thinks about all the things she should do or should see or should eat while in her own hometown when given a little free time; instead, a local thinks of the things she wants to do or wants to see or wants to eat.
When I arrived in Kuala Lumpur last weekend, I could have easily filled the short time I had there visiting museums to learn about any number of fascinating topics like Malaysian history, Islamic art and the wonders of petroleum (as revealed by a "singing dinosaur" at the Petrosains Discovery Centre).
But, frankly, after three months of learning about rice plants and basic boat construction, I was tired of learning. I wanted nothing more than to sit in my hotel room all weekend wearing my pajamas and watching cable TV.
So, that's what I did.
Every time I felt guilty, thinking,"Hey, maybe, I should change out of my pajamas and actually go somewhere", I reminded myself that I didn't have to. After all, I told myself, "I live here" (or at least I was imagining I did… along with imagining that Jon Hamm and I have a meaningful relationship… and imagining that you might give me a half a million dollars).
Do Your Own Thing
After leaving Kuala Lumpur, I boarded a bus to the Cameron Highlands, a popular tourist destination in the Malaysian mountains north of Kuala Lumpur, known for its cool temperatures, lush tea plantations and numerous hiking trails.
Upon checking in to my guesthouse, a staff member gestured towards a large notice board in the guest house's restaurant that contained glossy brochures advertising the various group tours you could sign up for. The tours had exciting names like "Morning Madness" and "Rafflesia Flower Jungle Trekking Adventure." One tour, the "Agro Tour," had an itinerary that included strawberry picking, a stop at one of the tea plantations and something called "Lettuce Delight" (I'm serious). With names like these (and the promise of learning what the heck "Lettuce Delight" might be), it was hard to resist the temptation to sign up immediately for as many tours as my schedule and quickly dwindling savings could handle.
But, instead, I decided to do my own thing. The next day I set off on a hike by myself. After all, locals don't rely on fancy schmancy tour guides to direct them where to go and minivans to whip them around from place to place; instead, they use their wits and their knowledge of the land… and maybe their own vehicle should they have one.
Seeing as I have neither the knowledge nor the vehicle (and arguably few of the wits), I had to rely on a map that one of the staff members at the guesthouse gave me. The map described the hiking trail that I chose to do as a "pleasant downhill walk" with "lovely views" of the tea plantation.
The first half hour of the walk proved quite pleasant (and paved). But I soon found myself scrambling up and down muddy inclines and crawling over fallen trees and wondering if the map-maker and I didn't have completely different definitions of the word "pleasant."
And then the Incident of the Pants occurred.
As I was scooting myself down one particularly muddy slope, the back pocket of my pants caught on a root. Before I could stop myself (or stop time or gravity or whatever I needed to stop), the entire backside of my pants ripped wide open.
With my entire back-end now hanging out of my trousers, I was happy I hadn't signed up for that group tour after all. It's moments like these that are best kept private (until, of course, you blather about them on your blog).
Besides, I already feel kind of awkward on group tours being, often, the only single person on the tour. I'm sure I'd feel only more awkward if I was the only person on the tour with her butt hanging out of her pants.
Using the little wits I had about me, I wrapped my rain coat around my waist and carried on with the hike. About half an hour later, the trail ended on a paved road leading up to a tea plantation. As I was tromping up the hill, I passed by a motley group of toothless gentlemen who leered at me as I passed by them. Even though my jacket was securely covering the gaping wide hole in my slacks, I couldn't help thinking that maybe this wasn't the best idea after all.
If I'd joined a group tour I wouldn't be walking up a mountain by myself with a bunch of grungy men staring after me. Maybe, in addition to always having umbrellas and bottles of water on hand, group tour leaders also bring along a couple spare pairs of pants for any of the guests who might need them (or maybe the tour leaders know how to fashion new pants out of lettuce leaves and this is what is meant by "Lettuce Delight"!).
I finally arrived at the tea plantation were I was greeted by packs of tour groups and minivans. As the other tourists daintily sipped tea in the cafe, I woofed down two scones and contemplated ordering a third. Heck, unlike everyone else who'd taken a minivan up the mountain, I had just hiked for three hours to get there.
And, besides, I no longer had to worry about fitting into my pants!
Talk to the Locals
What better way to learn the ways of the locals than to talk to them?
You don't want to become one of those tourists that just hangs out with other tourists, do you?!
You don't want to be one of those people that spends all your time comparing travel stories and insect bites and tattoos over beers, do you?!
You don't want to hang out all night laughing and chatting and hearing about how awesome you are from your new travel buddies, do you?!
Okay, maybe you do… just a little.
But let's just say all the other guests at your guesthouse are French or German or some other fancy European nationality that can pull off smoking (without seeming a bit concerned about lung cancer) and wearing scarves (in the middle of 80 degree heat).
Let's say all the other guests at your guesthouse are traveling with their significant others or their friends and don't seem all that interested in making new friends… or speaking English… especially with the sorry, single American girl who is wearing mud-caked pants that appear to be duct-taped together.
Let's just say that's the case (not that I'm saying that was the case… but, again, use your imagination here).
Should this turn out to be the case, it's possible that the only people who will talk to you are the locals. Over the past week, the only conversations I have had are with local people. There was the guesthouse gardener who gave me the map and offered to let me touch a dead snake that he was carrying around with him.
I also met another guesthouse worker who quizzed me about American universities as he was intent to study abroad.
When I arrived in Penang yesterday, I got chatted up by the taxi driver who assured me that I didn't need to use a seatbelt (I did anyway) and offered to sell me Malaysian chocolates from the trunk of his taxi (I declined).
Then as I was wandering the streets after dinner last night, I met a man who drove his motorbike up on the sidewalk in front of me, shook my hand and informed me I could call him "Happy Ken."
I'm grateful for these conversations with the local people, even if I'm not sure why these people are picking me out of the crowd to talk to (and practically running me over with their motorbike in the process).
Maybe these local people talk to me because they recognize me as another kindred spirit — another "local," if you will… even if I don't look or speak like a local.
Or maybe they just want to find out why my pants are duct taped together.
from solo to social: the unbrave girl's guide to making friends on the road

Traveling alone can be great. Really.
It gives you the freedom to do whatever you'd like, eat whatever you want, go wherever you desire, and stay for however long you feel. Traveling alone means you can subsist entirely on potato chips and chocolate for three days and no one will be the wiser. (Aside from that nosy clerk at the convenient store across the street from your hotel. Sheez, can't he just mind his own business and not give you that judgmental look when you buy your second can of Pringles for the day?!).
Traveling alone means you have plenty of time to contemplate your journey: where you've been, how far you've come, where you're going next and whether or not they'll have chocolate when you get there.
Traveling alone allows you to meet local people who might, otherwise, be intimidated to approach you if you were with another person or in a group of people traveling together.
Traveling alone means no one has to know that you spent last night sitting on your hotel bed, eating chocolate, drinking Diet Coke and watching The Time Traveler's Wife on DVD, and thinking "Geez, if a freaking time traveler can find someone to marry him, why can't I find anyone to freaking talk to me?!"
You see, even though traveling alone can be great… sometimes, it can really suck.
That sometimes was last week for me. I had just spent a few days in the Cameron Highlands at a guesthouse that I booked solely because the website said it served bacon. After three months in a predominantly Muslim country, I was in desperate need of a bacon fix.
And after a weekend in Kuala Lumpur spent hanging out in my luxury hotel room soaking up bubble baths and cable TV and some serious alone time, I was ready to make a few friends. Reviews online described the guesthouse as "welcoming" and "friendly" and "atmospheric."
I imagined myself munching on piles of bacon and making new friends from all over the world. I would regale them with stories about my life on a Malaysian sailboat and on the rice farm, while they would regale me with stories about their travels… or maybe they'd just keep quiet and let me tell some more stories because I have a lot of stories and it's kind of hard to fit in all the good ones if other people are talking.
When I showed up at the guesthouse, I found myself surrounded by couples and groups of friends traveling together. No one seemed particularly interested in making a new friend… or a new girlfriend… or finding out what I've been up to for the past couple months.
Nobody seemed interested in talking to me or even making eye contact with me. Maybe they all thought that loneliness was catching, and they weren't about to take their chances by looking at me.
I lingered over my bacon breakfasts in the morning and hung out in the common areas in the afternoon.
I positioned myself underneath the notice board with all the information about the hiking paths, in hopes that someone might spot a trail they thought sounded nice, and spot me and think I looked nice, and invite me along for a hike.
I plastered an "I'm a nice person, please talk to me" smile across my face (which, come to think of it, may have also been translated as a "I'm a crazy person, and I like the taste of human flesh" smile for some of those people coming from one of those places where it's not customary to smile at strangers… like Japan or France or, umm, Detroit).
Of course, I could have just walked up to the other guests and started talking to them, but that would seem a little desperate, don't you think? (Meanwhile, for some reason, I didn't think that walking around the guesthouse with a huge someone-PLEASE-talk-to-me grin on my face seemed all that desperate).
After two days of smiling at everyone who walked past me and not getting so much as a head nod in return, I gave up. That's when I pretended to be busy — you know, doing important solo traveler things, like staring intently at my computer, fiddling around with my cell phone, studying the piles of bacon on my plate, and holing up in my room watching sappy movies and eating Cadbury's Fruit & Nut bars.
By the time I left the guesthouse last Saturday, I was relieved and sincerely hoping that the next place I stayed at wouldn't be nearly so, umm, "atmospheric." Climbing on to the bus heading to Penang, I noticed I was the only single traveler onboard. I wondered if I wasn't the only single traveler in town… and maybe in the whole of Malaysia… and possibly the entire universe.
After an hour of winding through the mountain roads, the bus made a twenty-minute pit stop in Ipoh, where a number of people got off and new passengers got on. As we were gearing back up to hit the road, the driver, a burly, barrel-chested, Malay man with a crew cut and the demeanor of a pit bull, spotted the empty seat next to me.
He marched down the aisle, jabbed at the seat and barked at me, "Where's your friend?" He obviously hadn't noticed I had gotten on the bus alone, thought I had been traveling with someone, and assumed that this someone hadn't gotten back on the bus.
Hearing the commotion, everyone in the bus turned around to look at me. Not wanting to attract any more attention, I explained in the quietest voice possible that I was traveling alone.
He looked perplexed and yelled louder, "Where's your FRIEND?!"
I whispered meekly, "It's just me."
At which point he became extremely red in the face and yelled "WHERE'S YOUR FRIEND?!".
And now, I, also being quite red in the face, screamed back, "I DON'T HAVE ANY FRIENDS!"
Instantly, everyone in the bus turned back around and pretended they hadn't ever seen me and certainly hadn't heard my pathetic scream.
Obviously, they thought that loneliness was catching, too.
It was this moment as I was screaming across the bus that I didn't have any friends that I thought maybe, just maybe, I should try a little harder to make a few friends… you know, so the next time a bus driver yells at me I'll at least have a posse to back me up.
I hadn't had any trouble making friends while volunteering; there was always someone around to talk to (or, more likely, to tell me what to do). But making friends while you're traveling on your own takes a bit more effort. As I learned last week, walking around your guesthouse with a forlorn smile plastered on your face isn't enough to make you the next Homecoming Queen Of The Open Road. So over the past week I've made more of an attempt to meet people, and I'm happy to say it's worked!
So should you also be be experiencing a bout of solo traveler loneliness, here are my tips on how you, too, can make friends:
Go Online
There are plenty of online resources out there to help travelers meet other people on the go or locals in the country they're visiting. Websites like CouchSurfing can hook you up with, not only a free place to stay, but also some friends to hang out with when you get there.
Doesn't this sound fun and terribly convenient?!
You know what also sounded really fun and convenient?
Internet dating.
And then I ended up going out for coffee with a guy who explained his hobby was building papier-mâché models of his coworkers and blowing them up. I also received more than one email from various gentlemen asking me if I had any interest in dressing up as a Star Trek character. Hence, I've been a bit wary of meeting people over the Internet ever since.
I'm not suggesting you find friends online — just your accommodation.
Sure, it's not very sexy and adventurous to book your hotel ahead. Many world-weary backpackers will just show up in town and find a place to stay once they get there. This fly-by-the-seat-of-your-pants style of procuring accommodation can be really fun if you're one of those people that likes dragging your luggage up and down back alleys… or if you're one of those people that doesn't mind the prospect of camping out should you not find a place to stay. It's also not so bad if you're with a friend who can help you drag luggage and keep you company when your makeshift campsite on the sidewalk is overtaken by monkeys and hobos.
I, on the other hand, prefer the peace of mind of knowing that I'll have a place to stay once I arrive at my destination. I also really hate dragging my luggage… and have absolutely no confidence in my ability to ward off attacking hobos. I've found that hotels that allow you to book online tend to attract like-minded individuals. My fellow hotel guests are usually not the cool backpacker type, more like the older, wiser, scared-of-monkeys type.
Before leaving the guesthouse in Cameron Highlands (a guesthouse that does not accept online reservations), I made sure to book my hotel in the historic town of Georgetown before I left. The hotel proved to be a tired, dingy affair reminiscent of motels found in the American Midwest in the Sixties. There were no European backpackers smoking cigarettes in the lounge. No one smelled of patchouli. Not a single person was wearing harem pants. There was absolutely nothing "atmospheric" about it. I
n the breakfast room on my first morning, there were three other single travelers sitting at tables for one. Each of them looking slightly more desperate and depleted than the other. One guy was diligently tapping away on his laptop. Another was fiddling with his iPhone. The third guy stared intently at his toast.
These were my people.
I smiled my "I'm a nice person" smile at the Toast Guy, a scrawny fellow with long stringy blond hair and a wardrobe of black. He smiled back. It was like we just shared a secret handshake or something. While I didn't end up making any new friends at that hotel, I did feel a lot less lonely and like I wasn't the only person traveling solo in this world.
I had better luck this weekend when I checked into my pre-booked guesthouse on the beach of Batu Ferringhi. Shortly after checking in, I met a friendly, Australian mother of two who was traveling on her own for the first time. We both swapped travel stories. I told her I'd just spent a month working on a Malaysian sailboat; she told me she hadn't left the hotel in two days. I knew instantly we were going to be friends.
Just Get Out There
If you're single or have ever spent any portion of your life being single, then you're probably familiar with the following dating advice: "Just get out there." Doled out by advice columnists and well-meaning paired-up friends, this advice is logical and straightforward enough.
After all, it is difficult to meet new people when you're sitting on your couch (Trust me, I have tried… oh, how I've tried!).
Yet, as logical as this advice may be, I've never had much luck with it. After all, I am "out there" (admittedly, in more ways than one) all the time. Sure, I brag about the hours I can spend couch-bound, but the truth is that I do spend a lot of time out of doors doing stuff. And, yet, after thirty-four years of being "out there", I have spent the majority of those thirty-four years being single.
Heck, last week, I couldn't even meet someone willing to talk to me — and I was "out there" all the livelong day ("out there" eating bacon, "out there" smiling desperately at other guests, "out there" eating more bacon, "out there" hiking, and "out there" eating yet another pile of bacon).
But, this week, I'm glad to report, being "out there" worked!
On Monday, I was torn between spending the evening holed up in my dingy hotel room in my pajamas with my usual assortment of potato chips and chocolate or heading to the nearby hawker center for an actual meal. In a rare move, I chose nutrition over my pajama pants.
As I was sitting at a plastic table in the hawker center, scarfing down my fried noodles (okay, maybe not that much nutrition), I heard someone calling my name. I looked up from my chopsticks to discover in front of me two people that I had met at a friend's wedding a couple years ago. I had no idea they were in Malaysia; they had no idea I had bailed on my boat-building gig. They joined me for dinner and, then, we spent the next two days touring the city together.
After I bade them farewell on Wednesday night, I was walking down the street, heading back to my hotel when a guy on his motorbike pulled over and asked me for directions (because it always makes sense to pull over and ask the white girl who is obviously not-from-around-here for directions). Pretty soon he was asking me to join him for drinks. I thanked him for the offer, declined and walked on.
See?
Apparently you can meet people just by getting off your couch or leaving your hotel room and going "out there."
Who knew?
(Although this doesn't mean I haven't entirely given up on my Couch-Bound Method To Meeting the Man of My Dreams. I think I just need to spend more time finessing my approach… and maybe order in a lot more. After all, I've always liked a man in uniform — particularly a Domino's Pizza uniform!).
Seek Professional Help
On Thursday, my friends had left and I had yet to stop any more motorbike traffic, so I was feeling lonely again. I was also feeling in desperate need of a haircut. I figured by heading to the salon, I might be able to get my much-needed haircut and maybe even make a new friend… or at least find someone who would feel obligated to listen to me prattle on for about half an hour.
At a salon in the nearby mall, the receptionist explained I could either have a haircut by a "Senior Stylist" for thirty ringgit (about ten dollars) or someone called a "Creative Stylist" for ten ringgit less. Figuring it never hurts to budget, I opted for the latter option.
Besides, I like to think of myself as the artsy type. The "Creative Stylist" sounded like someone who could really, you know, get me.
After settling into a chair, the "Creative Stylist" popped up behind me. She was sporting an asymmetrical haircut and blue-green eye shadow. She looked to be all of sixteen years old and surely weighed less than fifty pounds.
I started to seriously doubt whether we would be BFFs.
I pulled my hair out of the clip that has been holding it back for the last three weeks, and she started poking at it with a comb and a bewildered look on her face. "Why you don't dye it?" she asked. "You have very many grey hairs."
Yep, we were definitely not going to be buddies.
During the course of the haircut, she continued lamenting on the sorry state of my hair. Not only did I have too many grey hairs, but my hair was also too dry, too fine and "too dark color." As she continued her commentary, her hands were busy at work snipping and scrunching.
As my hair got shorter and shorter and my self esteem lower and lower, I desperately hoped for an end to this: my private hair appointment in Hell.
After lopping off a few stray bits in back, she pulled out a giant diffuser and started blow drying my hair (the hot air only helping to add to the Hell-like feeling of the entire experience). At this point, my hair started to puff up and expand until it was roughly the size of Texas and the texture of cotton candy.
Noticing that she was only making things worse, she finally gave up and asked me if I had a clip that she could use to pull my hair back with. I gratefully grabbed the large hair clip from my bag. She sneered at it and deemed it was "no good." "Maybe you can buy a nice one later… or maybe you buy a headband?" she suggested.
Judging from the state of my hair, I was thinking of something with a bit more coverage — like a headscarf or a burka.
After she finally released me from the chair, I ran back to my hotel room and locked myself in. I wrapped a bandana around my head just in case someone might spot my frizzed out, fluffy head in the hotel room window and mistake me for the Bride of Frankenstein or a monster-sized pomeranian.
I spent the rest of the night camped out on my hotel room bed, eating potato chips and chocolate, and watching DVDs. After a week of being social, I was grateful to be solo again.
You see, making friends can be great, but sometimes it's nice to have some alone time.
After all, when you're alone you don't have to share your Pringles.
And no one's around to ask you what the heck happened to your hair.
unbrave girl on a shoestring: how to get your travel budget back on track
Budgeting is a lot like dieting.
They both take commitment and hard work.
They both require you to deprive yourself of many of the things you dearly love.
And they both make you really annoying to hang out with. No one wants to go out for nacho night with the girl who's going carb-free this month (Trust me, I banned myself from eating carbs for the entire month of January 2008. By February, I had lost twenty pounds and every friend I ever had. Heck, even I wanted to stop hanging out with myself!).
Likewise, nobody wants to go out for drinks with the girl who's making math fractions on the cocktail napkin to figure out her fair share of the margarita bill (And, God forbid, she opt for the cheap margaritas made out of Sprite and lighter fluid because she's "on a budget". That girl will be banned from the invite list to Habańero Happy Hour for the rest of her life!).
Seeing as both budgeting and dieting tend to make me cranky and friendless, I try to avoid them. But, every once in a while, I get a bit carried away (usually while under the influence of tequila or a pending new year), and I convince myself that I am one of those people who actually has willpower.
Right before I started out on this trip, I gave myself a strict monthly travel budget. Calculated on a salsa-splattered placemat while at a Mexican-themed going away party, my budget was based on the little bit of money I had saved up, divided by the number of months I planned to travel and then multiplied by the number of margaritas I had drank that night.
In order to keep to my new self-imposed financial plan, I knew I'd have to be careful with my spending. I bought a mini-notebook where I could record all my daily expenses. I had heard this was a good way to keep track of your purchases so you know where all your money is going. Usually, I like to just blame pickpockets or money-thieving elves when my money disappears, but this whole notebook thing seemed like a much more technical method.
I did a surprisingly good job of writing down all my purchases and keeping to my budget during the first two months while I was cat-sitting in Thailand… probably because I had little to do aside from scribbling in a mini-notebook and talking to cats. Plus, there wasn't too much to splurge on where I was living in Chiang Rai. There were no malls or Mexican restaurants. If I really wanted to splash out, I might make the trek into town and buy myself something pretty (like a donut… or five).
Then I moved to Malaysia to volunteer, where I found better things to do than writing down how much I spent everyday — like talking to people instead of cats.
Besides, there wasn't much need for me to jot down my daily expenditures while I was volunteering on the rice farm or on the sailboat as there were very few expenses to write down. All my meals were paid for, my accommodation was provided and any extras (like a shiny new garden trowel or a brand new can of paint thinner) were on the house (or on the boat, as the case may be). As both of these gigs were located far from malls or donut shops, there was also very little for me to splurge on.
But, after leaving my boat-building gig three weeks ago, I've been on the road and have had to foot my own bill for my food and accommodation (not to mention, any miscellaneous garden tools that might strike my fancy).
Since then my budget has gone off track — and not just a bit off track, but more like in-a-totally-different-continent-off-track. While I've been traveling through Malaysia, judging from the amount of money I've been going through, my budget has been hanging out in Paris… possibly with Paris Hilton… on a private yacht.
Sure, Southeast Asia can be really cheap if you don't mind shacking up in a hostel and restricting your diet to a measly three meals a day (none of those meals being of the liquid and laced-with-tequila variety). But it can also be really expensive if you like to splurge on the occasional five-star hotel room or a margarita the size of Kansas.
So in order to get my budget back on track (or at least in the same continent), I've come up with a few quick, cost-cutting tips to help me cut back on my everyday travel expenses without making me feel too cranky… or reducing me to that sad, pathetic girl who's busy converting currencies on her cocktail napkin.

Cheap Sleeps
I love hotels. Nice hotels. Hotels with crisp, clean, white sheets and cable TV and room service. Hotels with daily maid service and newspapers delivered to my door. Hotels with both a shower and a bathtub (because I like keeping my options open).
Some people dream of one day owning a home of their own. I dream of one day living in a hotel — preferably one that will allow me to wear my hotel bathrobe to the breakfast buffet.
The problem with nice hotels, aside from the fact that they usually, as a rule, do not allow you to wear your bathrobe to breakfast (even though the bathrobe is a fair bit cleaner and more fetching on you than any clothing items you currently own), is that they cost money.
A lot of money.
Money you could be using to keep yourself fed for the next couple months or to help you buy a plane ticket home. (Rather than, say, crafting a water-bearing vessel out of styrofoam peanuts and goatskins, plopping it on the Pacific Ocean and pointing it in the direction of North America… which just so happens to be my current get-myself-home plan).
Should you be a luxury hotel lass like myself, I'd recommend you work your way slowly towards the big, bad world of budget accommodation. There's no need to book yourself a bunk in a shared hostel dormitory right away. You're going to need time (and, should you be over the age of twenty-five, possibly a time machine) to get yourself to the point where you're willing to share your room with ten strangers.
After shelling out for super fancy hotel digs in Kuala Lumpur for a weekend (and, yes, room service was involved), I've been staying in a number of budget guesthouses all of varying degrees of budget.
For less than ten dollars a night, I stayed in what appeared to be a converted silo in the Cameron Highlands. While my room lacked amenities like air conditioning, a private bathroom and electrical sockets, it did have it's very own, unique built-in entertainment system. The walls, which I imagined had probably been fashioned out of discarded cookie boxes, were so thin I could hear every word uttered or plastic bag crumbled in the neighboring rooms. Who needs cable TV when you can listen to your neighbors having intimate conversations… at three o'clock in the morning… in French?! (Followed by them waking up at six o'clock in the morning to pack away their collections of plastic bags).
I splurged a bit more while in Penang and opted for twenty-dollar-per-night rooms with air-conditioning, en suite bathrooms and walls made out of actual building materials.
After almost two weeks of AC and my own personal shower, I felt I was ready to re-enter the world of basic, budget, shared-bathroom accommodation. This weekend, I'm in a tiny, ten-dollar room at a backpackers' guesthouse in Langkawi. The room's furnishings include a single bed, an electric fan and a window which faces a small dark alley occupied by the dripping air conditioning unit of the neighboring "Kung Fu Live" Chinese seafood restaurant — which means my room reeks of mildewy dampness and, occasionally, sweet and sour shrimp.
Maybe it's because I've gradually worked my way up (or… err, down) to this point, but I don't seem to mind my dingy digs that much. My room is clean, the guesthouse staff is friendly and no one seems to care when I show up to breakfast in a tattered sarong and a baseball cap. (It's no hotel bathrobe, mind you, but I'd like to think it's a look I'm managing to pull off with a certain level of aplomb).

Bargain Bites
While I am a sucker for high class hotels, I'm more than happy to fill my gob with cheap eats. It helps that I have a palate that tends towards deep-fried and served-on-a-stick rather than refined and served-on-bone-china.
There is definitely no shortage of night markets and hawker centers where you can feast on the cheap in Malaysia. Not only can ordering your meal from a cart manned by a guy in a plastic apron covered in grease and goat blood be a money-saving experience, it can be also be a once-in-a-lifetime experience!
For example, at a night market in Penang, I dug into a plate of a popular dish called pasembur. It was piled high with deep-fried odds and ends covered in a thick gooey red sauce. The odds and ends turned out to be deep-fried fish sausages (the one and only thing on the planet that does not taste better after being deep-fried) and the sauce, I learned, is made from sweet potatoes, ground nuts and chili paste. Now, I ask you, when on Earth am I ever going to have that experience again?! (Please, dear God, I'm hoping never!).
Another way to eat on the cheap while on the go is to opt for self-catering. Wait, wait, don't get too excited. While self-catering sounds fancy and like it might involve getting your very own hotel-room waiter who comes complete with a tray full of cocktail wieners and white wine spritzers, I assure you it is nothing nearly as exciting. Self-catering is just fancy travel-talk for grocery shopping. (Yeah, I know, ho-hum, right?!).
My usual self-catered "meal" consists of potato chips. For extra nutrition, I might add some fruit (or maybe a Cadbury's Fruit & Nut bar… you know, for protein. After all, it's important to keep your strength up while traveling!).
This week, since my guesthouse allows you to use their kitchen and fridge, I decided I'd attempt to buy a few healthy options for breakfast, so I stocked up on yogurt and Special K. This seemed like a good idea until I sat down to breakfast one morning across from my dining companion, a friendly, German girl I had met on my first day in Langkawi. Her breakfast consisted of a stack of chocolate chip pancakes with a side of Nutella. Let me just explain: these were CHOCOLATE CHIP PANCAKES… with NUTELLA. If heaven had a scent, it would smell like those pancakes. As she dug into her delightful, chocolatey breakfast, I eyed my tiny plastic yogurt spoon and wondered if I couldn't use it to take her down and steal her pancakes.

Twopenny Transportation
Sure, public transportation is cheap in Southeast Asia, but you know what's cheaper?
Walking!
Walking is the best way to save some cash and work off a few of those Nutella pancakes you just ate (and, you know, get a jump start on your escape from the law after your new guesthouse friend calls the police on you for assaulting her with your yogurt spoon).
Plus, you get to have all kinds of experiences while walking to your destination that you might not otherwise have while cooped up on a bus.
While I was in Kuala Terengganu, I decided to hike the five kilometers from the city center to the city's main attraction, the Taman Tamadun Islam Civilisation Park (the world's only Islamic theme park!) rather than taking the tourist bus.
After trudging along for a couple hours, I accrued a whole host of experiences I never would have had while taking public transportation. For example, some fisherman invited me aboard their fishing boat (or at least I'm pretty sure that's what they were doing through their series of hoots, wolf whistles and wild gesticulations in my direction). Although this was awful sweet of them, I declined their offer and carried on with my stroll.
I also received a number of honks from passing cars, a blister the size of a chihuahua on my left foot and a second-degree sunburn on my forehead. I ask you, when's the last time you got a blister from sitting on the bus?! (Wait… nevermind. Don't answer that).
Short on time (and sporting some seriously sore muscles and an oddly aching hip), I decided to grab the tourist bus back to the city after my time in the park. The bus cost me a whopping two ringgit — which is like seventy-five cents. Phew, it's a good thing I saved myself the fare on the way going there! After all that's seventy-five cents I can put towards my next deep-fried dinner or maybe hip replacement surgery.

The Unshopping Spree
One surefire way to save pennies while traveling is to stop buying souvenirs. After all, memories last a lifetime… and that handbag fashioned out of sequins and coconut shells won't. Sure, it's hard to resist the siren call of shiny, pretty things… especially when all those shiny, pretty things are so cheap (and made out of coconut shells!).
But you can easily resist the urge to shop until you drop, if you remember a few basic principles:
1. You don't own a house. Your current "home" is a twenty-two inch carry-on bag. Last time you checked your luggage wasn't in serious need of a pair of hand-carved, candle stick holders in the shape of the Hindu god of destruction.
2. You have hips the width of Texas. That floaty sundress the size of a handkerchief will never fit you. And if it does (by some miracle of man-made fabric), you still shouldn't buy it… just saying.
3. Admit it. That adorable, silver pendant that you just picked up and are staring longingly at, and are telling everyone would make a perfect gift for your mother will never ever be handed over to your mother. You will keep it for yourself. When your mother compliments you on it, you will feel only a slight tinge of guilt… followed by a smile, after which you will say, "Thank you. I was going to buy you one… but they, uhh, ran out."

What To Do When You're Down & Out
The cost of museum admissions, group tours and day trips can really add up. As you plug the costs of all these excursions into your travel budget spreadsheet (or on to your beverage napkin… depending on how you like to do your calculations), it's important to remember that the best things in life are free.
You know what's also free?
Nothing!
That's right — you can do absolutely nothing and it won't cost you a dime!
Of course, it's easiest to do nothing when you're in a location that offers very little to do.
This Thursday, I arrived in Langkawi, a tropical island off the northwestern coast of Malaysia. The island houses a handful of waterfalls and caves, an aquarium, a cable car (which is closed at the moment), a couple wildlife and agricultural parks, a half-dozen duty-free shops and something called "The Field of Burnt Rice" (which one tourist brochure honestly describes as "a very, very low-key tourist attraction and it won't be tragic if you miss it.")
The number one attraction of Langkawi are the beaches, where you can lounge around and do nothing at all (or, if you're like me, you'll get a sunburn on your first day… making your dark guesthouse room your number one attraction).
Should you be one of those people that feels like you should actually be doing something while you're traveling but still want to save some cash, I recommend signing up for the cheapest trip option possible. Usually there's a reason why this trip is cheap — and that reason will remind you of all the benefits of doing absolutely nothing.
On Saturday, my new German friend and I signed up for a four-hour "Island Hopping" boat trip. The trip, which cost a mere eleven dollars, promised a chance to visit a freshwater lake, see eagles feeding and a stop at the "secluded beach" of Beras Basah Island.
What the brochure didn't mention was that the freshwater lake was housed on the same island as a herd of roving, indignant monkeys, whose favorite activity was attacking tourists, particularly those carrying snacks and soda bottles. As soon as our boat landed at the dock of the island, the monkeys rapidly descended upon any tourist carrying a plastic bag full of goodies… or anyone smelling suspiciously of cookies.
Rather than spending a relaxing hour dangling my feet in the lake and snapping photos of the foliage, I spent the hour listening to the screams of my fellow tourists being attacked by monkeys and guarding my backpack with the ferocity of a pit bull.
What the brochure also didn't mention was that the island-hopping tour is an incredibly popular tour (probably because it's so cheap), so that at any given time there are about twenty boats packed full of twenty tourists doing the exact same tour. When we showed up at our last stop at the "secluded beach," the beach was packed with approximately four hundred other "island hoppers" (not to mention a couple dozen monkeys). In addition to the throngs of tourists, a water sports company had set up a parasailing operation in the middle of the beach and jet skis zoomed off the shore.
As my friend and I sat on a beach mat trying to avoid monkey attack or being landed on by an errant parasailer, we watched the madding crowd.
While the scene was not idyllic, it was definitely entertaining.
Children were screaming and splashing and building sand castles. Big groups of adults lounged in the shallow end of the water. Families were picnicking on potato chips and dried squid as monkeys looked on (and waited to pounce). A girl in a skimpy bikini practiced her model posing as her boyfriend snapped countless photos of her. An elderly gentleman dangling from the parasail whooped and swung his legs gleefully as he was lifted abruptly in the air. A middle-aged Chinese woman walked by wearing a bright, purple t-shirt that read "Buy More Heroin".
Yes, sometimes the best things in life are free…. and sometimes they only cost eleven dollars.
behaving badly: the unbrave girl's guide to unleashing your inner bad traveler

I tried to be a good traveler. I really, really did.
I did the off-the-beaten track thing for a grand total of five months: first in the jungles of Northern Thailand and then in Malaysia.
I self-butchered a chicken.
I became BFFs with a Malaysian rice farmer.
I ate noodles every single day for the entire month that I was working on the sailboat.
I hiked to the top of a tea plantation in tattered pants.
I've seen more temples than I can shake an incense stick at.
I tiptoed through a tour of an Unexploded Ordinance (UXO) field in Laos as our tour guide gleefully pointed out cluster bombs.
I've battled bed bugs, mosquitos, monster spiders, grasshoppers the size of France and wild dogs.
I shared a hostel dormitory room with four drunken twenty-somethings. (Okay, so maybe it was only for one night. But they were really, really drunk and I was really, really sober… and really, really old).
I've traveled by taxi, tuk-tuk, pickup truck, train, metro, motorbike, mountain bike, rubber dinghy, long boat, speed boat, jet ski, luxury yacht, budget airplane, mini-bus, local bus, overnight bus and "VIP" karaoke bus.
I've done the good traveler thing.
Sure, I holed myself up in a few hotel rooms until housekeeping showed up to throw me out. I had a couple meals that consisted entirely of potato chips, chocolate bars and Diet Coke. I went to the mall. I drank overpriced lattes. I had a tantrum in the middle of the Low Cost Carrier Terminal of the Kuala Lumpur Airport and was tempted to throw my luggage at a few airline employees.
But, overall, I've been really, really good.
Even though, at heart, I'm a bad traveler.
Exploring a new country and discovering a new culture is really great and all, but you know what also is really great?
Exploring cable channels! And discovering how long you can attach yourself to your couch before your pajama pants start to fuse to the upholstery! (Sounds pretty great, huh?)
One of my favorite things to do while living in Japan was to camp out in my living room while watching cable television or, should I be feeling particularly industrious, the entire DVD box set of Mad Men Seasons 1-3.
Occasionally, I'd rustle up enough energy and a proper pair of pants to shuffle my way to the grocery store, a short five-minute walk away from my apartment, to grab a bottle of wine and replenish my cookie supply.
Or if I was feeling neither the energy nor the desire to put on proper pants, I'd scurry to the beer vending machine on the nearby street corner.
Since taking up my new volunteer teaching job and moving into my own place in Chiang Mai three weeks ago, I've settled back into my old pattern of doing things. I don't have a couch or any DVD box sets these days, but I do have a pretty comfy bed and free cable TV. On most nights you can find me curled up on my mattress, downing a pile of Pad Thai, a can of beer and maybe a cookie (or twelve) while watching Law & Order.
When I do get out of my apartment, it's to go to work or to meet friends for lunch or drinks. I haven't read any guidebooks or brochures. I haven't been to any museums. I've only been to one temple in the entire three weeks I've been in Chiang Mai, and that's only because I happened to be walking past it… on my way to lunch. I've taken approximately three photos since I've arrived here, and two of those photos were of my breakfast (see above).
I know this is bad of me. I know I should be out exploring my new city. I know I should be discovering new things. I know I should be on a journey towards self-discovery… and not, say, a journey towards obesity and bed sores.
I know I'm a bad traveler because the Internet told me so. You see, there's no shortage of travel blogs and websites out there ready to dole out advice on how to travel and provide definitions on what is and what is not "good travel."
A good traveler is someone who researches her destination before she shows up and has memorized approximately thirty-nine essential phrases from her "Essential Phrase Handbook for the Good Traveler."
A good traveler eats food from carts pushed by toothless men and would never dream of going to Starbucks.
A good traveler makes friends with the locals and could easily ride for twelve hours in a rickety bus with a baby on one knee and a goat on the other.
A good traveler stays in hostels and truly believes a bed is merely a place to sleep (and not a place to watch endless episodes of Law & Order, eat all three of her meals and write long, whiny, self-involved blog posts).
A good traveler travels for the sake of traveling… and not, say, for the sake of whining.
A bad traveler, on the other hand, isn't entirely sure why she travels. She doesn't have a guidebook or a phrase book or a clue. She needs regular doses of chocolate, the Internet and tequila to keep herself sane. She spends more time interacting with Facebook friends and Twitter followers than she does with the locals and their goats. The bad traveler whines and pouts and threatens to throw her luggage (but only when the goats make her do it!). The bad traveler doesn't see a bed; she sees a bubble — a lovely bubble that comes complete with Internet access, cable TV and chocolate.
I know I should feel bad about being a bad traveler.
But, honestly, I don't.
I tried to be a good traveler; I really, really did. But much like my attempts to be a size eight or a responsible adult, things didn't work out so well for me. Judging from my past three weeks of activity (or, rather, lack thereof), it seems, bad travel habits don't die — they just get reincarnated. Maybe my being a bad traveler is just part of my nature, a kind of predisposed tendency, something I simply can't change — like the size of my thighs.
So why bother? Instead of fighting my inner bad-travel-girl, why not embrace her. (Well, maybe not embrace in the physical sense. After all, she's covered in cookie crumbs and beer stains and after three weeks of watching crime dramas she's started to snarl at anyone that so much glances her way.)
Maybe you, too, have an inner bad-traveler inside of you just dying to get out.
Isn't it about time you let her go free?
Here's how:
1. Stick to the beaten path.
Sure, off-the-beaten path is fine and dandy — for a couple weeks. But after five months of hanging out on the road untraveled, I was ready to trade my mother in for the convenience of a 24-hour convenience store… and a decent coffee shop… and a place that serves brunch… and maybe a margarita or two.
Let's face it: the well-traveled path is well-traveled for a reason — because it's awesome!
My apartment in Chiang Mai is located in the uber-hip, expat-friendly neighborhood of Nimmanhaemin, which is chock-a-block with trendy cafes, international restaurants, import shops and art galleries. I'm only a ten-minute walk away from an air-conditioned mall and a quick fifteen-minute bike ride from the bustling night markets and ancient temples of the Old City.
But, honestly, unless I'm meeting friends in town, I don't stray too far from my neighborhood. In fact, I don't even stray too far from my building. At the intersection in front of my apartment complex there are two convenience stores, a cafe that serves all-day breakfast, a smoothie shop and a Mexican restaurant. As far as I'm concerned, this is what an intersection in heaven would look like!
2. Don't blend.
When I lived in the UK, I tried desperately to look like one of the locals. It helped that I was naturally prone to pastiness like most Brits. I took up wearing scarves knotted jauntily around my neck and polyester tops from the Top Shop. I bought a pair of platform shoes I could barely walk in and started saying things like "dodgy" and "posh." Should I have had a few pints, I'd break out in an accent I had practiced while watching endless episodes of East Enders (Back then I didn't consider my penchant for watching television programs in a marathon-like fashion a form of "bad traveling." Instead, I considered it research).
While living in Brazil, I took up wearing spandex pants and tight tank tops. I listened to Brazilian pop music, watched Brazilian soap operas and even feigned a mild interest in soccer. Briefly, I imagined I was a good dancer.
Living in Asia is a different story. I don't look Asian. I don't fit into any pants sold in Asia. I don't understand Asian TV. There's really no pressure for a white girl like me to blend in.
I wouldn't even say I look much like the other tourists in town. Because of the artsy, chilled-out vibe of the city, Chiang Mai tends to attract the young, hipster, backpacker types who prance around barefoot in harem pants and dreadlocks. I, on the other hand, am not capable of prancing (due to a bad knee) or doing the barefoot-in-public thing (due to basic common sense). I don't own harem pants, and dreadlocks just give me the heebie-jeebies.
My wardrobe, these days, usually consists of a plain t-shirt, one of the two pairs of pants I haven't managed to rip a hole in (yet) and a pair of flip-flops. After three weeks of washing my clothes in a bucket, I have reached a permanent state of rumpled. Rather than looking like a hipster, I just tend to look homeless.
3. Eat whatever you want. Even if that whatever is a cheeseburger.
I love Thai food. I love food sold from carts by toothless men. I love trying new things… especially if those new things happen to be deep-fried or sausage.
But you know what I also love? Cheeseburgers!
Sure, eating cheeseburgers may not sound all that adventurous, but who says having a cheeseburger can't be an authentic cultural experience? Just the other day, I sidled up to the burger joint across the street from my apartment building and ordered a cheese and beef burger. What the menu failed to mention was that this was a cheese and beef and tartar sauce burger. When the burger came out, the measly pink patty was smothered in a thick smear of the stuff. Maybe the menu failed to mention the tartar sauce because in Thailand all burgers are served with tartar sauce? Maybe the locals would never dream of eating a cheese burger any other way? Maybe I need to find a new burger joint?
I won't say that my tartar sauce cheese burger tasted very good, but it certainly did taste different. And isn't that what travel is all about: trying something different? (Mind you, next time I'm in the mood for something different, I'll be heading to the toothless guy manning the deep-fried sausage cart down the street).
4. Don't speak the local language.
I know exactly four words in Thai: "hello" (sawasdee kha), "thank you," (kobkun kha), "chicken" (gai) and "white person" (falang). Despite my rather limited vocabulary, I regularly get confused. I often say "hello" when I mean "thank you" or vice versa. (Although, I suppose it could be worse. I could say "white person" when I mean to say "chicken"… or vice versa.)
I've never been particularly good at learning languages. This is not because I lack some inherent language learning ability, but because I'm lazy. The only language I've managed to pick up with any skill was Portuguese. The simple reason for this is because Portuguese is sexy. I mean, have you heard this language? It can make mundane things like "trash" (lixo) and "I'm bored" (Estou chateado) sound sexy. Who wouldn't want to try a little harder to learn a language like that?
After three years of living in Japan where my Japanese knowledge could be described as pathetic at best and the last seven months of traveling through countries where I didn't speak any of the language, I can honestly say that my lack of ability to communicate or comprehend doesn't bother me all that much. In fact, I often prefer being in the dark. It's kind of pleasant not knowing what most people are talking about. I can imagine they're talking about something exciting and glamorous rather than something boring or downright disgusting.
On my first trip back to the States after having been in Japan for two years, I was on the shuttle bus from the airport, when I was treated to a conversation between the couple next to me. As I sat there fidgeting with my carry-on and pretending not to hear what they were talking about, they launched into a rather explicit discussion about their, ummm, intimate plans for the evening. The next day I was standing at the counter of a drug store, when I found myself listening to a detailed description of my fellow customer's messy bout with diarrhea. During both of these overheard exchanges, I remember thinking, "Don't these people know I can understand them?!"
I'd much rather use my imagination rather than my language comprehension skills to figure out what the couple next to me on the sidewalk or the cute waiter at my brunch place is talking about. I'd rather imagine the couple is talking about the intricacies of Eastern religion or ancient African art or Lady Gaga's meat bikini. I'd prefer the cute waiter be explaining his life philosophy or professing his undying love for me… rather than recounting a tale of explosive diarrhea. (Unless, of course, the waiter happens to be Brazilian — at which point, I'll be happy to hear whatever he has to say to me even if it has to do with his bowels!).
5. Hang out with other foreigners.
In the three weeks that I've been in Chiang Mai, the only locals I've managed to "meet" are the aforementioned cute waiter at my favorite cafe and the girl at the reception desk of my apartment building. They both have been very nice to me, but I doubt either of them will be calling me anytime soon to hang out.
Instead I hang out with other foreigners like myself. My coworkers are primarily Westerners. My students are immigrants from other Asian countries. My friends are fellow travelers I met on Twitter.
It's not that I don't want to hang out with the local Thai people. If the local people all got together and threw a big "Welcome to Chiang Mai" party for me, I'd totally go. But it's kind of hard to meet local people when you're only capable of having the following conversation in Thai:
"Hello. White person. Chicken? Thank you!"
Besides, since I'm only going to be in Chiang Mai for three months, I doubt any local people would be all that interested in becoming my BFF only to have me up and leave in a couple months. My foreigner friends, on the other hand, understand the capricious nature of friendships while on the road. They also understand English — which is good because that four-word conversation about white people and chickens gets pretty old pretty fast.
6. Love the bubble you're in.
I love having a neighborhood again. I love that I can get pancakes anytime I want. I love that the cute waiter at the cafe recognizes me. I love the sense of community I feel while hanging out with my friends. I love having deep in-depth conversations in English with my coworkers and students. I love going home at the end of a good day. I love having a home. I love my bed. I love my TV.
I'd like to say I feel guilty about being a bad traveler. But I'd be lying. I'm not a good traveler, but I still feel good. Maybe being a good traveler is much like being skinny or responsible — overrated and just not for me.
Getting Your Freak On: 4 Tips for Embracing Your Inner Weirdo

A couple weeks ago, I started running again — like on purpose. There weren't even any wild dogs chasing me or anything (which is pretty much the only reason why I did any kind of running last year).
Luckily, the campus where I'm currently living is surrounded by some lovely places to run — sprawling parks full of pretty pagodas and blossoming cherry trees. The weather lately has been gorgeous — spring-like and sunny (with only a hint of smog!).
Both of these factors have made my new regimen almost, dare I say, enjoyable. (Of course, my legs don't think so. My legs think this new running thing is stupid. They don't care about cherry blossoms and sunshine. They would like to spend more time with my couch. My legs also think that they look funny in spandex running pants — which they kind of have a point about, to be honest.)
Another enjoyable factor of my new fitness routine is that it gives me a chance to hang out with the locals. Of course, when I say "hang out with the locals," I don't mean I'm actually engaging in conversations or, you know, doing what the locals do. No, by "hang out with the locals," I mean "run by local people and watch their reaction." (Isn't that how you define "hanging out"?)
The reactions that I usually get from the local people whom I pass on my running route tend to fall into the following three categories:
a. Totally unperturbed: These people don't stare or point. They simply walk by me like seeing a white girl huffing and puffing in spandex pants in the park is no big deal. And, maybe, to them it is not a big deal. But it is kind of a big deal to me, so a little bit of fanfare would be nice, okay? I mean, do they even know what time I had to wake up to go running? It was, like, 6:00 AM — in the morning! Did you even know the world was alive at that hour? I certainly didn't.
b. Totally supportive: These people wave and smile. Sometimes they even shout out a friendly nihao. Should they be a gang of construction workers driving by, they may whistle, slow down their vehicle and yell enthusiastically in my direction. I'm not exactly sure what they're saying, but I'm certain it's something like, "You go, girl! We appreciate strong, powerful women such as yourself. May your running path be smooth, and your iPod battery be constantly charged." (Or they could just be saying stuff about my ass… either way, I feel their overall intent is one of encouragement.)
c. Totally freaked out: These people stop and stare. They look as baffled by the sight of me running as my legs feel by the act of me running. Should I try to smile at these people to prove to them that I am, in fact, human and not, say, a sign of the pending apocalypse, they will only look more confused. Should they be riding bicycles or motor vehicles of some sort, they may accidentally swerve and almost run me over.
The last reaction is definitely the most frequent. Admittedly, I am something of a spectacle. In the last few weeks that I've been running, I've only seen a handful of other joggers. There are plenty of people walking or riding bicycles, but running doesn't seem that popular in my neck of the woods. Plus, there aren't a whole bunch of foreigners where I live, either. And, well, there is the issue of my spandex pants.
This reaction should really bother me.
After all, who likes to feel like a freak?
Well, funny you should ask.
Because… I do.
Yep, that's right.
My name is Sally.
I am a freak.
And I like it.
Of course, I haven't always felt this way. Like most people, I spent most of my younger years doing everything I could to blend in. I tried to wear the right clothes — even if those clothes were never meant for a girl of my, ahem, stature. (Let's just say stirrup pants were never a good look for me… or, arguably, anyone… but especially me.) I joined sports teams despite having no hand-eye coordination. When my friends talked about grown-up, adult things like dating or alcohol or MTV, I had to pretend to know what they were talking about. If I had to answer a question in front of class or talk to boys, I would blush so violently that most people thought I had some kind of skin condition.
So what's the difference between then and now? Why am I fine with standing out when back then I only wanted to blend in? How have I become comfortable in my own skin? (Skin which, I'm proud to say, has been almost blush-free for twenty years! Nowadays, I only blush if I happen to be drinking red wine… or, ahem, talking to boys. Okay, so maybe I'm not completely cured.)
Well, funny you should ask.
I got advice, people.
That's right. Follow these tips and you, too, can embrace your inner weirdo. Are you ready to get freaky? (Don't answer that.)
Tip 1: Be born that way
This will probably require a time machine. Sadly, should you live in China, you are out of luck. China recently banned time travel. Yep, that's right. First, it was Twitter, Facebook and Youtube. Now, it's time travel. China bans all the fun stuff! What next, China? Cookies? Puppies? Unicorns? (Just you try, China. Unicorns won't let a little thing like a ban get in their way! Heck, they've been extinct for years ever since that little Noah's Ark mix-up, and that hasn't stopped them!)
You see, the best way to come to terms with your Inner Weirdo early is to simply be born weird. But, seeing as you've probably already been born, you'll have to go back in time to mess things up — maybe give yourself a tail or an extra ear.
Lucky for me, I was a freak from the get-go! You see, I was born a triplet. Do you know what the statistical odds are of that kind of thing? Do you? Because I don't. But I'm willing to guess it's crazy unlikely. (And, yes, "crazy unlikely" is a term used by statisticians everywhere.)
After thirty-five years of explaining to people that you were born a triplet, you get used to people staring at you like you're a freak of nature. Because, well, you are a freak of nature.
Tip 2: Teach
I've taught hundreds of students over the last twelve years.
I've had many great students — well-mannered, bright, intelligent, inquisitive, respectful and hard-working students.
Yet, honestly, it's the freaks that I remember the most.
In a good way, of course.
There was the girl who wore Little House on the Prairie dresses to class while all the other girls showed up in mini-skirts. There was the guy who arrived to class one morning with a blue Mohawk and a tattoo of an eyeball on his leg. And, possibly my favorite was the one who performed a puppet show when he was supposed to be giving an argumentative speech.
These students were maybe not the most popular or even the best students in the class, but they were, definitely, the most memorable ones. They're also the ones who tend to speak up in class more. They create the most interesting papers and most creative presentations. (I mean, puppets, people! Presentation gold, that is!). They make you laugh, and they make your day enjoyable.
But, most of all, they make you proud to be a fellow freak.
Tip 3: Give that whole fish-out-of-water thing (you know the one where you feel like one of those weird-looking fishes with the tentacle-eyeballs) a few more years.
When I first moved to Asia twelve years ago, I lived in a tiny fishing village in Northern Japan that didn't have many foreigners. I was stared at all the time. I stopped traffic. Once, I made a child cry. After a couple months, the novelty of being the town weirdo quickly wore off, and I spent a lot of time feeling hostile and angry. I also spent a lot of time locked in my house watching reruns of Full House. (Hey, don't judge. It was the only English language television program I had at the time. And, you have to admit, John Stamos is always going to be sexy no matter what context he's in.)
Now, after more than five years of living in Asia, the staring doesn't bother me as much. It's a part of my Asian life — like the language barrier and lack of a decent selection of cheese.
Tip 4: If you can't beat em, join em
You know when you were growing up and your mom told you not to stare because it was rude? Remember all those other things your mom told you were rude like snapping your gum and hoarding all the cake and hitting boys? Remember how you still used to do those things even after your mother told you not to? Remember why? Because it was fun, right?
Well, the same goes for staring. Staring is totally fun! You should really try it sometime! (But not if you're back in the States or somewhere where staring might get you knived. Trust me on this.)
After all, haven't there been times in your life when you've wanted to stare — like really, really wanted to — but you've thought, “No, I shouldn't do that. Staring is rude.”? Well, not in Asia, my friend! Go ahead, stare away! (Just make sure you're not riding any motor vehicles when you decide to do it.)
Nowadays, I stare all the time. If I see another foreigner that I don't know in my neighborhood, I stare. If I see someone eating something I've never eaten before, I stare. If I see someone wearing a sparkly fashion get-up that appears to be made out of tinfoil and rubber bands, I stare. If I see a block of cheese in the dairy case at my local grocery store, I stare. (And hope that it's not a mirage).
This morning, when I went running, I happened upon a group of teenagers dressed up as anime characters. A crowd had formed around them to gape at their hot pink wigs, Nutcracker-like jackets and French maid dresses.
I stopped for a minute to stare slack-jawed with the rest of the crowd.
I was baffled.
I was confused.
And, frankly, I was a bit miffed. After all, didn't these kids know that I was the main attraction at this park?
Super Sized Me: The Big Girl's Guide to Surviving Asia

It's not easy being big in Asia.
And not, like, big-in-a-famous kind of way, but big-in-a-we-don't-sell-your-size-here-so-don't-even-try kind of way.
I know what you're going to say — "But, Sally, you're not fat!" (You were going to say that, right?! RIGHT?!).
It's true.
I'm not fat… in America.
As far as Americans go, I'd say I'm pretty much average. Heck, I'm considered downright svelte in my hometown of Buffalo, where people like their food portions big and preferably deep-fried. Where I'm from, deep-fried chicken wings in chunky, blue cheese sauce are considered a light pre-dinner snack. (Mind you, when served with a side of celery, Buffalo wings effectively become a salad.)
Sure, I am not a dainty little thing. At best, I could be described as sturdy. I have one of those bodies that clings stubbornly to every calorie consumed as if it suspects a plague of locusts or a zombie apocalypse is just around the corner. I do not possess visible stomach muscles. Heck, I don't even possess visible ankles. (It's a hereditary thing. I come from a long line of Midwestern farm folk where sturdiness is vital for one's survival — you know, should one have to withstand cattle stampede.)
But I'm really not that big. (Well, not as big as you might suspect for someone who blathers on regularly about her couch and cookies and bacon.)
Sure, I gained some weight while I was traveling last year due to a slight shift in my priorities — namely, a shift from "attempting to eat reasonably and exercise regularly" to "attempting to eat every weird-flavored potato chip in all of Asia." (Hey, it was a cultural experiment!)
Still, I am no Godzilla. As you can see from the recent photo below, there's no way a girl of my size could trample Tokyo and devour innocent bystanders. There is simply no way. (Besides, I don't even like innocent bystanders. They tend to be stringy and poorly seasoned.)

(But I did devour those pancakes. Roawr.)
In Asia, though, I am big.
Frankly, after four years of being considered fat (when, I swear, I am merely robust!), there are some days when I dream of jetting off to some hearty Eastern European country where a girl of my stature might be considered normal — heck, maybe even possibly, desirable. (I have a feeling a girl like me would be quite popular in some of the rural Slavic nations, where being able to hold your own against stampeding livestock would be considered an asset.)
But, fear not, curvy ladies, Asia isn't all bad for us big girls.
I'm sure you've heard the horror stories — the unwanted comments, the stares, the almost impossible quest to buy pants.
But, really, it's not that bad.
You just can't believe everything people tell you.
Instead, believe what I'm about to tell you. (See, how easy that is?)
Size Matters
Sure, it can be a bummer being bigger than most of the female population of your country of residence (and, arguably, half of the male population, as well).
But being big has its advantages — especially in China. You see, Chinese people have, what I consider to be, a "can-do attitude" when it comes to the tasks of daily life, like shopping, taking public transportation and driving. By "can-do attitude" I simply mean that Chinese people believe you can do pretty much whatever you want.
Stand in line? What line?
Wait patiently while other passengers get off the train before you barge your way on? But then you might not be able to get a seat!
Allow pedestrians to cross the street before you charge through the intersection in your vegetable truck? Why would you do that? Just because the traffic light is red? How ridiculous!
Luckily as a big girl, I have bulk on my side. When someone tries to cut ahead of me at the checkout counter, I use my body like a human shield. When making my way through the crowds at the train station, I barge on through like a line-backer. And, that vegetable truck driver is going to think twice about attempting to run me over — after all, I'd do quite a number on his bumper.
What they don't know…
In America, I was that girl who cowered by her locker while getting dressed in the gym changing room. I would do this thing where I would change from my street clothes into my gym clothes without ever actually removing any clothes. And if I was at one of those gyms that didn't have shower curtains for the showers, I would opt to skip the shower all together and just spray myself liberally with deodorant.
Things changed when I moved to Japan — big time. One of my favorite activities was going to the public hotspring baths or onsens. Unlike in some countries, the public baths in Japan are totally swimsuit-free. That means you're naked… in front of a bunch of strangers… who are also naked. (Funny how that works.)
And I totally didn't care.
Why the big attitude change?
Well, I figured, there was probably a pretty good chance that most of my fellow strangers at the public bath had never actually seen a real live foreign person up close and naked before. This meant that they had no one to measure me against. So what if my thighs jiggled? They probably just figured all Americans jiggled when they were naked.
I also found myself doing a lot of other things in Japan that I probably would have never done in the States.
I began running races and even ran a full marathon — something I would have been way too self-conscious to do in America as I am a really slow runner. (In fact, I'm not sure I would call what my body does "running" — it's more like "an advanced stage of shuffling.") But in Japan I didn't care. After all, if I ran slowly, I figured the crowd would just assume all foreigners ran that slowly.
I also signed up for belly dancing classes, having never taken a dance class in my life. I was a pretty atrocious belly dancer (despite having the prerequisite belly), but, again, I didn't care. I was the only white girl there. My classmates probably figured all white girls dance like they're being electrocuted.
What these people didn't know, didn't hurt them — and, in fact, helped me. Ignorance really can be bliss, people. (And, onsens can be bliss, too. Seriously. I know what you're thinking — "I would never hang out naked in a hot tub with a bunch of strangers." But don't knock it until you try it, sister.)
If the pants fit…
Every great traveler has a quest.
Jason had the Golden Fleece.
Odysseus had Ithaca.
Moses had the Promised Land.
I have pants.
Personally, I prefer to just stock up on pants while I'm at home rather than braving the stores in Asia (and the smug shop attendants who will either insist they don't have your size or insist they do have your size — but act like selling pants in your size is a feat akin to peddling unicorns).
It's true that most shops in Asia don't sell much above an American size six. Mind you, it's not impossible to find clothes that fit you in Asia if you're bigger than that; it's just kind of a hassle. (I'm pretty sure Moses said the same thing about wandering in the desert.)
A lot of my friends here have their clothes custom-made as hiring a tailor in Asia can be quite reasonable. I haven't done this yet, as, personally, I find pants-shopping rather traumatizing, even in the States. I prefer to do this activity on my own with as little human-interaction as possible — you know, in case I need to cry or lash out at the hangers or scarf down an emergency bag of potato chips for energy.
I've had some success at finding pants in my size in clothing stores in Asia — but usually this requires my buying them with a label that has a few too many X's on it for my liking.
Not thinking that China would be much different from my shopping experiences in other Asian countries, I was rather shocked when I managed to find two pairs of pants in my size in Shanghai the other weekend. And they were in my real size —- not the fake, gross size that Asia made up for me.
So, umm, now that I've found pants, does that mean my quest is over? Like, can I go home now? Or does that mean I get a new quest? (My next quest better involve donuts; that's all I have to say.)
Sticks and stones won't break my bones (because my bones are kind of big)
One of the hardest things about being a big girl in Asia is putting up with the comments about your size. Usually these comments are not intended to be malicious or hurtful — they just kind of come out that way.
Once while teaching a lesson on descriptive adjectives in a writing class in Japan, the word "fat" came up. "Fat like you, Sally!" one of my students yelled from his seat. I'm sure he didn't intend to be mean — that's just the way it came out. (Likewise, I'm sure I also didn't intend to mark ten points of his grade point average — that's just the way it came out.)
During a hike in Northern Thailand, my Thai friend gleefully informed me, "You walk like Santa Claus." When I tried to explain to him that he shouldn't tell a girl that she walks with the grace of an obese man in a red fur suit, he was sincerely confused. "But I like Santa Claus," he responded.
While working on the Malaysian rice farm last spring, the rice farmer would often tell me, "You're not fat. You're big and strong — like a cow." This was yet another comment I am sure was not intended to sound as bad as it did.
There's really not an easy way to deal with these comments aside from pretending you don't understand what the person is saying (which, mind you, is quite difficult to do should the person be speaking in English). Just remember that the person making the comment probably didn't mean ill-will — after all, I'm pretty sure the rice farmer likes cows.
Prove everyone wrong… including yourself
When I completed the full marathon in Japan, it was one of the proudest moments of my life.
I never thought I could do a marathon.
Until I did.
You see, I had never been athletic growing up and had never thought I would be. I didn't do sports as a kid and the only game I was mildly good at in gym class was dodge ball as it required a certain level of cowardice to be successful.
I didn't start running until I was an adult — and, even then, I only did it because it was the only form of exercise I could do that didn't require a gym membership or expensive equipment or, say, hand-eye coordination.
When I finished the marathon, I got to prove wrong all the people who had looked at me doubtfully when I said I was going to do it.
But, even better than that, I got to prove myself wrong.
Being big (even if you are not big — just sturdy!), you are told there are a lot of things you can't do: run marathons, be a rock star, hang out in naked hot tubs, rock a bikini, be strong, be sexy, work on a rice farm, dance, find pants in Asia, wear short-shorts.
What if you found out you can do all those things and the only person holding you back was yourself? (Okay, and maybe your mom… because I'm pretty sure my mom would not approve of my wearing short-shorts.)
Wouldn't that be cool?
So fear not, my voluptuous female friends, Asia isn't all bad for us big girls.
Just as long as you don't believe everything you tell yourself.
Places (or "Been There, Done That, Probably Sat On a Couch")
This section includes the following articles:
unbrave girl's guide to traveling solo in japan

In the past two and a half years, I've temple-hopped through Thailand, jungle trekked in Nepal, spa-ed & Bintang-ed in Bali, shopped until I dropped in Hong Kong and eaten until I popped in Seoul… all of this by my little myself (well, not so little any more thanks to a bit too much jijim in Seoul… and a few too many nacho platters in the States this past summer… and, well, all those Mickey-shaped goodies in Tokyo Disney the other week).
But I've never once travelled solo in Japan until last weekend. I can't say exactly why I've never ventured alone in old Nippon. I know Japan and the language (well, enough to be able to coerce people into feeding me and giving me shelter). Japan is also a relatively easy country to get around due to their excellent public transportation and teeming tourism industry, especially compared to places like, say, backwoods Nepal where the favored mode of transportation is ox cart and elephant.
Additionally, as any Japanese native will tell you, Japan is a safe country. In the number of years that I've lived in Japan, the only dangerous situations that I've found myself in (like, sliding down that mountain face-first in Nagano… or waking up in a rice paddy in rural Toyama) were completely and totally self-inflicted.
In fact, if anything, Japan is trying to prevent me from inflicting so much danger on myself. Recently when the swine flu panic hit Kansai, train station attendants could be seen handing out sanitary hand wipes to passengers. When I hopped off the airport bus last weekend, the smiling, uniformed bus driver promptly handed me this packet decorated with a smiling, uniformed bus. After stuffing it in my pocket and forgetting about it for a day or two, I eventually fished it out to find out that it's a packet of band-aids (if only I'd had that after my run-in with the Nagano mountain!).
Needless to say, I don't remember any train station attendants or bus drivers in Thailand or Nepal worrying about my personal hygiene and safety. In fact, I was more likely to worry about their personal hygiene and safety. I got on more than a few buses or trains in those countries where I was pretty sure I contracted encephalitis just by sitting down (not to mention all the encephalitis I got from those ox carts and elephants!).
I usually take trips abroad by myself because I don't really have anyone to go with.
Either my friends don't have the same vacation time as me. (While I still whine that I definitely deserve more than one lousy month off in the summer and a few measly weeks off in the winter, I've heard some work places only dole out two or three vacation weeks a year… a year! The horror! How is anyone able to build up a proper tan with only 10-15 days of vacation time?! This is completely mystifying to me…)
Or they like to use their money to do frivolous things like save or make mortgage payments or donate to their retirement funds rather than something important like, say, invest in a poolside hotel room in Bali.
Or my friends claim to have things like spouses or kids or pets or houseplants that don't allow them to leave the country for one month and gallivant around Nepal on an ox cart. (Of course, I've told them they're welcome to bring their three-year-old or their cacti along for the trip, but they still seem to think this is a bad idea).
But I don't really mind as I am one of those people who actually enjoys traveling by myself. It allows me the freedom to do whatever I want to do… or, more likely, it allows me the freedom to do absolutely nothing and nobody has to know that I spent the entire day in my hotel bathrobe eating room service cheeseburgers and watching pay-per-view movies.
Usually when people find out that I'm traveling by myself I get the same reaction: “Wow! You must be brave to travel alone!”.
In fact, I'm not brave.
I'm just lazy (hence the hotel bathrobe and the pay-per-view).
I'm also hungry (I can tell you that that room service cheeseburger is not the only lunch I'd be eating that day!). One of the other joys of traveling solo is that no one has to know that you ate two breakfasts… and five desserts.
I'm also not very alone when traveling. Every country that I've traveled to by myself I've met plenty of other solo travelers… and, surprisingly, most of them were women.
While I can't find any statistics stating how many women travel on their own, The Gutsy Traveler website claims that 80% of travel decisions in America are made by women and 32 million single American women have traveled at least once in the last year. The awesomely titled site, “Ten Ways to be a Kick Arse Solo Female Traveler,” claims that women make up 50% of the backpacker and independent travel market. I'm sure more than a few of those ladies are hitting the trail on their own. Heck, I can't be the only woman who likes to eat her five meals a day undisturbed!
Probably the main reason why I haven't bothered to travel around Japan by myself is because up until now I haven't really had to. In Japan, I have been blessed to have friends who like to plan trips out of town and like to regularly invite me along. They would do things like research places to go, make reservations, drive me to and fro and help me order my dinner… all I had do to was show up and pay (it was a burden, but I managed!).
Unfortunately most of these friends have left Japan for other jobs in other locales, forcing me to either start planning trips on my own or find new friends — friends with cars, enough Japanese ability to order my dinner and preferably nothing pesky like budgets or houseplants or dietary concerns tying them down.
I'm still working on the finding new friends part (any interested parties can feel free to email me!).
But vacation does not wait for you to find new travel buddies (especially when your list of requirements for potential new travel buddies includes “must feel it's important to eat 5 meals a day while on vacation”).
Sometimes vacation just happens.
In my case, it just happened this past weekend. Due to the infinite wisdom of the Japanese government, I was unexpectedly granted a five-day holiday weekend. Entitled “Silver Week,” this smorgasbord of work-free fun consisted of two previously recognized national holidays. (Respect for the Aged Day and the Autumnal Equinox… both HUGE holidays in their own right, I'm sure! I mean it goes without saying that we must really have the day off of work to recognize one of the two days out of the year that the Earth is not tilted… and a day to recognize all the aged and in Japan there are a LOT of aged!) As this year the Respect for the Aged Day fell on a Monday and the Autumnal Equinox fell on a Wednesday, the government dubbed Tuesday the ever-important Kokumin no Kyujitsu (“Citizens' Day” or more appropriately “The Day In Between the Two Other Holidays Which We Will Now Make a Holiday for You, the Citizens of Japan”… but you just try putting that on a greeting card!).
And, hence, yours truly suddenly had five free days off of work and all of Japan to explore and nobody to call and beg into travel planning my trip for me. Well, there were probably people I could have called but I got the brilliant idea to take a trip at midnight one night two months ago after finding out about the holiday. And if you want to coerce people into being your new BTBF (Best Travel Buddy Forever) than you probably shouldn't call them at midnight to invite them on a trip and then inform them that they are in charge of your transportation… and hotel reservation… and ordering your meals.
I decided to take my first big girl's all-by-myself trip in Japan to Sapporo.
I picked Sapporo for a couple reasons. First, while I have to say I've been able to visit quite a lot of Japan, I've mostly kept my travels to the main island of Honshu. Sapporo is located in Hokkaido, Japan's northernmost island. By visiting Hokkaido, I could finally say I'd been to total of 3 islands in Japan; only 6,849 more islands to go! (Yeah, I was pretty shocked to find out Japan had so many islands. This summer I kept telling people in the States that Japan had 6 islands. Oops, my bad).
Secondly, Sapporo's big claim to fame is beer. In fact, Sapporo is the birthplace of Japanese beer as it was home to the first beer brewery in Japan which was founded in 1876. If you've ever been to Japan or even heard of Japan, you know beer is a pretty big deal here. Going to the birthplace of beer in Japan is about like going to Mecca… except a Mecca that serves beer.
Thirdly, Sapporo's other big claims to fame are dairy products and pork products. A city famous for beer, cheese and sausage?! Count me in!
I'm happy to report that my solo trip to Sapporo was quite the success! In fact, if success was measured in amount of calories consumed (as it truly should be), I'm pretty sure I'd be winning an award for my entire trip experience. Judging from my success, I think I'm qualified to hand out a few tips to lady travelers out there looking to hit the roads of old Nippon all by themselves.
So here goes: my girl's guide to traveling solo in Japan… no need to be brave, just be hungry!
Keep Busy
One of the top reasons people have told me they don't like to travel by themselves is because they're worried they might get bored. Luckily, Sapporo had lots of good tourist options to keep me busy during the day. I spent two days exploring the city, including some parks and a botanic garden, a shrine, some local landmarks and, of course, the Sapporo Beer Museum (the only beer museum in Japan!) and Beer Garden (decidedly NOT the only beer garden in Japan).

The other two days I spent taking day trips out of town. One day I went for a little hiking and onsening in Jozankei, a hot springs town in the mountains.

Another day I went to Otaru, “The Venice of Japan,” known so for its canal and hand-blown glass crafts… unfortunately, not for its Italian hotties and gondolas.

While it's easy to pack the days full of fun, there is always the question of what to do at night. I'm not really one of those people who feels comfortable going to bars and clubs by myself. And the pay-per-view options at my hotel were rather… shall we say… limited.
So I decided to keep myself busy by enjoying a game called “Make the Hotel Staff Hate Me” which was combined with the even more fun game of “Repack My Bags Every Morning.” This game began on my first day after checking in when I discovered I had been placed in a smoking room. Upon finding myself in the offending room, I promptly marched myself down to the lobby and had a rather shameless temper tantrum at the front desk. (Something I would have been way too embarrassed to do had I been traveling with someone — yet another perk of traveling alone is that you can be as ridiculously annoying as you want to be and you only have to worry about strangers hating you!) After my fit, the staff finally agreed to change my room. But because there wasn't one single non-smoking room available for all four nights of my visit, I would have to move out of my room every morning and move into a new room every single night. As you can imagine, this was both fun for me and the entire hotel staff!
Look Busy
While it's important to keep yourself busy so as to avoid feeling bored, it's even more important to appear busy so as to avoid looking pathetic. This is particularly important while dining. It may be quite easy to tromp through a Beer Museum looking purposeful and perfectly comfortable, but it's not quite so easy to keep up that appearance of purpose and comfort while hanging out at your table for one while everyone else is cozy and conversational at their tables for twos, threes and fours.

I recommend you bring along some reading material to keep you busy. Books are too bulky to fit in a hand bag, but tourist brochures are light, easy to carry, and incredibly informative.
For example, the brochure for Sapporo's Beer Museum informed me that the purpose of the museum was to inform visitors of “the way beer has enriched people's lives and the dream which beer creates for tomorrow.” So true that is! I can't even tell you how many dreams beer has created for my tomorrow!
Another brochure that I picked up at the Hokkaido tourist office, entitled “The Guide to Enjoying Your Trip to Sapporo, the Capital of Hokkaido, Even More Immensely,” was full of helpful Japanese phrases like “Where are the bath agents?” (Nyuyokuzai wa doko desuka?) and “I want you to mind my valuables” (Kichohin o azuketai nodesuga) and “This is comfortably hot water” (Ii yu dana). These are all phrases I really don't understand how I've been able to live without!

Make New Friends
Another benefit of traveling solo is that you do look pathetic. (Really, there are so many times that you can read that Beer Museum flyer before you start to space out, stare at the restaurant's ceiling and look like a total sad sack). But looking pathetic also means you look “non-threatening” which often makes people feel more comfortable to talk with you, especially in Japan where “I'm shy” is a national motto.
It doesn't matter if your entire comprehension of the Japanese language has been gleaned from the tourist brochure (oddly, “Where are the bath agents?” is not always appropriate dinner time conversation). Just keep on working your loser look and you'll have new friends in no time! If you're anything like me (and, God bless you if you are!), most of these new friends will be old men who will offer free potatoes and then magically disappear as soon as their wife shows up on sight. (Yes, this actually happened. Don't ask.)
My last night in Sapporo I finally managed to meet some friends my own age. I was sitting in a Korean restaurant, waiting for my jijim to arrive and trying desperately to not look too pathetic, when the three people next to me at the counter started throwing glances my way. These were glances full of pity one would usually reserve for orphans or three-legged ponies. I threw a couple pathetic glances their way and before I knew it I had been invited over to drink and finish dinner with them.
The trio, two sisters and a boyfriend of one of the sisters, quizzed me on why I was in Sapporo (my response: “to see another island in Japan, the beer and the food”) and why I was in that restaurant (my response: “the jijim“). The group continued to quiz me on how I could ever travel alone and how I could ever come into a strange restaurant by myself. “Aren't you scared? Aren't you lonely?” one of the sisters asked me. “You must be brave,” the other sister chimed in.
“No, not brave,” I said, “Just hungry.”
doing the group thing in melbourne

A few months ago after booking my trip to Melbourne, I bought The Rough Guide to Australia with every intent to read it and educate myself about the wonders that awaited me in Australia's second largest city.
As with most attempts to self-educate myself, my education began late and didn't last very long. I didn't bother to open the book until a week or so before my trip as I was quite busy with attempts to self educate myself on other matters much more pressing at the time. For example, one weekend I performed a crash course on the intricacies of forensic anthropology (not to mention workplace romance) by watching the entire Season 4 DVD set of Bones. And there was another weekend I felt it imperative to educate myself on the varying forms and functions of Christmas cookies. Of course, this education required lots of hands on experience (and by "hands on," I mean "put the cookie in your hand, move it to your mouth").
When I did finally open the book, I quickly found out that as far as wonders go, Melbourne has few. In fact, that's exactly what the book says; to quote: "Melbourne is a city of few sights…" This is maybe not exactly what a girl wants to hear about the place she has just booked for her next action-packed adventure.
Even finding the section in the guidebook on Melbourne takes some doing. It's tucked way, way, way in the back of the massive 1,159-page tome, somewhere after the sections on much more exciting sounding places like Mount Remarkable, Bungle Bungles and Wee Waa (admittedly, the book's description of Wee Waa as a "raw, dispirited town" is not that enticing but, shucks, just being able to say you've been to a place named Wee Waa should be enticement enough!).
Compared to the 141-page section on Sydney, the section on Melbourne is a paltry 71 pages. The section on Sydney gushes on; the city is described as "sophisticated," "cosmopolitan" and "exuberant." Meanwhile Melbourne is merely "pleasant" and "liveable."

I'm pretty sure if you hold the section on Melbourne up to your ear, you can actually hear the authors yawning.
While the book claims the city of Melbourne does not have much to offer the intrepid traveller, it assured me that Melbourne is "an excellent base for day trips." (I'm sure Melburnians would be happy to know that their city is being marketed to foreign visitors as the perfect place to visit and then promptly leave). But in order to get to any of these day trip locations one must either have a car or join a group tour.
As much as I liked the idea of renting myself a car (preferably something sporty and with an optional roof) and tooling around the countryside of Australia (while endearing myself to the locals and maybe a few hot bushrangers), I knew this was not the best idea for me. I consider myself a rather competent, cautious driver in the States; in fact, in the eighteen years that I've been driving I am happy to report that the only accidents I've gotten in have involved mail boxes (their fault entirely) and parked vehicles (okay, maybe some of those were my fault).

Despite my decent driving record, I am not confident when it comes to driving a car on the left hand side of the road… especially if there happens to be any mailboxes around.
Besides, the last thing I needed was to get myself stranded in the Outback without any food, water or hot bushrangers around to help me out, and I'd end up being forced to drink my own urine. While I hadn't read much of The Rough Guide to Australia, I had read Bill Bryson's book about Australia and this thing seemed to happen quite a bit in the Outback.
So with my two options being to either incur the wrath of the locals by taking out all of their mailboxes and end up stranded in a desert drinking my own urine or book a group tour, I chose the group tour.
To be honest, I was really not sure this was the best decision. You see, I'm not exactly what you would call a "group tour kind of person." Granted, I'm not exactly a "drink your own urine kind of person" either, but sometimes you do what you have to do. I prefer traveling at my own pace, and by "my own pace" I mean really, really slowly… with lots of time for multiple photographs of the same exact thing and hourly snack breaks and maybe some nap time… followed by more snack breaks and maybe a beer or two. Group tours are too rigid, too time-constrained and usually don't involve enough snack breaks.
Also, inherent with the name, group tours require that you travel in a group… of people… usually for eight or nine hours at a stretch. This is longer than most relationships I've had.

You see, in addition to needing lots of snack breaks, I also need a lot of alone time. Even when traveling with friends, I find it necessary to take some time out of the day to be by myself. I use this time to collect my thoughts, write a bit in my journal, read my neglected guidebook, maybe eat a few snacks or drink some beers, and flirt with a few bushrangers. When on a group tour, you can't exactly ask the bus driver to stop the bus so you can have a little "me time" on the side of the road.
But, again, seeing as my options were limited (read: drinking my own bodily fluids or group tour), I researched my group tour options (read: spent at least 20 minutes on the Internet) and picked a tour company that came well-recommended (read: somebody named "CozyBeavers" gave the company five stars on TripAdvisor).
And in a moment of overzealousness, I booked not one but two group tours. My first tour, a drive along Great Ocean Road, was scheduled for Monday; my second, a trip to Phillip Island, was booked for Tuesday.
Like many things I purchase over the Internet, this seemed like a good idea at the time.
Of course, when 7:00 on Monday morning rolled around this group tour thing no longer felt like a good idea. Upon arriving in Melbourne early on Saturday morning after a full twenty-one hours of travel and armrest wrestling with my fellow passengers, I had spent the day drinking my body weight in Australian beer at a cricket match with some friends. I had topped off the evening with enough wine and food and banana caramel pie to kill a wallabee.
Sunday was spent battling the summer sun and weekend tourists on the streets of Melbourne.
By Monday morning, all I wanted to do was sit in my dark, air conditioned hotel room, nursing a Diet Coke and watching cable TV. Needless to say, getting on to a mini-bus with twenty strangers seemed like a really, really bad idea.
This seemed like an especially bad idea given the early morning hour. In addition to not being a "group tour kind of person" or "drink your own urine kind of person," I'm also not what you would call a "morning kind of person." In fact, I usually abide by a strict policy of absolutely no social interaction before noon. I find this is really for the best for both me and anyone who may make an ill-advised attempt to talk to me in the wee hours of the morning… like say around 10:30 AM or so.
After boarding the mini-bus that was waiting outside of my hotel, it became quickly apparent that not everyone else on the bus had the same policies about early morning interaction as I do.
An Italian family of seven boarded shortly after me. Upon boarding the bus, the two middle-aged Italian women who appeared to be sisters spent the entire time chit-chatting animatedly amongst themselves in Italian. From the way these two carried on their discussion without stopping, I can only imagine that it had been years, possibly decades, since they had last seen each other. I wouldn't have been surprised if the two were twins who had been separated at birth and were using this group tour along the Great Ocean Road as a chance to catch up.
They chatted from the moment they sat down and all the way through the tour bus drivers' warning about snakes, sunburn, rancid meat pies and being late to the bus. Every once in a while the two women would decide to involve their other family members in their conversation. As their other family members were located in seats scattered about the mini-bus, this meant the women would have to yell fast-paced Italian over the seats while gesturing madly.
Have I mentioned that I also have a policy on no wild body language before noon, too?
In addition to disregarding my policy on early morning social interaction and animated gesticulation, it became quickly evident that the people in the bus also did not follow my policies on other important issues such as the making of bodily noises in public (and by "in public" I mean "directly behind my bus seat"), the wearing of too much cologne (and by "too much" I mean "so much perfume that everyone else on the bus can actually taste it when you walk by") and the playing of Beach Boys' music of any kind.
This last policy breach was made by the tour operators themselves, who seem to think that the facilitation of an enjoyable group tour could only come about by blasting the entire busload of people with cheesy, outdated music at 7:00 in the morning. Not only was this not appreciated on my part, I felt it was not even very nice. After all, one should not be on a group tour in Australia heading to the Great Ocean Road of Australia, one of the most scenic destinations in Australia, while listening to the Beach Boys croon, "I wish they all could be California girls." How do you think this makes poor Australia (not to mention all the girls of Australia) feel?!
After leaving Melbourne and before we hit the Great Ocean Road, our tour bus stopped at a number of scenic spots along the way including one of Australia's most famous surfing beaches, Bells Beach, the seaside town of Lorne and the popular beach resort of Apollo Bay.

The intent of these stops, I'm sure, was to charm us with the gorgeous beaches and quaint towns located along Victoria's Coast. But we only had about ten minutes allotted for each location, and our bus driver had made it abundantly clear that we were not to be late to the bus. I was pretty sure he had been joking when he told us he would leave us should we be late for our pickup times, but I wasn't about to find out if this was actually a joke or a good-natured Australian threat.
To make matters worse, each location was packed with about 10,000 other tourists also attempting to be charmed. Needless to say, it's quite difficult to be charmed when you're galloping down wooden steps as fast as possible to get to the beach to snap a few pictures before running back up the wooden steps to get to the bus on time.
It's even more difficult to feel charmed when you're doing this with a couple thousand Asian tourists, another thousand or so Australians on holiday, and an Italian family of seven.
It's damn near impossible to be charmed when you're doing all this with a full bladder as there is absolutely no time to stop at one of the public restrooms along the way.
Given all the early morning bus chit-chat, the strict time constraints and my incredibly full bladder, I was really not enjoying myself for the better half of the morning. I was also starting to regret my decision to book two days worth of group tours. I was pretty sure I wouldn't survive the first group tour without rupturing a major bodily organ or someone else's; I had no idea how I'd manage to survive Day 2.
I didn't start to perk up until after lunch (eaten in the darkest, quietest restaurant I could find), when we arrived at the Twelve Apostles, one of the main sights along the Great Ocean Road. The Twelve Apostles, which was formerly known as the Sow and Piglets until it was decided this name was not capable of attracting billions of tourists each year, is a collection of limestone stacks towering in the middle of the water. There are actually only eight or nine limestone stacks in the water (this all depends on who you ask), but I guess "Eight or Nine (Depending On Who You Ask) Apostles" does not have a good ring to it.

The Twelve Apostles definitely make for an impressive sight from land, but an even more impressive sight from the air, which is where I was going to be viewing them. In addition to booking my two group tours, I had also booked a helicopter ride over the Twelve Apostles. Like my many Internet purchases of the past (those two days of group tours or any pair of pants purchased on the L.L. Bean website), this seemed like a good idea at the time. Unlike my many Internet purchases of the past (including said pairs of pants), this did in fact turn out to be a good idea… a really good idea.

Of course, it didn't seem like such a good idea when the pilot was strapping me into the front seat of the helicopter. As he was shutting the door, he took the time to point out the emergency lever that I could use to open the door "in case of emergency." Opening the door seemed easy enough, but what I was supposed to do with myself after opening the door wasn't exactly apparent. There didn't appear to be any life jackets or parachutes or magic fairy wings onboard. Should we encounter an "emergency" onboard and I was able to open the door using the emergency lever, was I supposed to fling myself out of the open door and into the sea hundreds of meters below or was I just supposed to sit there and enjoy the breeze?!
Who was to know?
Luckily no emergencies were encountered on board, unless you can count the three heart attacks I'm pretty sure I suffered while the helicopter was in the air. But they were good heart attacks… good "omigod-I'm-going-to-plummet-to-my-death-but-check-out-that-amazing-view" kind of heart attacks. And if you're going to have a heart attack, I suppose flying around in a helicopter above some of the most beautiful scenery you've ever seen is the way to have one… or three.
After my front seat helicopter ride, I boarded the mini-bus in much better spirits. In fact, I actually smiled a few times. I even started chatting with other people on the bus. I'd hazard to say I was cheerful for the rest of the trip, which included two more stops at popular lookout locations along the Road as well as a quick dinner break.
By the time we arrived in Melbourne at nine o'clock at night, I was no longer regretting my decision to book the tours. I was even looking forward to my tour the following day. I was just sincerely hoping the tour would not involve Beach Boys' music of any kind…
Luckily, Tuesday's tour of Phillip Island started at the much more decent time of 11:45. When I boarded the mini-bus, I was considerably more cheerful and more caffeinated than I had been the day before.
I was also a couple minutes late.
This, unfortunately, did not make the bus driver very cheerful. To be honest, the driver, a different one from my previous day's tour, was not exactly the picture of Australian good cheer. In fact, he was more like the picture of Australian road rage. He was a nice enough guy, but I think he'd been spending a bit too much time behind the wheel of a mini-bus. It didn't help that people kept on showing up late to his bus. It certainly didn't help that I was the one who kept on showing up late, and I was the one who had to sit shotgun right next to him in the bus.
After getting confused about the pick up time and turning up a good five minutes late after our first stop at the Australian Garden, he was decidedly chilly towards me. I didn't even know Australians were capable of being chilly! Luckily, his chilliness was redirected when three British guys ended up overstaying their welcome by a whole ten minutes at the Koala Conservatory.

By the time we reached our final destination on our tour, the famous Phillip Island Penguin Parade, I was happy to get off the bus and away from the road raging driver.
Little did I know that I was walking into a much bigger rage; something I'd like to call Penguin Rage.
You see, the Penguin Parade, may sound all whimsical and delightful.The penguins themselves are quite whimsical and delightful. Officially named Little Penguins, the penguins on Phillips Island are the world's smallest penguins at only 1 kilogram a piece. And if you thought regular-sized penguins were cute, well, Little Penguins are downright adorable!
Each night at sunset they make their adorable little way from the ocean, across the beach and home to their sand dune burrows where they feed their adorable young or their adorable mates with the fish they caught while out at sea.

So each night at sunset about four thousand tourists descend upon the beach to sit on wooden bleachers and watch the Little Penguins march their adorable ways home. Outfitted more like a sporting event than a natural phenomenon, the Penguin Parade comes complete with three seating options (Standard, Penguin Plus or the exclusive Private Penguin Parade Experience), lights, security guards, ushers and even concessions.
The only thing you won't find are cameras; as the flashes from the cameras make the penguins throw up which then makes them unable to feed their young and mates.
The Penguin Parade might be whimsical and delightful if it didn't involve battling four thousand other viewers to see a few dozen penguins, each roughly the size and weight of a grapefruit. As it was, I've been to Muay Thai boxing matches where the crowds were more docile.
I had opted to sit in the Penguin Plus seats, which meant an extra $15 but promised "unrivaled views of the nightly parade." Despite showing up about two hours before the penguins were set to march, there was a number of seats already taken. I positioned myself in the middle of the wooden bleachers where I had been told I could get a good view of the penguins coming from both angles.
Within an hour, all the middle seats had been taken and people started filling out the empty seats at the edges. When latecomers began arriving a mere twenty or thirty minutes before the penguins were set to march at 9:00 PM, people were definitely starting to get disgruntled.
One mother brazenly sent her children, an adorable blonde-haired, blue-eyed bunch, up to sit at the front of the platform in front of the people seated on benches; the same people who had been sitting on those benches for two hours. These kids were taking up some prime penguin-viewing real estate, and people were not happy. Luckily, security was able to shoo the kids away before crowd descended upon them in full-on Penguin Rage.
When the penguins finally did make an appearance, the flared tempers subsided briefly as children enthusiastically pointed and grown adults cooed at the pocket-sized penguins waddling their adorable selves up the beach.
It was a warm, happy, whimsical moment.
But only a moment.
Right in the middle of the penguin's march, an eight-year old shot up and stood at the front of the platform. The woman next to me, the same woman who only moments before had been cooing and giggling over the cuteness of the penguins, snarled, "Someone should kick that kid in the head."
The woman in front of her, a mother with two small children, turned around, looked at the woman next to me with wide eyes. And then she said, "That's exactly what I was thinking."
Penguin Rage, people, it's real.
After watching the penguins for another 45 minutes or so, I made my way through the crowds to the mini-bus that was waiting for me.
Luckily, I was not late. In fact, no one was late. Maybe we were all scared of the road raging driver. Or maybe we all just wanted to get away from the unruly crowds at the Penguin Parade.
As I settled into my seat, I was happy I had gone on the group tours, but I was much happier that I didn't have any more group tours to go on. I could spend the rest of the week going at my own pace; a pace that would allow for a lot more snacks, beer and possibly a hot bushranger or two… and lot less rage and Beach Boys' music.
unbrave girl over the hill: contemplating life, death &pension plans in laos

I've been thinking lately that I may be a bit too old for this world travel thing.
Being in my thirties didn't seem all that ancient when I lived in Japan, where the average life expectancy is like a million years old or something. Heck, when I turned thirty in the States four years ago, I didn't feel all that old, either. After all, aren't the thirties supposed to be the new twenties?! If Carrie Bradshaw and the gang can get away with wearing day-glo tulle while in their forties, I can definitely get away with pretending like I'm twenty-two and jaunting around the world for a bit, right?
In fact, I didn't even feel all that old until about two weeks ago when I checked into the backpacker's hostel in Luang Prabang, where I was surrounded by kids who could have been my kids. (Well, that is if I had started having children when I was twelve years old… which is rather unlikely as I didn't even start dating until I was twenty. I was what my mother used to call "a late bloomer" and my brothers used to call "a big, fat dork".)
While I never felt particularly old in the States or in Japan, I can't help feeling more than a bit over-the-hill while on the road. Being surrounded by perky twenty-somethings on gap years can have that effect on you. Their idea of fun usually includes white water rafting, bungee jumping and the occasional recreational drug. My idea of fun involves napping — a lot of napping. These kids have ankle tattoos and dreadlocks. I have a bad knee (thanks to an Ultimate Frisbee accident back in the tenth grade) and lots of grey hair (thanks to bad genes and my general mistrust of Asian hair care products). These gap year boys and girls are just taking some time off between college and careers. I'm just… well… I'm just not sure what it is that I'm doing.
Most of my friends my age are married with kids, mortgages and stable careers. I, on the other hand, still haven't figured out how to talk to boys. I can barely get my own self dressed on a daily basis without throwing a tantrum. I'm not exactly sure what a mortgage is. The only word that could describe my career at this moment is "nonexistent." Some days I think maybe I should just give up on this silly travel thing and head back to the States to do something responsible and mature… like invest in a Roth IRA… or even figure out what the heck a Roth IRA is.
On my third night in Luang Prabang, after giving up on the hostel and checking into a quiet guesthouse down a subdued side lane more suitable for folks of a certain age (like, say, anyone over twenty-two), I decided to drown my self doubts and fear of pending senility with a Beer Lao and some night market food. As I was sitting at a long picnic table at the night market about to tuck into a pile of vegetables I couldn't recognize, two twenty-something American guys showed up at my table. Looking as if they had just stumbled out of some college frat party, they carried plates piled high with spring rolls and roasted chicken and clutched big bottles of Beer Lao in their hands. They looked hopefully at a gaggle of pretty French girls sitting at the opposite end of the table from me and tried to strike up a conversation with them. When the pretty French girls turned up their pretty French noses at them, the boys sat down at my end of the table and began talking to me and a New Zealander who was sitting across from me.
After we chatted for a bit, a young German couple whom the American guys had met on a bus earlier in the day showed up at the table and joined us. They had all come to Luang Prabang via Vang Vieng, a backpacker haven a couple hours north of Vientiane, known for its free flowing drugs, booze and inner-tubing. The town has been not so delicately described as "tourism at its worst" and "a nightmare." While many travelers in Laos, make the stop off in Vang Vieng before heading onward to Luang Prabang, I had chosen to skip over the town entirely. While I like my occasional margarita, I've always been kind of scared of drugs… and, ummm, inner-tubes.
Over dinner, the Americans and Germans recounted stories from Vang Vieng. The Germans informed me that someone had died that weekend while tubing (Sadly, this is not an all together uncommon occurrence. Several people die each year while tubing in Vang Vieng, due to the strong currents in river and the even stronger booze on offer at the riverside bars.) The Americans told a rollicking tale about the time they got lost trying to find their guesthouse after eating too much of something called "space pizza." Everyone at our table laughed. I tried to pretend like I knew what the heck they were talking about.
The next morning I woke up woozy and sick. I'd only had two beers the night before, but maybe that had been one too many. After all, my liver couldn't be expected to keep up with the livers of those whippersnappers! Maybe something I'd eaten at the night market had reacted badly with my stomach. Wasn't it about high time I switched to a diet of Ovaltine and oatmeal? Maybe one of those young kids had slipped me a roofie or some of that so-called "space pizza". I should really be more careful about the company I keep especially now that I'm getting on in my years. Maybe those kids were just trying to befriend me so they could drug me and coerce me into putting them into my will (that is if I had a will… or anything worth any value to will anybody).
I spent the next couple days tottering back and forth to the bathroom and napping. My plans to leave Luang Prabang were put on hold while I rested and recuperated and drank herbal tea. I spent so much time in my guesthouse room that I feared the owners of the guesthouse would suspect me of cooking up crystal meth in there… or, more accurately, judging from my excessive grey hair and creaky knee joints, they probably just thought I had fallen and couldn't get up.
The one and only time I started to feel better, I decided to go hang out at an outdoor cafe nearby my guesthouse. While I was sipping on an iced coffee, I struck up a conversation with a young Australian woman sporting a nose ring and what I believe the kids these days call a "faux-hawk". She informed me that she was doing a little traveling while deciding on what she wanted to be (you know, when she "grew up") and she was worried that she might be starting her career a bit too late… at the ripe old age of twenty-four. I instantly started feeling queasy again. I hoped it was just the return of my stomach bug… and not, say, Early Onset Death.
When I finally recovered and managed to muster up enough energy this past Friday, I decided I needed a change of scenery (and hopefully a slightly older crowd). I chose to go to Phonsavan, a small city north of Luang Prabang, which is famous for its magnificent Plain of Jars. The sites which contain massive stone jars, some of which weigh up to six tons, are believed by many to be ancient burial grounds. Figuring anything ancient and related to burial was right up my alley, I bought a ticket for the six-hour minibus ride to Phonsavan and sincerely hoped both my stomach and my creaky knees would be able to last the trip.
On the minibus, I sat next to a young Canadian guy sporting an eyebrow piercing and a barcode tattoo on his left wrist. I tried to strike up a conversation with him, which he politely participated in (you know those Canadians — always so polite… even when they really don't want to be), before promptly turning on his iPod and tuning me out.
Later, while stopped at a rest stop, I had better luck talking with an American guy, who had also spent some years teaching in Japan, and a friendly Dutch couple, who were on a month-long holiday in Laos. They were all in their thirties. They, also, exhibited a keen disinterest in anything inner-tube related. I knew instantly that we'd all be friends. (Okay, so maybe I knew instantly that I wanted them to be my friends. It's possible the feeling may not have been mutual. But, luckily for me, Phonsavan is a pretty tiny town and only offers a handful of guesthouses. Plus, it's low season, so there weren't too many tourists around. All of this made it pretty hard for them to hide from me!).
We all ended up at the same guesthouse and signed up for the same tour of the Plain of Jars sights for Saturday. We spent a pleasant day together, entranced by the green rolling hills, the tinkling of cow bells and the massive stone urns. Later that evening we ate Indian food, drank Beer Lao and talked about our future travel plans. The American guy was planning to head on to Vietnam next. I had decided to return to Vientiane to spend some time with my friends before going to my next volunteer gig. The Dutch couple would be leaving Laos in a week or so, but they had hopes of quitting their jobs soon to do a year of traveling. They confessed that they worried that quitting their jobs might interfere with their pension plans. I confessed that I should maybe actually figure out what a pension plan is… and how to go about getting one.
It was nice to hang out with people my own age. It was nice to know that I wasn't the only thirty-something out there on the open road. It was also nice to know that all I have to do to get a pension plan is marry a Dutch man (or some other guy from a nice European country that has a stable economy and a good pension program).
On Sunday, with some time to kill in the afternoon and not a lot to do around town, we decided to sign up for another tour. The tour promised a visit to a nearby Buddha cave, a local village and something called a "UXO field." We were all so intent on seeing the cave, that we didn't give much thought to the UXO field until the driver stopped his minivan (a decrepit vehicle with no power steering and the words "No Pain, No Gain" scrawled in permanent marker above the rearview mirror) next to a sprawling pasture. He turned to us and informed us that this pasture was where a cow had exploded a year or so ago after accidentally munching on a land mine.
You see, in addition to being famous for the Plain of Jars, Phonsavan is also famous for being the most heavily bombed territory in Laos during the so-called "Secret War" the CIA-backed civil war in Laos that served as a prelude to the Vietnam War. From 1963 to 1974, over 270 million bombs were dropped on Laos; of those bombs, it's estimated that 80 million of them failed to explode. Millions of these unexploded bombs or UXOs (Unexploded Ordinances) still riddle the landscape of Laos — most especially the fields of the Phonsavan region.
And, here, we had just signed up for a tour of one of those fields. As we all piled out of the minivan and started heading towards the pasture, I thought to myself that maybe I didn't have to worry about that pension plan after all. Our tour guide, a man who regularly goes on bomb-finding missions in his spare time, confidently led us through the pasture, pointing out UXO's marked with blue spray paint. We tentatively tiptoed behind him. As we were heading towards the middle of the field, he informed us that, while the UXO's in the field had already been detected and identified, there was really no way to detect land mines since they're made out of plastic. This was not exactly something any of us wanted to hear.
After all, we were not a bunch of bungee-jumping, space-pizza-eating, tubing, twenty-somethings who mistakenly thought nothing could kill us. Oh no, I was pretty certain I was going to die at any moment. And I knew exactly what would kill me: one of those land mines… or possibly heart failure as my heart felt like it was going to explode at any moment, just like that poor, unfortunate, land-mine-munching cow. I can honestly say I have never felt so terrified in my life (and this means a lot coming from a girl who is scared of everything from inner-tubes to tube tops!).
Judging from the expressions on the faces of my newfound friends, I was not alone. They all looked simultaneously scared of both blowing off a leg and losing control of their bowels. Luckily, we managed to make it through the field unscathed (and unsoiled). When we piled back into the minivan, we all agreed that the experience was much better after it was over and we had managed to live through it (kind of like high school… or Internet dating). It would make a good story to tell the grandkids… that is, if I ever have kids (which is rather unlikely given my whole inability to talk to boys and the fact that it's possible all my reproductive organs have withered up by now).
The next day, I left my new friends and Phonsavan and grabbed a minibus bound for Vang Vieng, the home of the aforementioned inner-tubing and "space pizza" (whatever that is). After two weeks of adamantly refusing to go anywhere near Vang Vieng, I wasn't sure why I suddenly wanted to go there now. Maybe it was my brush with near death in the UXO field, that made me think I could live through anything — like a town crawling with drunken twenty-year olds. Maybe it was the knowledge that I knew my creaky knees wouldn't be able to survive the twelve-hour bus ride from Phonsavan to Vientiane, and it would be better for me to stop halfway in Vang Vieng for a bit. Or maybe it was because I'd finally gotten over my fear of tubing (or maybe not… yep, definitely not).
In Vang Vieng, I dragged my luggage through town looking for the hotel suggested by the American guy as he said it was far from where "the kids hang out". I passed by tuk-tuks with yellow inner-tubes piled on top and sunburnt Europeans piled inside. Bars sported signs advertising Beer Lao, whiskey by the bucket and something called "Magic Shakes". Episodes of Friends and Family Guy blared from open restaurants, where blonde twenty-somethings lounged on pillows, ate pizza (most likely of the "space" variety) and drank beers. Carts selling crepes, baguette sandwiches and fruit shakes plied the streets. A girl walked by me in pigtails, a string bikini and Ugg boots. Written in body paint down her left leg was the simple instructions to "Get Fucked."
I suddenly felt out of my element… and overdressed… and really, really old (and a little bit offended… I mean, that girl doesn't even know me!)
I veered off the main drag, and headed down a dusty road where three cows were loitering in the middle of the street. This road looked more my speed. Past all the crepe stands, I found a guesthouse with a surprisingly clean, quiet room facing the river and some magnificent limestone cliffs. I locked myself in the room last night, and really haven't bothered to leave it much besides to go get my meals. I wouldn't be surprised if the guesthouse owner sends someone up here to check on me. It's possible they think I've set the furniture on fire and started baking up some of those "space pizzas"… or maybe they just think I've broken a hip.
Chiang Mai on the Cheap: the Unbrave Girl's Guide to (Reluctant) Budget Living

Last week, I left the lovely city of Chiang Mai, Thailand after living there for a grand total of three and a half months. As this is the longest time I had stayed in any one place for the past year, you'd think I would have managed to do and see a lot of things while I was there.
You'd really think that, wouldn't you?
I actually thought that, too… until three and a half months rolled by and I realized the only sight I had managed to see the entire time I was there was the Museum of World Insects and Natural Wonders. (Should you ever visit Chiang Mai, by the way, I strongly recommend you check out this museum. Mind you, the term "museum" is used loosely here; as is the term "natural wonders". Unless I'm mistaken and the term includes surrealist paintings of naked ladies cradling mosquitoes the size of Golden Retrievers in their laps — which is pretty much a wonder in my book; just maybe not a natural one.)

So, yeah, I didn't see much or do much while I was in Chiang Mai.
But I have an excuse.
You see, I was on a budget.
It pains me to say this.
Like physically pains me.
Budget is such an ugly word, don't you think? Maybe if it sounded more glamorous and fun, I could get behind it. I wouldn't mind "being on a glitteret" or "sticking to a budjaraoo."
But "budget"?
I feel frumpy just thinking that word.
Might as well just call it blah-get.
After being without a job for eleven months (you know, the kind that actually pays you in cash-money), I had to do a few things I don't like to admit (or even say out loud). Budgeting was just one of them. Applying for a camp teaching position that would require me to wear a uniform and perform rap songs in front of three hundred Chinese elementary school children was another. (I didn't get the job. Apparently my lack of enthusiasm for any job involving a uniform and screaming out modified versions of songs by Naughty By Nature is evident in my resume.)
Should you, too, need to watch your budjaroo (humor me, here) while traveling, I have compiled this fine list of tips for the most reluctant of frugalistas (Lordy. I can't even believe I just used that word in a sentence. I know "frugalista" is supposed to make the word "frugal" sound fun, sexy and of potential Latin American origins, but it's just not working. The Spanish language called; it would like Americans to stop using its suffixes for evil.)
1. Save Money, Settle Down
Staying in guesthouses, catching buses and trains everywhere and doing all kinds of fun touristy things like, ummm, leaving your room can get expensive!
The first step to cutting back on your travel expenses is to stop traveling.
Wait.
I'm not saying you should do anything drastic like go home and find a job. (Please. That's just crazy-talk!).
All you have to do is find a home! And, hey, it's not as hard as it sounds. I did it, and I can barely manage to get myself out of bed before noon on a regular basis.
So how hard can it be?
Admittedly, Chiang Mai is a pretty easy place to settle down for a bit. Short-term apartment rentals are cheap and plentiful. I landed a furnished, studio apartment in the trendy Nimmanhaemin district after approximately two hours of hardcore apartment hunting. (Okay, maybe not that hardcore… a great portion of that time was spent sipping a smoothie and checking out the menu of the Mexican restaurant across the street — you know, it's important to research the neighborhood!).
My rent, including furniture-rental, electricity and water, cost less than $200 a month. Compared to a guesthouse, which can easily cost $10 to $15 a night, this was a steal. Plus, I didn't have to worry about any pesky housekeepers coming in to my room at the crack of dawn (err… anytime before noon) and waking me up just so they could clean my room. Instead, I got to sleep as late as I wanted in silence… and, admittedly, in squalor. (Hey, privacy has a price. And it's paid for with dust bunnies.)

Once you have secured a place to live, you are officially no longer a tourist and, therefore, don't have to feel inclined to do anything costly and remotely touristy.
After all, you live here!
Want to go to a museum? Ride an elephant? Take a cooking class? Go on a jungle trek? Pet a tiger? Plummet towards your death on a zip line?
Nope, you live here.
Want to go buy souvenirs at the night market?
Nope, you live here.
Want to leave your apartment?
Nope, you live here.
As you can imagine, you can save hundreds, possibly thousands, of baht each day simply by adopting the attitude of a shut-in… err, resident.
2. Feel Good for Free!
Boredom can make you do all kinds of crazy, pricey things — like weekend trips to Bangkok or night market shopping sprees or online poker.
In order to keep your spending in line, you're going to need to keep yourself busy — but preferably a free kind of busy.
One great way to keep yourself off the streets (and off the online poker websites) is to volunteer your time.
While I was in Chiang Mai, I worked as a volunteer English teacher with an organization that assisted migrant workers. After my stint on the rice farm and the sailboat, I was happy to finally do a job I actually knew how to do — and one that didn't put me into regular contact with snakes or sandpaper. Plus, the students were outgoing, eager and a pleasure to teach.
And I didn't even have to pay a dime to do it!
Talk about win-win-win-win! (I added a couple extra wins in there to make up for the lack of snakes).
Maybe you're like, "What do you mean, didn't have to pay a dime' to volunteer? Isn't volunteering supposed to be free? I mean, isn't that the actual definition of volunteering: to offer your help willingly without any kind of payment?"
You'd really think, wouldn't you?
In fact, I thought that, too, until I first started researching international volunteer opportunities a couple years ago before heading to Nepal to volunteer in an orphanage. It turns out that free volunteer opportunities are pretty hard to come by (unless you're willing to weed rice paddies or sand sailboats — in that case, free is pretty easy to come by… but so are your chances of injury or death by snake-attack).
Feel-good volunteer opportunities, especially those offering you a chance to work with adorable orphans or some kind of endangered species, tend to cost money — lots and lots of money. The volunteer agency that I worked with in Nepal charged me about $600 for a month-long placement — and that was on the cheap end of the volunteering spectrum. Other agencies I researched charged well over $1,000 for a month. A sea turtle sanctuary in Malaysia that a friend told me about costs $300 a week, while a bear rescue shelter in Cambodia that I emailed charges volunteers over $400 a week.
The fee charged by volunteer agencies usually covers the cost of your room and board as well as administrative costs and, often, a donation to the institution. Sure, the money may be going to a good cause, but it can be pretty prohibitive for the budget traveler… especially if you haven't really done a very good job of budgeting over the past eleven months. (And by “haven't really done a very good job” I mean “blown money on hotel rooms that cost more than a new kidney.” So, yeah, you get the idea.)
Plus, to be honest, if I'm shelling out that much money to do work, I'd better go home with my very own sea turtle!
Luckily my Twitter pals from GotPassport were able to hook me up with my volunteering gig. (If you want your own free volunteering gig in Chiang Mai, you should definitely contact them or check out their website. And then you can send me all the money you would have spent on a pricey volunteer program as a way of thanking me for helping you out. Fair enough, right? I'd also like a sea turtle, please.)
3. Girls Just Wanna Have Fun… Frugally
Just because you're being thrifty doesn't mean you can't afford a little bit of fun. Two of my favorite cheap night out activities in Chiang Mai cost me less than $10 a night.
The first was Thursday night Trivia Night at the U.N. Irish Pub. For a mere $3, your team can sign up to participate; with drinks and food costing extra.
As for that feeling of uselessness you get after not being able to answer a single question since you never really paid much attention to geography… or world history… or sports… or, umm, general knowledge?
That comes absolutely free!
My other favorite cheap night out activity was karaoke.
Having spent three years in Japan, I have experienced karaoke in its many glorious forms — including "costume-play" karaoke which resulted in my wearing a hot pink pleather cop uniform for five hours… only to realize later that the costume I was wearing was actually intended for men… and that pleather doesn't really breathe so well.
And, here, just to give you an idea of what transpired that night, I give you this (you're welcome):
I thought I had seen it all. (And, now, I'm pretty sure you probably think you've seen it all, too, right? I mean, you've seen me in pink pleather… how much worse could it get? Oh, just you wait!).
And then I started doing karaoke in Thailand.
The first karaoke place we visited featured videos of lingerie-clad women frolicking on the top of pool tables while suggestively stroking pool balls… all to the tune of Lee Anne Rimes' "How Do I Live?"
This is the mental image I will now carry in my mind every time I hear that song. (And now, thanks to the wonders of digital photography, it's an image you can carry in your mind. You're welcome… again.)

My favorite karaoke place in Chiang Mai was the Bully Sing-a-Long in Kad Suan Kaew Mall. Not only did I not need to worry about having to watch indecent acts performed on pool tables, the Bully Sing-a-Long has the added bonus of themed rooms!
Themes included:
the Submarine Room…

the Jazz Room…
The, surprisingly tasteful, Erotic Room…

And the not-so-tasteful, Sexy Room. (Yes, those are framed panties on the wall… and, yes, you are welcome for that image, too.).

A night out at the Bully Sing-a-Long, complete with a few bottles of Chang beer and all the karaoke you can handle, usually cost each person in our party about $5.
As for the embarrassing photos of you pretending to be Lady Gaga that keep popping up on Facebook?

Those are all free! Absolutely free! (And, yes… you're welcome.)
4. Eat More = Spend Less = GENIUS!
Is it me or does all this talk of scrimping make you feel hungry? (Seriously, people, why must all words related to being on a budget sound so… so… gross. Scrimping? Blech, right? That sounds like something shrimp fishermen have to do in the off-season.)
Luckily, being thrifty doesn't mean you have to go hungry!
Chiang Mai is rife with day markets, night markets and cheap roadside restaurants that serve up whole meals for less than a dollar a plate. One of my favorite places for cheap meals was Chiang Mai Gate, where food stalls are set up nightly and you could get a plate of pad see ew, a watermelon smoothie and a heaping pile of hot donuts for less than two dollars.

Should you be really hungry (like maybe you haven't eaten in five to eight days) and you want to really splurge on dinner (like a whole $10 or so), I recommend checking out one of the popular moo kata places in town. Literally "pork skillet," moo kata is a kind of barbecue cooked on a dome-shaped metal pan over a pot of hot coals at your table.

Moo kata restaurants are roughly the same size of an airplane hangar and feature a rustic barn-like atmosphere.

The food is served buffet-style in large vats that occupy the center of the restaurant. On offer is everything from piles of gooey, uncooked meats…

…to piles of… umm… these things.

I'm usually not into cooking my own food — especially when I'm at a restaurant where I should be paying someone to cook my meal. (It's kind of like paying to volunteer. I'm sure the money is going to a good cause — like to buy more of whatever those things are up there in that picture. But I still don't want to do it.)
After a couple times at the moo kata restaurant, I started to enjoy cooking my meal — maybe it was the element of danger — what with that big huge pot of hot coals right there at my table. Or maybe it was all the beer I drank.
I had a good time.
And I ate way too much.
But I had an excuse.
I was on a budget.
You see, if you leave any portion of your meal unfinished at a moo kata restaurant, you have to pay for the uneaten food on your table. So it's actually cost-effective to shovel every bit of food into your face.
Hey, maybe this budgeting thing isn't so bad after all!
A Love Letter to China: 5 Reasons I Have a Crush On My New Home

Dear Big C,
I can call you that, right? I know we're just getting to know each other and all, but I feel like we've really, you know, connected over the past ten days.
I could just call you China, but everyone gets to call you that.
Your nickname — The Middle Kingdom — seems a bit, well, formal. (And, umm, scary. I mean, Middle Kingdom sounds like some place with lots of angry trolls.)
I think we've kind of moved past the formal stage, don't you think?
I mean, I did move in and everything!
I'm writing this letter to tell you how much I've really enjoyed getting to know you over the past week and a half.
In fact, I've been really surprised at how well we've gotten on together. A lot of people warned me that we wouldn't be right for each other. Some told me you would be too busy and hectic for me. Some said you'd be too difficult and challenging. Others called you pushy and ill-mannered. Even others badmouthed you saying you were dirty and disorderly. A few even said you were "crazy."
But what do those people know, anyway?
After all, we have so much in common! You're the biggest country in Asia. I'm no dainty butterfly myself. Your favorite color is red. I look good in red. You're a communist. I'm all about sharing the wealth. (Admittedly, I don't have much wealth to share these days… and when I do have wealth, I'm usually sharing it with my local Starbucks, but still… I get you. Money doesn't matter. People do. And lattes — lattes matter a lot.)
Okay, so we did have a little tiff last week when I first got here. You were all jealous and wouldn't let me talk to my friends on Facebook and Twitter. But we got through that, right? (Or at least I got through it with the help of my friend, VPN. You haven't changed — you're still the jealous type. But can I really blame you for wanting me all to yourself?)
Anyway, Big C, there's something I need to tell you.
You see… well… I don't mean to scare you or anything… but…
I think I'm in love.
Yup.
With you.
Okay, okay, don't get that look on your face! You can't deny that you haven't felt something, too, can you? I mean, I see the way you look at me — all wide-eyed and in wonderment when I'm doing the cute little things that I do like, umm, shop for groceries or walk down the street or eat food.
Yep, I've seen you staring at me. Don't try to deny it.
Sure, this might just be the "honeymoon stage" of culture shock people are always talking about. But, seriously, what do those people know? Besides, if this were our honeymoon, that would mean you would have already bought me a ring. (Hint, hint. I did move in and all!).
Let me assure you, I don't throw the L-word around lightly. I'm not the type to fall in love quickly. I lived in Japan for three years and certainly developed a fondness for it, but we had our differences. (Mostly when it came to important things like whether or not I should be able to buy pants.) Thailand and I enjoyed a fun on-again-off-again relationship, but it was never anything serious. (After all, this is Thailand we're talking about here! Do you know how many backpackers, travelers and other expats I had to share that country with? Sheez! I don't like to spread gossip — but T-land gets around, if you know what I mean.) Laos was fun, too, but seeing as I could only get a month-long visa there, it was never meant to last. And, Malaysia, well, I could never have a meaningful relationship with a country that doesn't believe in pork. (Sorry, Malaysia! You were fantastic and all, but if given the choice between you and bacon, I'm going to have to choose bacon.)
You may be wondering what you've done to make me love you so much so fast.
Well, here goes, China, these are the reasons I'm crushing on you right now:
My couch
Yeah, so I know I mentioned my new couch and posted a picture of it in my last blog post. But I really feel a couch like this needs a second mention… and a second picture… from a new angle.
I mean, check this beauty out!

I didn't have a couch for the entire year that I was traveling in Southeast Asia, and I really did feel there was a void in my life. I don't mean to be overly dramatic about this (okay, I do… I mean, when am I not being overly dramatic about anything?), but it seriously felt like a piece of me was missing. (Granted it's possible a piece of me was, in fact, missing. Given the amount of time I used to spend on my couch in Japan, I wouldn't be surprised if one of my body parts had fused itself to the upholstery, and I accidentally left it behind when I moved.)
My couch isn't the only perk of my new apartment. I have a nice big bed and a huge TV. (Okay, so I don't actually watch the TV as I don't have any English-language channels. So it's more like just a huge reflective surface. But, hey, who doesn't enjoy a huge reflective surface?).

I also have my very own washing machine, which means I no longer have to wash all my clothes in a bucket like I did in Chiang Mai. So what if the washer stretches out all my t-shirts so the necklines are off-the-shoulder and the hems now reach down to my knees? At least I don't have to worry about wrinkly, pruny, clothes-washing hands any more!

And the best perk of all (besides the aforementioned couch): it's all rent-free! Yep, that's right, because I live in university housing, I don't have to pay a dime for my lovely new digs. (Not that I wouldn't pay good money for that couch. I mean, come on, who wouldn't?)
My job
I'm going to admit something super dorky right now: I missed having a job.
Not that I didn't enjoy unemployment — trust me, I loved it. I'd dare to say that I was born to be unemployed. You know all those people who say they'd be bored if they didn't have a job? I am proud to say I am not one of them! I can always find plenty of things to do with my free time — like napping… and staring vacantly into reflective surfaces… and more napping.
But, the fact is that I am the kind of person who gets absolutely nothing done unless I have a schedule. In the past week that I've been teaching English full-time again, I've not only managed to get all my work obligations completed, but I've also managed a number of other productive daily tasks — like working out, writing more regularly and not staring absent-mindedly into the surface of my television screen.
Plus, my new job rocks.
I only teach for sixteen hours a week. I don't have any early morning classes. As I teach the same writing class to four different groups of students, I can reuse my lesson plan for all four groups, which severely cuts down on my planning time. And I don't have to work at all on Fridays — like at all. If I can't afford to be unemployed, I'd like to have this work schedule for the rest of my life, pretty please. (Future bosses, take note!)

Besides all of that, I've really enjoyed working with the students, who are second year college students planning to study abroad in North America. They are, for the most part, quite eager to learn English. Plus, since it's popular in China to pick English names (and not necessarily ones any English-speaking person would consider a name), I get students with names like Tinker, Winner, Tiny, Pixy and Fish. You can't get much more entertaining than that! (For me, at least. They don't seem to find it all that entertaining. For example, when Fish didn't show up to class on Thursday, I joked that he'd be "in hot water" when he got back. Ha ha ha! Get it? A fish? In hot water? Funny, right? Yeah, the students didn't think so either… hence I was the only one laughing… for approximately two minutes… hysterically.)
The people
In the past week and a half that I've been in China, I've had at least half a dozen random strangers come up to me, smile and start talking to me. Unfortunately, the majority of these strangers start talking to me in Chinese — a language I am woefully unprepared to have a conversation in unless our conversation consists of me saying "hello" and "thank you" over and over again.
Despite not knowing what these people are trying to say to me, their friendliness and openness have made me feel very welcomed here. (Granted it's entirely possible that these people are not welcoming me at all… but telling me to get lost. But, hey, until I actually learn what these people are saying to me, I choose to think they're saying something friendly and welcoming like, "Welcome to China! You are very beautiful. And, wow, you can already speak two whole words in Chinese. You must be a genius!")
In addition to their friendliness and openness (which, admittedly, may all be imaginary on my part), the people in the part of China I am in have a certain devil-may-care attitude I find quite refreshing… especially in regards to fashion. It's quite common to see women dressed in their pajamas at the market. My students show up to class in everything from tutus to sweatpants to acid-wash jeans. Once, a young man walked past me on campus wearing giant furry gorilla slippers. Any culture that openly embraces the wearing of pajamas and fuzzy slippers in public is alright by me. (And, heck, maybe those people who keep on coming up to talk to me are actually complimenting me on my lovely collection off-the-shoulder, knee-length t-shirts!)
The food
To be honest, I wasn't quite sure I'd like Chinese food. Having grown up in a less-than-racially-diverse suburb in New York State and then having gone to college in the Midwest, there weren't a whole lot of Chinese food options available to me — aside from the ubiquitous Chinese buffet. (Which I pointedly stayed away from as I tend to associate buffets with my very first job as the Salad Bar Girl at a Ponderosa Steakhouse… which I tend to associate with horribleness.)
When I got here last week, I happily discovered that Chinese food is so much more than shoveling sweet and sour shrimp from a trough. (In fact, I haven't had to shovel a thing from a trough yet! Whee!).
Around the corner from the campus where I work, there is a small farmer's village which is chock-a-block with noodle shops, family-style restaurants and street vendors. My favorite, by far, are the street vendors, who sell everything from freshly grilled ears of corn to crepes to fried dough slathered in sesame seeds. Not only is their fare delicious, but it's also a cinch to order from them — even with my limited Chinese skills (unlike restaurants which actually expect you to do fancy things like read a menu).

All you have to do is walk up to their cart; say "hello" a few times while grinning stupidly until the vendor has noticed you (and, usually, a crowd has formed). Point hungrily at whatever it is they happen to be dishing out. Hand over a wad of cash (because you haven't actually learned what any of that funny money means or how much things should actually cost). Get your change. Say "thank you" a few times. (At this point, you might want to add in a few more "hellos" to the crowd, too). Walk away with your new treat (usually while cramming said treat directly into your mouth). Show up at the next cart and repeat the aforementioned process.
Dinner is served! Easy peasy!
Aside from the wonderful street foods, China also has all manner of wonderful snack foods.
Like cool and refreshing cucumber-flavored potato chips…

Cool and refreshing lime potato chips…

Cool and refreshing vanilla ice cream Oreos (which actually did have a weird “cooling” after-taste to them)…

And cool and refreshing bacon! (Okay, maybe not so cool and refreshing… but it was delicious. And it was real bacon — not like the wimpy ham strips that Japan tries to pawn off as bacon in its grocery stores. Japan, if you're listening, you should be ashamed of yourself! Ham is not bacon. Canada, you might want to take note of this, too.)

The challenge
It isn't all couches and potato chips and pajamas in public here in China. It is, as many people warned me, a challenge to live here — especially compared to Chiang Mai.
I loved Chiang Mai — it was a very comfortable place to live. A lot of people spoke English. (And, if all else failed, I could speak four whole words of Thai — four! That's double my knowledge of Mandarin — double!). My neighborhood boasted a Mexican restaurant, a pizza place, an international grocery store, a Starbucks and countless other coffee shops and more convenience stores than you could shake a stack of Pringles at. There was a mall with a cinema (and the best karaoke place in town!) within walking distance. My television actually had channels I could understand. I had lots of friends. Aside from my lack of a couch, life was good… and easy — almost too easy. (If there even is such a thing as too easy. Is there? Nope, I didn't think so.)
Life in China is definitely more of a challenge. I will, most likely, need to learn more Chinese to be able to get around and travel independently. My neighborhood doesn't have any restaurants that serve stuff with cheese on it. Yesterday, I had to take a bus for twenty minutes in the rain to get to the closest Starbucks. (A bus! For twenty minutes! In the rain! To get to Starbucks! Talk about hardship — now I know how the Pilgrims must have felt.)
But it's been a fun challenge, so far.
After all, no one said love would be easy.
Jobs (or "Things That Seemed Like a Good Idea at the Time")
This section includes the following articles:
the unbrave girl's how-to guide to house-sitting in the jungle

With less than a week to my house-sitting gig in the jungles of Northern Thailand, I thought this would be a good time to share with you some tips on how you, too, could get yourself a sweet gig like this. Chances are, after reading some of my blog posts from my two months here you have become green with envy at all the fun and adventure I've been having. I mean, who can forget that time I sawed off a chicken head? Or how about all the fun I had while mutilating a man-sized spider with a toilet plunger? Or what about last week when I almost burned off my fingers while making green chicken curry?
All of these adventures (and more!) could be yours, too, if you just follow the tips in my handy dandy how-to guide on how you can be just like me! (Collection of cat-hair covered clothing and industrial strength insect repellent sold separately).
Step One: How to Decide If House-sitting in the Jungle Is For You
Much like daily exercise and saving for retirement, house-sitting in the jungle is definitely not for everyone!
Sure, it may sound easy to spend your vacation hanging out in someone's house, watching their cats, watering a few plants and rummaging through their DVD collection. But, I assure you, it takes a certain personality type to excel at a position like this. To determine if you're the right kind of person for the job,
I've assembled this questionnaire:
1. What is your dream vacation destination?
a. The Caribbean or anyplace with beautiful beaches and tons of fun activities!
b. Paris — I can't get enough of the museums, culture, style and food!
c. My parent's couch. It's free and close to a TV… I just wish my dad would stop changing the channels. Doesn't he know there's a Top Chef marathon on right now? And what happened to all the chips? Don't tell me I'm going to have to get up and replenish my snack supply during the Quick Fire Challenge!
2. How would you describe your travel style?
a. Whirling dervish — the more activities the better! I'm up for anything from skydiving to mountain climbing to all-night-pub-crawling!
b. Culture vulture — I could spend all day in a museum!
c. What? Style? I need a style to travel? Am I going to have to brush my hair for this?
3. While traveling, do you prefer to travel with a companion?
a. Yes, a vacation is always more fun with someone else around!
b. No, I prefer to go solo. I like my independence.
c. Ummm, do cats count?
4. What essential do you always make sure to pack in your luggage?
a. My bikini! Time to work on my tan!
b. A scarf. Paris can be a bit chilly even in the summer months.
c. My remote control.
5. How would you describe a perfect day on vacation?
a. I wake up early to go running on the beach. I have a breakfast of fresh mango juice, which I made in my hotel room's bathtub using the mangoes I picked from the tree outside my hotel window (I don't drink coffee because I'm caffeinated on life!). I then spend the day snorkeling and cliff diving. If I have enough time I might take a cooking class in the afternoon or discover a new indigenous species unseen by science. In the evening, I dine on fresh river fish, which I caught with my bare hands while riding in the dugout canoe, that I carved by myself earlier in the day (oh, didn't I mention that?!). Then it's off to bed because I have an early morning tomorrow as I'm scheduled to go paragliding and save baby sea turtles.
b. I sleep in to recover from last night's rendezvous with Francois. (I tried to tell him I needed to sleep but he just kept on telling me I looked so beautiful in my scarf and pouring me more red wine!). After a breakfast of croissants and espresso, I head to my favorite little art gallery (Oh, you wouldn't know it. It's not in the book, you know. Only Parisians know about it… and me). I then spend the rest of the afternoon smoking clove cigarettes and downing espressos in my favorite little cafe (yeah, you don't know that place either). And then it's another late night with Francois at our favorite little wine bar (yeah, you have no clue… don't even try).
c. What is with all the questions, already? I mean, seriously! Can't you see I'm busy watching Top Chef right now? Why don't you just knock it off with the inquisition and fill up this bowl with some chips, okay? And grab me a beer out of the fridge while you're at it.
If you answered C to all of these questions, then, lucky you, you are just the right candidate to spend your vacation house-sitting in the Thai jungle!
As the job title implies, in order to be a good house-sitter you have to be comfortable sitting in a house for long periods of time (or outside of the house if the house has some nice patio furniture and you can get the electrical cord on the television to stretch that far).
House-sitting is kind of like staying on your parent's couch except that you will have total power over the remote control (yeah!) but you will need to fill up your own chip bowl (boo!). Unless you can teach the cats how to do that (and, if you can, please tell me how).
In addition to getting your own snacks, I'm sorry to report that you will have to engage in a few other chores (But let me get to that later. I'd hate to interrupt your Top Chef marathon).
Step Two: How to Get a House-sitting Position in the Jungle
There are a number of websites available that will connect you, the would-be house-sitter, with a would-be house-sitting situation; including HouseCarers, Caretaker Gazette, and MindMyHouse. All of these sites require that you sign up for an account (which usually requires some kind of subscription fee and actually being able to remember your password), and then you have to set up a profile before you can start your search.
It's like Internet dating but for house-sitting. And, like Internet dating, there's always the possibility that you might show up for your house-sitting opportunity and you'll discover that the house doesn't look a thing like the picture, has really bad personal hygiene and won't stop talking about that last house-sitter (the one who was prettier than you and didn't seem to mind dandruff).
Rather than using the Internet, my suggestion is to go the old-fashioned route. Tell all your friends, family members and any other person who will listen to you that you want to quit your job and go hang out in someone's house for a couple months. Who knows, maybe someone will actually listen to you (rather than just ignore you because this is like the twelfth time this month that you've blathered on about some crazy new life scheme). And maybe that person who is listening to you will happen to have a friend in Thailand who needs a house-sitter (which is how I got my gig).
I know the chances of someone actually listening to your scheme are slim and the chances of that someone having a friend in Thailand are even slimmer, but it never hurts to blather on. In fact, the more you blather, the more people will want you to move away, so they might be more inclined to help you out!
They may even help you pack… which brings me to the next step…
Step Three: How to Pack for Your House-sitting Position in the Jungle
Now that you've decided that house-sitting is for you and even got someone to listen to your crazy new life scheme long enough to help hook you up with a house-sitting gig, it's time to pack.
Remember to keep in mind that you'll be living in the jungle where you won't need a lot of fancy things like jewelry or shirts with buttons or, say, shoes.
Remember also that these clothes will need to withstand the rigors of cooking, cleaning, casual home repair, plant-watering, bike-riding, cat-petting and excessive sweating all done while in 100 degree heat.
I recommend packing only clothes that you truly hate. That way you won't be disappointed when a month into your assignment you discover that your clothes are no longer being held together by thread but by a thick coating of cat hair, bacon grease and mud.
In addition to clothing, you might also want to bring a few things with you to keep you occupied during your two-month stay in the jungle. After all, two months is a pretty long time, and since you'll be unemployed, you could really get a lot of things done in that time.
First, you'll want to write up a huge to-do list of all the things you will accomplish during that two-month period. Be sure to include all those tasks you've been meaning to do for the past ten years and never had time for, like "start my novel" and "research retirement savings plans so I can avoid current plan of living in a cardboard box when I'm seventy."
To help you achieve these goals, you'll want to pack all those books that you bought sometime over the last ten years that explain how one actually goes about writing a novel or doing that mysterious thing called "budgeting". Sure, you've never bothered to read them before, but now that you have two months in the jungle, you'll definitely get around to reading them, right?!
Step Four: How to Keep Yourself Busy While House-sitting in the Jungle
Remember back when you were packing and wondering how you'd fill up your two months of downtime in the jungle?
Remember when you made all those plans for what you were going to do and what you were going to read and how you were going to suddenly turn your life around and become one of those productive people that writes books and knows what a 401K is?
Well, guess what, the ants made up different plans for you!
Yep, that's right, the ants have been waiting for the day that you would arrive in the jungle so that they could take over the house, gardens and anything that isn't moving (along with a few things that do move like the cats and, well, you). This is just their friendly attempt to keep you busy… and, guess what, it works!
Aside from the time spent petting cats and watering plants, the majority of my time is spent killing ants.
From the moment I wake up, it's a non-stop ant-massacre.
In fact, I usually wake up because of ants: either one is crawling across my leg or biting my neck or, in one frightening instance, nestled in my ear (yeah, I know, ewww). Throughout the day, I'm either actively stalking ants and killing them or swatting them casually while engaged in other activities. Even while I'm on the computer, I'm usually committing ant murder as they are always trying to make a go at my laptop (I suspect this may have something to do with the stash of potato chip crumbs that I keep in my keyboard… you know, for safe-keeping).
Yet, despite my efforts to decimate their population, the ants are undeterred. Not only are they marching across every inch of the property, they also march across every inch of me (yeah, I know, ewww!). No matter how much I slather myself in insect repellent, the ants absolutely refuse to be repelled.
All of this has lead me to one simple conclusion: if insect repellent doesn't repel ants, then ants can not be insects.
So, if ants aren't insects, what are they?
The answer is simple: they are ZOMBIES!
Yep, that's right, those ants that parade around pretending to be living creatures are actually the unliving dead!
Sure, the ants look dead after I've crushed them or sprayed them with ant-killer. But do you know what else happens to look dead? ZOMBIES! After all, it's not like I'm getting down on my hands and knees to measure their itty-bitty ant life signs after I crush each one of them. For all I know, they're just pretending to be dead and as soon as I turn my back, they hop up to continue their march for brains.
I realize this all might sound a bit crazy to you, but let's review the evidence:
I have spent two months trying to kill off every ant in sight, but yet they never seem to die.
You know what else doesn't die?
ZOMBIES!
Ants can march endlessly in one direction.
You know what else can march endlessly in one direction?
ZOMBIES!
Ants do not respond to verbal stimulus of any sort; for example, yelling "Stop!" or "I hate you!" or "Don't bite me, you jerk!" will heed absolutely no results.
You know what else won't respond to your screams?
ZOMBIES!
These ants have the nasty habit of biting humans.
Yep, that's right… ZOMBIES do that, too!
If this highly scientific evidence doesn't convince you, let me remind you of that whole ant-in-my-ear incident. For what other reason would an ant be in my ear if it wasn't trying to burrow its way into my skull to eat my brains?!
As you might imagine, it's quite time-consuming battling zombie-ants! You can put down that book on retirement investment (unless you're planning to use it to fend off the zombie-ants) and give up any plans of novel-writing because you simply won't have enough time.
It's also really tiring to deal with all these zombie-ants. If you do have some free time at the end of the day, you'll find that you're so exhausted from battling zombie-ants, that the last thing you'll want to do is battle that big huge to-do list that you made two months ago. In fact, all you have the energy to do is to sit in front of the TV and enjoy the simple fact that the remote is all yours.
Now, if only those cats would show up with your bowl of chips…
unbrave girl goes country: from reluctant farm girl to grizzled farmhand
Growing up, I loved reading Little House on the Prairie and other books about people living off of the land. But, personally, I wanted to live off of Lucky Charms and plump, pink chickens wrapped in plastic wrap and styrofoam.
You see, I grew up on a small farm in New York State, where our chickens came, not from the hallowed, air conditioned aisles of the grocery store, but directly from the chicken barn. Of course, before hitting our fridge, they all had to make a brief pit stop in the front yard where my father lopped off their head with an ax and my mother dipped their still twitching bodies in scalding hot water and then pulled off their feathers.
Meanwhile, I stayed safely locked inside my room, as far away from the chicken-killing and plucking process as possible. This wasn't because I was opposed to the violence and the gore of it all, but because I was opposed to the potential "learning experience" of it all. You see, my parents were forever trying to instill their children with life skills that they deemed useful; like, plucking chickens and cleaning barns and weeding gardens.
I had already decided early on that I was most definitely not a farm person. I regarded my childhood on the farm as an uncomfortable stopover before I hit eighteen, at which point I would slip into the life God had intended for me — a life that included lots of little luxuries like milk that came from a plastic carton (and not directly from the warm udder of a cranky goat) and bigger luxuries like hired help. I knew the skills my parents were trying to teach me were just not for me. After all, I reasoned, I planned to spend my adulthood plucking chickens from the freezer case of the local grocery store and having my butler do any tasks that might involve dirt.
If I could, I would retreat to my bedroom every time the words "muck out" and "barn" were ever mentioned in the same sentence within my earshot. If I did end up getting finagled into some farm chore, I would whine the entire time while my mother would threaten knowingly, "One day, you'll be glad you know how to do this." I sincerely hoped to God she was wrong.
While I certainly wasn't the most enthusiastic farm kid in the barnyard (I tended to care more for books about horses rather than actual horses… after all, books don't require regular manure removal), I did learn how to milk a goat, wield a pitchfork and train turkeys to attack my younger sister. (Okay, so I didn't actually learn how to do that; the turkeys were able to do that on their own free accord and I was more than willing to take credit for it). Despite all these fabulous "learning experiences," I yearned for something different… and preferably something that involved a lot less cow manure.
Sure, watching turkeys run full-tilt at my terrified younger sibling was a good time, but I wanted to be able to play with the neighborhood kids instead of being forced to play with my brothers and sisters and a random assortment of farm animals. I wanted a Mr. Softee ice cream truck and a sidewalk.
I enjoyed our childhood game of "Lock Someone in the Chicken Barn" as much as the next guy. (I mean, who wouldn't?! Should you never have played this exciting game, let me tell you, it is the game to play in the barnyard! First there's the initial challenge of trying to get some unsuspecting sucker to go into the chicken barn before you swing the door shut and lock him in. Then there's the joy of listening to said sucker scream and threaten you from the inside of the barn for a good five to ten minutes. After that, there's the sweet victory of watching your victim crawl out of the tiny chicken door carved into the back of the barn. While sweet, this is also a short victory — as it's important you hightail it out of the barnyard before your victim shimmies his whole self out of the chicken door and comes after you.)
Despite the hours of entertainment this activity provided, I yearned for something a bit more sophisticated — maybe a game that involved sidewalk chalk and, well, a sidewalk.
My friends in Catholic school, most of whom were from the suburbs, would talk of pool parties and T-ball practice and candy stores within walking distance. The suburbs became a land of enchantment inhabited by moms who wore dresses and didn't smell like manure, unicorns, and children who knew what the heck a T-ball was and didn't own a single pair of "barn jeans". When Santa Claus asked me what I wanted for Christmas, I said, "a house in the suburbs."
I dreamed of my future home, a modest seven-story affair complete with a basement roller rink and unicorn parking. My home would be located in a magical land called a Cul-de-Sac — a word I found enchantingly exotic and mysterious… mostly because I had no idea what it meant. (It was quite the disappointment when I learned the word's true definition at the ripe age of twenty-four).
In this house of wonder, I would teach my children skills I felt were useful; like, how to effectively dole out tasks to your live-in maid or how to order a pizza (because our home would also be located in the magical land called "Where the Pizza Delivery Guys Will Actually Deliver").
While I always thought I was destined for greater things than life on the farm (and by "greater things" I mean Domino's delivery), I've discovered the heart of a farm girl beats somewhere beneath my city slicker ways (these ways include knowing how much to tip the pizza guy and not owning a single pair of "barn jeans").
When I first arrived on the Malaysian rice farm five weeks ago to start my volunteer assignment, it felt a bit like a homecoming for me. (Granted, there weren't too many rice paddies or rice-paddy-dwelling pythons on the farm I used to call home).
After three years of living in a tiny apartment in suburban Japan (where, yes, in fact, Domino's did deliver), there was something comforting and familiar about being once again surrounded by fresh air, green fields, the sound of crickets at night and the smell of cow manure in the morning (Yes, I know, it's weird but I actually like the smell of cow manure… maybe this is because it reminds me of my childhood; particularly of my childhood spent indoors trying to avoid cow manure.).
In addition to discovering that I may very well be a farm girl at heart, I've also discovered I'm something of a farm girl in body. Blessed with a physique that could best be described as "sturdy," I would have been quite the catch in the good old days when marriageable traits for women included "able to lift heavy seed bags" and "capable of stopping runaway tractors." My legs, which are short and lack any visible sign of ankles (a physical trait which forced me to wear socks for the majority of my adolescence, even when socks were inappropriate… like while swimming), have actually come in handy on the farm. Being closer to the ground, I'm that much closer to the weeds. And, I can't help thinking that my lack of ankles only makes me sturdier, which will, no doubt, prove useful should the tractor ever attempt to make a break for it.
My supervisor on the farm, Mr. Choi, likes to tell me on a regular basis (usually while I'm lifting a heavy seed bag), "You're not fat, just big and strong — like a cow" (The last part he tacks on, I believe, in an attempt to make it clear that he means all of this in a good way). And, after little over a month of manual labor on the rice farm (including a great deal of seed bag lifting), I've only gotten bigger and stronger. I've probably gained about ten pounds; half of that is rice, the other half is muscle. Due to all those heavy rice seed bags, most of that muscle has amassed freakishly in my forearms, which have started to resemble tree trunks in both size and density.
As I've felt myself slowly morph from city slicker (or, at least, suburban-slicker) to farm girl and my forearms morph from human to tree trunk, my attitude has also changed. I'm no longer the cheerful fresh face on the farm, but the grizzled, know-it-all, weed-weary farmhand (and when I say "grizzled," I'm not just referring to the thick layer of body hair that I'm currently sporting due to the lack of mirrors on the farm… and lack of farmers I care to impress).
You see, most volunteers only stay on the farm for a couple of weeks (or, in some cases, a couple of days… or, umm, hours). Seeing as I've been here a full five-weeks, I'm currently the veteran volunteer on the farm. I'm also one of the few volunteers I've met on the farm who actually grew up on a farm (probably because most people who grow up farms wouldn't travel halfway around the world just so they could do something they could be doing at home… especially if that "something" involved weeding… and cow manure).
My tenure on the rice farm combined with my previous farm experience (even if this experience was merely gained from watching the proceedings from my bedroom window), has lent me the air of someone who knows a thing or two about life on the farm. And, I'd like to think that I do, in fact, know a few more things about farming and country living than your average fresh-off-the-bus and just-out-of-the-city volunteer on the farm (even if most of this knowledge wasn't gained from a lifetime of firsthand experience, but more from a lifetime of bedroom-window-watching experience and, say, Wikipedia experience).
For example, I know the names of a surprising number of plants and flowers and garden-dwelling creatures on the farm (a trait I'm going to attribute to my Wikipedia-addiction… as I'm pretty sure we didn't have any passion fruit vines on our farm in New York State). I have been known to set other volunteers straight when they confuse toads for frogs and lily bulbs for onions (And I'm sure they don't mind in the least my know-it-all attitude when I deem it necessary to lecture them on the fine differences between our amphibious friends).
Given the wealth of my experience (and by "wealth" I mean a grand total of five weeks on the farm and a grand total of about a billion hours spent on Wikipedia), it's become my job to instruct the new volunteers on everything from their expected hours and duties to the intricacies of rice paddy weeding to the best way to avoid fire ants while pruning fruit trees. ("Attack any fire ant inhabited shrub with a long-handled hoe and don't be afraid to admit defeat should they overtake your flip-flops").
While doling out my farm wisdom, I've made a point of not mincing my words. After all, growing up on a farm means I had to listen to a lot of matter-of-fact conversations about calf castration over the dinner table (Again, this was not my choice; had I been able to chose our dinner discussion topics, I'm sure we would have discussed something much more sophisticated… like whether or not we should hire a bellboy in addition to our butler or where to park the unicorn come winter).
After my experience this week with two new volunteers, it's possible I should start mincing my words a bit more. (Heck, I might need to dice and julienne them a bit too, should I want any volunteers to stick around long enough to help me weed the rice paddies).
Let me explain.
On Thursday night, a young American couple showed up on the farm with plans to volunteer here for about a month. Having just left the States a mere week before, they had a bright, cheerful, freshly scrubbed look about them. (A look I'm sure I was sporting at the beginning of my trip, too… Heck, I may even still be sporting it; it's just hidden under a thick layer of rice paddy mud, body hair and insect bites!).
They had just quit their jobs and made a big move across the U.S. before coming on their trip. They said they were traveling for six months before "settling down", and they figured doing some farm volunteering would be a good way to travel on the cheap.
They both seemed excited and enthusiastic about their upcoming weeks on the farm. The girl looked dreamily at the sun setting over the pond and sighed happily, "I think this is going to be good." Her partner, a strapping, six-foot-tall fellow who looked like he'd be right at home on any tractor or corn field in America met my eyes and said, "I'm looking forward to getting to work in the fields tomorrow." An aura of earnest hopefulness bounced off the glow of their freshly scrubbed skin.
In retrospect this was maybe not the best time to mention snakes.
You see, I had almost stepped on a snake the night before while feeding prawns, a task which requires you to walk around the prawn ponds, flinging prawn feed into the pond with one hand while trying to keep an eye on the snake-infested ground beneath your feet. (That I'm even capable of such a task shows you how much I have learned while on the farm. I've never been one of those walk-and-chew-gum types of people, let alone one of those walk-and-throw-prawn-feed-while-not-stepping-on-snakes types of people). The night before the two volunteers arrived, I had been making my way around one of the ponds when a snake slithered out from underneath where my feet had just been and slowly entered the water.
Having had a recent near-snake experience, snakes were fresh on my mind the night the new volunteers showed up.
Well, to be honest, snakes are almost always fresh on my mind on the farm. I feel it's best that you remind yourself that at any moment you could step on a snake so that you're mentally prepared for that moment when you do, in fact, step on a snake. (Given all my mental preparation, you'd think I would have been better equipped to deal with the situation when I did almost step on a snake; as it was, my course of action, after watching the snake slither away from where my feet had just been, involved whimpering and calling my supervisor on my cell phone to report the snake and tell him that he owed me a beer for asking me to do a task that involved close contact with snakes).
When I think about my reasons for telling the lovely couple my story of the near-snake experience, I'm sure I just meant to entertain them or inform them of some of the fascinating experiences they, too, could soon be having on the farm. How was I to know that they were both deathly afraid of snakes?
Upon finding out about their fear of snakes, I probably shouldn't have gone on to tell them about the seventy-pound python which was found in the rice paddy last year or about the other python (a much-smaller forty-pounder) who reportedly lurks around the chicken coop.
Come to think of it, I probably shouldn't have mentioned the time one of the previous volunteers found a snake in his dorm room window.
Again, I'm sure I didn't mean to scare this shiny, happy couple… just, you know, let them know about all the places they should stay away from should they want to avoid stepping on a snake; for example, the prawn ponds, the rice paddy, any enclosed space filled with poultry and, say, their dorm room.
The next morning I met the couple at the rice paddy where they were to join me in the task of weeding. They both arrived chipper and cheerful and decked out in rubber shoes. These were, in fact, the same kind of rubber shoes I had been given on my first day on the farm and had been told I could wear in the rice paddy if I didn't want to go barefoot. Being a big fan of never ever going barefoot should there be even the remotest chance of contracting mud parasites, I was very happy to strap on my new pair of rubber shoes before heading out for my first day in the rice paddy muck.
Upon arriving at the field, though, I was promptly told by the grizzled rice farmer in attendance that my shoes would just be lost in the mud and I should take them off before getting to work. "But they told me I could wear shoes!" I whined. Then I whimpered for a little bit while imagining all the mud parasites who would soon be feasting on my toes. Then I took off my shoes and got to work.
When I told the couple that they should take off their shoes before getting into the rice paddy, the guy gamely did so while the girl looked at me like like she'd sooner gouge out her left eyeball. She refused and delicately stepped into the mud with her rubber-encased feet. Little did she know that sometimes it's only the death grip of your terrified toes in the rice paddy muck that keeps you standing upright. (And, feeling like I had given out my fair share of farm wisdom that morning, I did little to inform her of this fascinating bit of rice paddy lore).
After an hour of rice paddy weeding and conversation about our hometowns and childhoods (during which I made sure to mention that I'd grown up on a farm, but failed to mention my whole bedroom-window approach to farming), things seemed to be going well.
Neither of them seemed particularly enamored of the task of weeding rice paddies, but it's hard to be enthusiastic about anything when your knee-deep in mud. (Heck, a Mr. Softee truck could roll up to the rice paddy while I'm weeding, and I probably wouldn't so much as crack a smile).
Then the girl suddenly toppled over into the rice paddy, soaking the entire lower half of her body in water and mud and mud parasites. At this point she went from less than enthusiastic to really, really, really unhappy.
In retrospect this was maybe not the best time to laugh.
I had meant it more as a "laugh with you" kind of laugh (rather than "I told you you to take off your shoes" kind of laugh). But after emitting a guffaw so loud that it startled the ducks in the nearby pond, I noticed that she wasn't laughing… not even one little bit. In fact, the only noise that she was making was a distinctive, high-pitched whimper.
For the next two hours, she whimpered and he sighed and I did my best to not think about rice-paddy-dwelling pythons. (Just a word to the wise: repeating in your head the mantra, "Don't think about pythons," is a very ineffective way to stop yourself from thinking about pythons… in fact, it tends to have the opposite effect). We eventually climbed out of the muck to head back to the dormitory.
Upon our arrival at the dormitory, we discovered that the couple had been kicked out of their room to make way for some weekend guests. As my previous roommate had just moved out that morning, I had some extra space in my room. They were told they could bunk with me for the weekend.
In retrospect this was maybe not the best time to mention the bed bugs.
You see, my roommate had woken up that morning with bed bug bites across her back and upper arms. I also had felt something chomp down on my back in the middle of the night and woke up to a smattering of bites across my back.
After telling the now-very-unhappy couple about my recent bed bug encounter, I knew from the expressions on both of their faces that maybe I should have held off on telling them that bit of information… until maybe after I'd fumigated the room… and we had managed to finish weeding the rice paddy in its entirety.
As it was they'd grabbed their backpacks, discarded their rubber shoes and left the farm before I could get my hands on a can of Raid.
Later that evening as I was feeding the prawns with my supervisor, Mr. Choi, (and making every attempt to step over snakes rather than on them), he asked me why the couple had left the farm so quickly.
"Didn't they like it here?" he asked with an expression that suggested he couldn't possibly fathom why someone wouldn't absolutely love living on a rice farm.
I looked at him and wondered if I should mention all the reasons why maybe the rice farm wouldn't be everybody's cup of tea; like the snakes and the rice paddy muck and the occasional encounter with bed bugs.
But, for once, I decided to watch my words.
"You know, Mr. Choi," I said, "Some people just aren't farm people."
unbrave girl on the job: finding a volunteer gig that fits
Ahh, new jobs… aren't they the best?! New jobs are kind of like a new pair of shoes or a new relationship. We approach them full of hope and optimism. We just know that This One will work out. This One will be the perfect fit. This One won't make us sit in a cubicle for eight hours a day, or give us blisters, or "forget" our birthday or our phone number… or, umm, our name.
This One may very well be The One!
On Wednesday, when I boarded the bus from Vientiane to Luang Prabang, Laos, where I was starting my new volunteer gig, I was full of all kinds of new-job-optimism. I was hopeful and energetic and looking forward to my next on-the-job adventure — despite the grueling ten hours I'd have to spend on the bus to get to that adventure. (Hours made only more excruciating as half of them were spent listening to Lao pop karaoke videos blaring from the television set above my seat after the battery to my iPod died somewhere around Hour Five.) Upon arriving in Luang Prabang and being packed into the back of a pickup truck with nine other passengers, I was still hopeful (if headachey) and ready to face my most challenging job yet!
What job is that, you ask? What job had me shaking in my flip-flops and seriously doubting my sanity? Was it rescuing porcupines from tiger attacks? Was it teaching orphans how to communicate with dolphins? Was it coordinating the shuffleboard tournament at a leper colony?
Nope, none of the above.
My new gig was working at backpacker's hostel in town.
Okay, so that may not sound very challenging. Heck, it may even sound cushy. After all, some people choose to stay in hostels — like, on purpose. But, I knew working at a backpacker's hostel would be a particularly big challenge for me. First of all, I am not a backpacker (my luggage has wheels, thank you very much). Secondly, it's been over ten years since I stayed in a hostel dormitory. Back then sleeping on a bunk bed in a room full of strangers seemed like a good idea. It was a good way for me to meet other people and sleep on the cheap so I could save my money for other, more important things… like my college education or, ummm, shoes.
Then again, ten years ago, a lot of things seemed like a good idea; for example, writing bad poetry about ex-boyfriends (and then sending it to them… in an envelope marked "Fragile. Handle with Care… unlike my heart, you jerk), drinking alcoholic beverages the color of nuclear waste, and dying my hair blue (Yes, I did dye my hair blue. Or at least my friend dyed my hair blue, and it seemed like a good idea during the ten hours it took her to do it. The next day when I woke up with hair the color of Tidy Bowl, it didn't seem like such a good idea any more).
Despite worrying that maybe I don't have what it takes anymore to live and work in a hostel, I was convinced that I could do it. After all, hadn't I survived two months on my own in a Thai jungle? Hadn't I spent the better half of my Spring weeding rice paddies? Hadn't I managed to overcome my fear of water-bearing vessels and live on a sailboat for a month?
Living in a hostel would be a piece of cake, right?
Ummm, wrong.
In less than twenty-four hours of arriving in Luang Prabang, I had quit my new job, hastily packed my bags and moved myself to a guesthouse located as far away from the hostel as I could manage while dragging my half-packed luggage behind me.
You see, new jobs, like that new pair of strappy sandals or that new boyfriend you met on Craigslist, don't always work out. Sometimes they aren't a good fit for you. Sometimes they just aren't what you expected. Sometimes they post a ten-year-old photo of themselves online… and forget to mention that they have love handles and a double chin… and a wife.
You can easily avoid getting into a new job or volunteer position that doesn't suit you (as well as avoid the hassle of wandering the city streets with your laundry sticking out of my luggage while you search for a new place to stay), if you know yourself and you know what you're getting yourself into. But if you still find yourself getting into something you would really rather not be into, it's also good to know when to throw in the towel.
Know Yourself
A certain level of self delusion is helpful, even required, for world travel. Much like pursuing a career as a rock star or actor or professional pancake tester (please tell me that this career actually exists!), you have to believe in yourself — but not your real self. Instead, you have to believe in a better version of yourself. This better version of yourself is flexible, open to new experiences and willing to try anything; whereas, the real version of you would never dream of jumping out of an airplane… or ordering anything but your usual Double Cheese with Extra Garlic on the Thin Crust at your favorite pizza place. This better version of yourself is witty and charming. The real you has her moments of wit and charm, but they only happen after noon… and, even then, they require the help of a little tequila. The better version of you has perfect hair that never frizzes and teeth the color of pasteurized milk. The real you could use a little styling gel… and maybe some of those Crest Whitening strips. The better version of you can scale high mountains without breaking into a sweat and hit all the high notes in a Whitney Houston song. The real version of you sweats as soon as she steps out the door and has the singing voice of a basset hound.
It can be helpful to believe in this better version of yourself when facing situations that would, otherwise, be daunting for your real self. At the same time, it's important to remember that you are human (not superhuman… or Whitney Houston) and you do have your limits. The better version of myself wouldn't mind sleeping in a dorm room full of strangers (Heck, even the twenty-year-old version of myself didn't mind doing this). But the real, crotchedy, thirty-four-year-old version of myself values personal space, privacy and the God-given right to go to bed at nine on a Saturday night should that be necessary (and not have to worry about being woken up by late-arriving roommates who flip on the light and then ask loudly, "Who's the old lady sleeping over there?").
Before I signed up for the hostel gig, I suspected there was a strong possibility I might be sleeping in a hostel dormitory, and there was an even stronger possibility that I would hate it. But I chose not to think about this reality until I arrived at the hostel Wednesday night and was directed to my new "home": the only empty bed in the middle of a five-bed dormitory on the first floor of the building. The evidence of my roommates' existence included discarded backpacks left strewn on the floor, towels and toiletries piled on their beds and an empty potato chip bag in the middle of the room.
Staring glumly at my new abode, I tried to cheer myself up. At least, I didn't have to sleep on a bunk bed, I reasoned. Plus, my bed was located in a choice location directly below the one and only fan in the room. There was even an electrical socket above my bed. I imagined my new roommates trying to butter me up with gifts of potato chips and compliments on the color of my luggage in order to sit under my fan or plug their iPod chargers into my electrical outlet.
After throwing my bags down on my bed, I decided to check out the rest of my new home. Aside from the three dorm rooms, the hostel had a central lounge area: a dim, narrow room packed full of discarded books, empty water bottles and dirty flip-flops. The seating consisted of old benches taken out of passenger vans, lending the area the charm of a mechanic's garage… or a garbage dump. There were a total of three bathrooms in the hostel — two of them inside the building and the other one located around the corner of the building on the outside. A dead grasshopper the size of Kansas adorned the doorstep of one of the indoor bathrooms. I was too afraid to check the outside bathroom to see what dead animal might be acting as welcome mat there.
Slowly realizing exactly what I had gotten myself into, I, again, tried to look on the bright side. I had had a long day on the bus. I was tired and cranky and still in pain from all those karaoke videos. Maybe all I needed was a beer and some sleep and everything would be better in the morning? Maybe magic fairies (or more volunteers) would show up in the middle of the night and clean all the dead grasshoppers from the bathroom floor? Maybe my roommates would turn out to be the most wonderful people in the world… or, at least, really quiet and capable of seeing in the dark, so they wouldn't have to switch on the light while I was sleeping?
After dinner and a drink, I settled on to my bed and I attempted to go to sleep. The hostel faced a busy street where motorcycles, cars and tuk-tuks zoomed by incessantly. From the barks and growls that came through the open window, I suspected the sidewalk outside of the building was being used to house a pack of wild dogs… or maybe a herd of backpacking werewolves. By the time my roommates, a drunken, disorderly band of twenty-something blondes, arrived at midnight and switched on all the lights in the dorm, I had already given up on sleep and settled on a state of cranky, near-comatose.
In the morning, after clocking a grand total of two hours of shut-eye, I awoke groggy and grumpy. I was promptly greeted by the sight of my dorm-mate's naked rear-end in the bed next to me.
My real self did not like this… not one little bit. My real self wanted nine more hours of sleep. My real self wanted her own room. My real self wanted her dorm-mate to put on some pants, already.
Know What You're Getting Yourself Into
All the articles I've read offering advice on applying for volunteering gigs recommend that you ask a lot of questions before you go to find out what you're getting yourself into… you know, before you've got yourself into it. This makes sense… but it also kind of spoils the surprise, don't you think?
Prior to arriving at the hostel, I knew only one thing about my upcoming gig: my boss' name was Shampoo. To me, this seemed like reason enough to work there. After all, how bad could a job be when your boss was named after a shower product?! He sounded like a fun-loving, carefree guy… prone to smelling like strawberries… or tea tree oil.
I had no idea what I'd be expected to do while working at the hostel or who I'd be working with. When I arrived on Wednesday night, I tried to ask the young man working as the receptionist about my expected job duties, but he only smiled shyly and told me I should wait to talk to Shampoo, who was in another village visiting some friends that night.
I didn't get to meet Shampoo until the next morning, when he introduced me to the rest of the staff, which consisted of the man I had met the night before who took care of checking in and out guests, a few shy college-aged girls who did the cooking and waitressing, and two boys, who could not have been more than ten years old and were in charge of the cleaning. (This could explain the dead grasshopper outside of the bathroom door. For all I knew, those boys put that bug there on purpose — for decoration!)
It seemed all the jobs needed to run a hostel (checking in and out the guests, cooking, waitressing, cleaning, decorating the bathroom with dead insects) were already being taken care of (well, to some extent… I still question whether it's prudent to have someone under the age of twelve in charge of the housekeeping). I asked what my job responsibilities would be, and my boss simply responded that I should "help with the guests." I was never told what kind of help I would be giving them or what kind of help they might require (In the case of my roommate, I suspected she might need a little help finding her pants… but, other than that, I really had no idea how I could be of service).
In the few hours that I spent "working," it quickly became apparent that not only did I not know what I was supposed to do, neither did anyone at the hostel. I spent an hour or so chatting with the receptionist who told me he was trying to improve his English. I spent some time inspecting the hodge-podge of books that were lying around the lounge. Then I spent another hour watching kung fu movies dubbed into Lao. The few times that I asked my boss if there was something (anything!) that I could be doing, he simply smiled at me and told me to "chill out."
Know When to Fold Em
After a few hours of "work," I knew this job wasn't for me. Yet, I tried to tell myself to stick it out. After all, it certainly wasn't a difficult job — "chilling out" and watching kung fu videos was definitely a fair bit easier than weeding rice paddies. Sure, the no-sleep thing was worrying, but maybe my roommates would turn in early that night… or check out of the hostel… or get eaten by werewolves.
After spending most of the day waiting to be asked to do something (anything!) and wondering how much more boredom and kung fu movies and sleepless nights I could take, I knew there was really no reason for me to stick it out. I stood up, turned to Shampoo (a man who, disappointingly, smelled neither of strawberries nor of tea tree oil) and informed him that I was leaving. He seemed neither very surprised nor saddened by this. I suspect, he knew I wasn't exactly the "chill out" type… or the backpacker type… or even the kung fu movie type.
Sure, persistence is a virtue, but so is knowing yourself, knowing what you're capable of and knowing when to throw in the towel. It was definitely time for me to throw in the towel.
As I threw my belongings back into my luggage and headed for the door, the words of Kenny Rogers' "The Gambler" started running through my head:
You got to know when to hold em, know when to fold em,
Know when to walk away and know when to run.
I won't say I was running when I left the hostel… but, I will say, there was a certain spring in my step.
Food (or "The Reason Why I Can't Fit Into My Pants")
This section includes the following articles:
unbrave eats: kobe beef

The joy of having visitors in Japan is that you get to eat your way through Japan with them… it's really your duty, after all. I mean, your visitor has traveled for hours possibly days to come see you, the least you can do is put that healthy eating resolution on hold (again) and spend your days shoveling bacon and cheese okonomiyaki and draft beer into your mouth (again)… you know, to show them the way things are really done around here. God forbid they leave the country thinking everyone eats sashimi and boiled seaweed all day!
My dad is in town this week, which means I not only get to eat my way through Japan (again) but I also get to eat all those things I absolutely must eat before leaving Japan at the end of the month. The list of things I absolutely must eat (again) before leaving Japan (again) is long, but at the top of the list is Kobe beef.
Ahh, Kobe beef… worth every bit of hype, every overpriced bite and every egotistical basketball star named after it. At one hundred dollars a plate, Kobe beef is a splurge that one does not indulge in lightly. Well, unless you're me and you're all about indulging in splurges lightly… because, hey, you deserve it, gosh darnit. (Not that you have any clue what you've actually done to deserve it… but you're certain there was something you did at some point in your life to deserve the opportunity to eat a piece of cow that costs more than your couch).
Almost as wonderful as the melt-in-your-mouth rich, fatty goodness of Kobe beef is the elaborate ceremony of preparation and presentation that goes along with it.
We went to Mouriya in downtown Sannomiya, where the beef is cooked in front of you on a teppanyaki-style iron grill. Prior to our dinner in Kobe, we'd spent a busy day of sight-seeing in Himeji and Kobe so we were pretty exhausted by the time we settled into our seats at the restaurant and put on our beef-eating bibs (yes, you do, in fact, get a bib to eat Kobe beef.. after all, you wouldn't want to lose a single fatty morsel of your meal to your poor undeserving sweater).
Seeing as we were too exhausted to talk, it's a good thing we could stare numbly at the chef as he ceremoniously prepared each piece of our meal.
Before the beef even hits the iron plate, the chef spent ten minutes sauteing waver-thin slices of garlic, which he meticulously flipped one by one until the pieces were golden and crispy and ready to be heaped on to our plate.

With garlic chips in place, the chef then started in on our beef and grilled vegetables.
Mind you, your entire one-hundred-dollar hunk of Kobe beef is not all cooked and served to you at once. Instead, the beef is portioned off into smaller chunks and cooked gradually so you're constantly receiving morsels of beef along with cooked vegetables.
I suppose this is to help you savor the experience… an experience you may never have again (unless you're like me and you're all about having once-in-a-lifetime experiences about every two to three months).

After the chef cooked up all the meat and vegetables (and I managed to shovel all the pieces into my face without dribbling so much as lotus root on my bib), the chef slapped a pile of sauteed fat on to each of our plates.
I suppose that sounds gross to many of you readers out there.
Heck, it sounds kind of gross to me now that I'm reading it.

But remember this is not just any fat, it's Kobe Beef Fat.
This Fat was massaged daily by farmhands and fed beer.
This Fat has a basketball star named after it.
This Fat is the splurge-of-your-lifetime (well, unless you're like me… in that case, This Fat is the splurge-of-your-Tuesday).
This Fat is the reason why you will never be able to afford children (and if you do somehow end up having kids, you'll have to tell them they can't have ballet lessons and new shoes because of This Fat).
So it's not gross fat at all, but This Fat.
And This Fat tastes pretty dang amazing!
unbrave eats: shihlin night market food

When my flight touched down at the Taiwan Taoyuan International Airport on Wednesday afternoon, the television screens on the back of the seats starting playing an advertisement from the Taiwanese Tourism Board. (Which, when you think about it, is a little odd. Why try to sell a trip to Taiwan to a bunch of people who have already bought a trip to Taiwan? Wouldn't it be better to try to sell us on a nice trip to some place we'd never think to go like, say, Turkmenistan?) The tag line for the advertisement was "Taiwan: Beyond Your Expectation." Which, depending on your expectation level, this could be a really good thing (as in, "Wow, I thought Taiwan was going to be great, but it turned out to be the most amazing trip of my life!") or just a so-so thing (as in, "Wow, I didn't have any expectations for Taiwan, but it turned out to be decent.") or a really bad thing (as in, "I expected to get a little sick in Taiwan, but I didn't expect this tape worm!").
So far in my past two days in Taiwan, I have to say that tag line has been pretty spot-on, especially in regards to the night market food. And, let's just say, I had some pretty high expectations for that night market food. I mean, I am quite the connoisseur of any food served deep-fried or on-a-stick. If that food happens to be both deep-fried and on-a-stick, well then, I'm half-tempted to marry it. Seeing as I had heard a great deal of the food available at your typical Taiwanese night market is of the deep-fried and served-on-a-stick variety, I was pretty sure this was going to be my version of heaven.
Last night, I headed to Shihlin Night Market, Taiwan's largest night market. Luckily, I was able to go with friends, both of whom were much better versed at the delicacies on offer at the various food stalls. They also happen to be much better versed at Chinese. While I'm more than happy to point and grunt and try any food that crosses my path (especially if it happens to cross my path on a stick), it's always much nicer to actually know what you're ordering and know what you're ordering is actually going to be edible.
Earlier in the day while out on my own, I had had a not so pleasant experience at the bakery with something called the "deep fried pork floss bun." Figuring I liked things deep fried and made of pork and served in bun format, I snapped it up in hopes of a delightful new treat. But instead of tasting like pork, my bun tasted like peanut butter and fish. As promised by the Taiwanese Tourism Board advertisement, this was an experience definitely beyond my expectations… but not so much in a good way.
With friends along at the night market, I was hoping to be able to avoid replicating the peanut butter and fish taste experience.
The first thing I tried upon the recommendation of my friends was the fried quail eggs on a stick. The eggs were coated in a sweet sauce and dusted with black pepper. I've had a few bad eggs in my day, so I'm usually wary of eggs in their various forms (especially eggs in their various forms from various forms of birds), I probably would not have tried these if they hadn't come so recommended. I have to say I was happy I did as these were extremely tasty.
I polished off my quail eggs and a few bites from my friends' food selections (including a bite off of some blood sausage made with pork blood and rice which I'm happy to report tasted a lot more like rice than pork blood… it also, of course, tasted like peanut butter, but, thankfully, not fish!). After these rather pleasant taste experiences, I was now ready to try something a bit more challenging for my taste buds (or at least for my nose): stinky tofu! We found a vendor selling chunks of the deep-fried stuff on a stick. Hey, deep-frying makes everything better… even stinky stuff, right?!
Turns out deep-frying does in fact make things better… even chunks of pungent, fermented tofu (and, as I just found out from Wikipedia, pungent, fermented tofu that very possibly has been sitting in a brine with maggots for several months… mmmm, thanks, Wikipedia!). True to its name stinky tofu does, in fact, stink. But the stench wasn't nearly as bad as I had thought it would be. The taste, I dare say, was almost enjoyable. It wasn't too much different from the deep-fried tofu served at lots of restaurants in Japan…well, aside from the little issue of its odor (and, apparently, the little issue of the maggots).
Eating stuff on a stick certainly can make you mighty thirsty, so it was time to get myself a drink. Stands whipping up fresh juices, smoothies and other fruity concoctions are in abundance at the night market, so we stopped by one where I asked them to make their most Taiwanese drink for me. They recommended a blend of bitter melon (the fun, warty white-ish thing below) and pineapple juice. Despite my friends warning me otherwise, I decided to try it out. True to its name, bitter melon is in fact very bitter… and not in the least bit refreshing or enjoyable… which isn't exactly something you'd expect from your fruit drink. But, you know, Taiwan and the whole expectation thing.
After (barely) quenching my thirst, I felt it was time to move on to my main course: sausage! But this was not your ordinary sausage. Well, admittedly, this sausage tasted like ordinary sausage, but the "bun" was actually a big ball of glutinous, sticky rice. Imagine sushi but with sausage. The sausage was rather tasty and the glutinous rice was hot and definitely, ummm, glutinous. But, overall, I have to say the rice was way too heavy. Plus, I had made the mistake of actually eating lunch yesterday, so I wasn't nearly hungry enough to finish off my sausage and half-a-pound-of-sticky-rice treat. I ate half of it, and knew it was time to quit… well, at least time to quit the dinner portion of my evening and move on to dessert!
And what doesn't say dessert like a big huge heaping pile of beans?! These beans were served on top of a mountain of shaved ice covered in condensed milk alongside some tapioca pearls (like those found in bubble tea) and taro balls (also often found in bubble tea). To be honest, I did not have high hopes for this dessert. First of all, there was the whole bean factor. No matter how many times I eat them as a dessert, I will never truly be sold on the idea of beans as dessert… that is, until someone figures out how to grow cheesecake beans. Secondly, I have never been a big fan of shaved ice. I mean, it's ice. Why eat ice when you could eat ice cream?!
Despite my low hopes, I have to say out of all the tasty treats I tried last night, this one was by far my favorite. It's amazing what an entire can's worth of condensed milk can do to a big heaping pile of ice and beans! The ice was very thinly shaven and soaked up the condensed milk in a way that almost made this dish taste like ice cream. The beans looked and tasted a lot like lentils (and probably were lentils), but you hardly noticed their bean-y taste with all that condensed milk around. Plus, the tapioca and taro pearls on the side added some fun chewy texture. True to the words of the Taiwanese Tourism Board, this dish definitely went beyond my expectations… in a good way, that is.
unbrave eats: thai chicken stir-fry with spicy peanut sauce

I am not what you would call an enthusiastic cook. I'm not even sure I am what you would call a cook. In Japan, I cooked most of my own meals, but it was not something I did because I enjoyed it. It was something I did so that I didn't have to eat out every night. Eating out in Japan can be quite pricey. Plus, you actually have to get dressed in real people clothes to go out to eat there. One thing I do like about cooking at home is that you can show up to dinner in a tube top and a bath towel and no one is bothered by this. (Side note: I lived alone. I would not recommend showing up to dinner in a tube top and a bath towel if you happen to live with your parents, spouse, significant other, kids or, say, a discerning pet or two).
Luckily, Japan was a pretty easy place for a lazy cook. Much like in the United States, grocery stores were stocked with pre-made sauces and pre-cut meat parts. Japan was also a pretty easy place to shop for one. You could easily pick up a single chicken breast or a single salmon steak. You could find bread packages that contained only three or four slices of bread. Heck, you didn't even have to buy bananas in bunches.
Rural Thailand, on the other hand, is not exactly the best place for single shoppers. These days, I buy most of my produce at the local country market where bananas come in bunches big enough to feed a herd of wild monkeys. The other day I thought I was buying one huge eggplant, and I ended up with seven. I think the woman at the vegetable stand even added in an extra one as a kind of eggplant bonus. She had loaded up the bag with six eggplants, looked at me, smiled and gave me one more. I must have looked really hungry… or like I was the type of person who actually knows what to do with seven eggplants. Unfortunately, I am not. I managed to make three meals with the eggplant (fried eggplant with pasta, stir-fried eggplant and tofu with rice, and then back to fried eggplant with pasta). The rest of the eggplants wilted in the fridge until I had to throw them in the compost bin this morning.
In addition to not exactly being the best place for single shoppers, the local country market is not exactly the best place for last-minute right-before-dinner shoppers. I've been going to the market around four in the afternoon after I've finished all my important house-sitting duties like watering plants, petting cats, killing ants, eating lunch, napping, and, ummm, staring vacantly at Twitter. By four, most of the meat is gone and the meat that's left doesn't look all that appealing (and, let's just say, I'm pretty sure the meat didn't even start out looking all that appealing). You see, there aren't exactly any refrigerators at the market. In fact, the only technology used to keep the meat, ummm, "fresh" are these electrical ceiling fans that whir above the chunks of meat to keep the flies at bay (and, let's just say, I'm pretty sure that's not exactly doing the trick).
Not only are the meat products starting to look pretty grim around four in the afternoon, but also most of the fruits and vegetables are pretty picked over by then too. What's left tends to be wilted and unrecognizable. There are usually some bunches of green stuff that looks vaguely like spinach… or weeds; although I'm pretty sure it's not spinach. Meanwhile, you can't find a bunch of broccoli or a green pepper to save your life at that hour.
Today, I thought I'd try to get to the market early so I could pick up some vegetables I could actually recognize. Plus, after my visit to the funky (and decidedly creepy) Baan Dam museum yesterday, where animal skulls were the decor of choice, I was starting to feel a bit, ummm, carnivorous. (Strange, right?! You'd think all those creepy animal skulls would turn me off meat, but I guess it's going to take a lot more than un-refrigerated slabs of meat at the market and decorative animal skulls to make this girl a vegetarian!).
I wheeled my bike up to the market around ten this morning; just in time to grab a few broccoli. (I asked for two; the woman gave me three — that vegetable stand lady loves me. I just wish she would show her love in other ways besides giving me way too many vegetables I can't eat.) I was also able to get a mango. (Only one. The fruit stand lady, apparently, does not feel the love). Then it was on to my meat purchase. There were quite a lot of options: big red hunk of meat, big pink hunk of meat, big fatty hunk of meat. While it all looked, umm, like meat, I wasn't exactly sure what kind of meat it was or how I'd even go about cooking most of it as some of those pieces were roughly the size and diameter of a school-aged child. So I decided to go with something I could easily recognize and knew how to cook: chicken.
When I moseyed up to the guy at the chicken table, I quickly realized I had two options: chicken with feet still attached or chicken with head still attached. Figuring one appendage would be a lot easier to detach than two, I went with the chicken with the head still attached.
It wasn't until I got home and pulled the bird out of the bag, that I started to have my doubts. The chicken I used to buy in the Japanese supermarket didn't even have its skin still attached, and here this chicken still had a head on its shoulders! The chicken I'm used to buying looks about as much like a chicken as I look like Cameron Diaz (hint: I don't). Aside from the whole no feathers and feet thing, this was still pretty much a chicken. Heck, if the chicken had hopped up on the cutting board and started laying eggs I wouldn't have been a bit surprised.
I shoved the chicken back into the plastic bag and into the refrigerator where it stared at me all afternoon every time I made the mistake of opening the fridge door. I then headed to the computer for help. I typed in "how to cut a whole chicken" in Google and came up with a long list of instructional websites and videos including a video by The Pampered Chef on how to debone a chicken. Unfortunately, none of these websites or videos addressed the issue of how to chop the head off the chicken. Apparently, pampered chefs don't deal with any part of the chicken that still has eyeballs (makes sense… really).
I then typed in "how to cut the head off a chicken" into Google. This time the list of websites and videos wasn't so instructional. The top site was a Wikipedia article about Mike the Headless Chicken, a chicken that lived for 18 months after its head was cut off back in 1945. Mike the Headless Chicken (or "Miracle Mike") went from being Sunday dinner to a sideshow star, earning $4,500 a month. According to the Wikipedia article, Miracle Mike's fame and success lead to a spree of "copycat chicken beheadings" and an annual festival in Fruita, Colorado which includes popular events such as "5K Run Like a Headless Chicken Race" and "Pin the Head on the Chicken."
As fascinating as this information was, this wasn't getting me any closer to beheading this chicken (and, in fact, was kind of freaking me out… heck, if a chicken without a head could live for 18 months, who's to say that a chicken with a head couldn't hop up and start laying eggs on my cutting board?!).
Figuring I was on my own as far as the whole chicken beheading went, I decided I should at least find I nice recipe for my chicken. I decided on a recipe for Thai chicken stir-fry with a spicy peanut sauce. Since my chicken had lived Thai, he should die Thai (or at least die Thai-ing… ha, ha, ha, get it?!). Of course, one might question the authenticity of a Thai recipe that calls for peanut butter, but I figured the whole chicken-with-its-head-still-on more than made up for any lack of authenticity in the recipe. Plus, this was the only recipe I could find that I actually had all the ingredients for.
After mustering up courage and a cleaver, I started in on the chicken. The head was surprising easy to detach thanks to the cleaver. Unfortunately, the rest of it wasn't so easy going. Don't believe that Pampered Chef guy when he tells you deboning a chicken is "so easy to do." Maybe, it's "so easy" to debone a wimpy American chicken, but Thai chickens don't give up their bones so easily, I'll have you know. Another fun fact I discovered was that my chicken did, in fact, still have its feet… they were just hiding inside (one of just many fun surprises I was to find inside my chicken!). After about twenty minutes of wrestling with the chicken and a couple different knife changes, I had finally pulled off as much meat as I could… or at least enough meat to make dinner. I was also starting to really understand the appeal of vegetarianism. I can't remember tofu every putting up that kind of struggle (or suddenly springing a pair of surprise hidden feet!)
With the chicken deboned, I worked on the rest of the meal which was a breeze compared to the twenty-minute chicken debacle. The end result was pretty good, although I have to say I think the sauce was a bit too sweet; this is probably because of the "authentic" Thai Skippy peanut butter I used. I think next time I'll try the recipe with crushed peanuts instead of peanut butter… and tofu instead of chicken… lots and lots of tofu.
unbrave eats: green chicken curry

Before taking my Thai cooking class three weeks ago, I convinced myself that this time I would actually use the knowledge I learned in class unlike the other times I've taken cooking classes (and, you know, all those times I've taken language classes… and those viola lessons I took in high school… and that one time I took that workshop on how to make macrame pot-holders; yep, that was a bunch of knowledge never used!).
Last year when I took a cooking class in Bali, I pounded chilies with a pestle and wrapped ground pork on to bamboo skewers, all the while thinking, "Yeah right, when am I ever going to do this at home? Like I have a mortar and pestle just sitting around in my kitchen! And I'm pretty sure these bamboo skewers won't fit into my microwave." I went home, and discovered I did, in fact, have a mortar and pestle sitting in my kitchen (still not sure about the bamboo skewers in the microwave, though). But I never pounded another chili or attempted to make sate lili bali again.
It's been three weeks since my cooking class, and the only recipe I have used from the class was the one for pad pak ruam, stir-fried vegetables with tofu. And, honestly, this hasn't been a huge stretch for me… after all, I can't say I've never stir-fried a vegetable before. Besides, my entire cooking philosophy has always been: "Turn on stove, put pan on stove, heat oil, add stuff, cook stuff, turn off stove, put stuff on plate, eat stuff." (If I can avoid the "put stuff on plate" step and just eat directly from the pan, therefore avoiding any extra dishwashing, even better!). I've been meaning to try the other recipes that I picked up while in class, especially kaeng khiaw waan kai (green chicken curry), but it seemed to require a lot more work (and a lot more dishwashing!), then I was up for.
Frankly, in the past week or so, a lot of things have started to feel like a lot more work than I am up for; including, any form of grocery shopping, the hour long bike/bus commute into town, the endless killing of ants and man-sized spiders, the watering of plants, my daily negotiation with the well that keeps going dry, and cooking of any kind. Call it culture-shock or country-living-shock, but the rosy glow of my brand new Thai jungle adventure has been replaced by the rose-colored welts of insect bites (not to mention the glow of my skin which is slowly becoming radioactive due to my over-application of DEET). One evening last week, I couldn't be bothered with the work involved in shopping or cooking, so I ended up eating a dinner of cold tofu and cookies. Yep, you know your sense of adventure has died when the bulk of your dinner's nutritional content is coming from a package of Oreos.
The reason why everything has started to feel like a lot more work than adventure is the heat. In the past week, the temperature has been holding steady at one hundred degrees Fahrenheit (about thirty-eight degrees Celsius) every single day. In case you're wondering, this just happens to be the boiling point of brain… specifically, my brain. While the early mornings have been breezy and balmy and the evenings cool and comfortable, pretty much any time between 10 AM and 7 PM has been torture… torture accompanied by the sound of my grey matter slowly sizzling in my skull.
Sure, I've lived through hot before: tropical Brazil and sticky summers in Japan (not to mention more than a few swampy Augusts in Washington, D.C… uggh!). But this time it's different, and by "different" I mean "devoid of air conditioning." I don't even like air conditioning! I'm one of those weirdos that prefers fresh air to canned and cool air, even if the fresh air is about a hundred degrees. In Brazil, I never had an air conditioner. In Japan, I would only use my apartment air conditioner if I had guests; instead, I preferred to use a complicated system of electrical fans all pointed at my head combined with a wardrobe of tube tops.
When I lived in these countries, I usually spent the majority of my day in an air conditioned office and had the opportunity to escape to air conditioned shopping malls or movie cinemas or convenient stores should the system of fans and tube tops just not cut it. These days there is no air conditioned office or shopping mall or movie cinema, and the closest air conditioned convenient store is a very inconvenient hour-long bike and bus ride away. All I have are a couple fans pointed at my head (sadly, the tube tops did not make my packing list) and something called "Balancing Cool" body soap (which I do have to say is pretty awesome; it's a mentholated soap that makes it feel kind of like air-conditioning in your shower!).
Given the extreme heat, I haven't exactly felt like positioning myself above a sizzling wok and cooking up any new Thai culinary creations. I also haven't exactly felt like buying any of the ingredients needed for these creations. After deciding that I really should try to cook green chicken curry, it took me a week to assemble the green curry paste, a carton of coconut milk and some round, Thai eggplants… but I still had to go to the local country market to buy the chicken… oh, the chicken (said with a liberal shaking of my fist at the sky).
The first and last time I attempted to buy chicken at the local market, I ended up spending twenty minutes sawing off the head and feet (accompanied by twenty minutes of screaming) and then another twenty minutes hacking the meat from the bone (accompanied by twenty minutes of whining). During the market tour of my cooking class, the teacher had asked the butcher at the city market for only the chicken breasts, and the butcher had gamely hacked off the head, feet and bony carcass (with no accompanied screaming and whining). I was pretty sure, with the right amount of miming and gesturing, I could get the chicken guy at my local country market to hack off the bird's head and feet for me. But I was doubtful I could mime my way into getting him to cut off all the difficult, unrecognizable bits and just hand me the pink, easy bits.
Plus, I worried that asking for only the chicken breasts was a "city" thing to do. I'm sure if I sauntered up to the booth at my local country market and asked for only the easy bird parts, they'd laugh at me. After all, didn't I know that the head and feet were the best parts?! The head is where all the flavor is! And who doesn't want a nice chicken foot to chew on as an after-dinner treat?!
I kept on putting off the chicken purchase until the eggplants were on the brink of expiration. And, then I saw it, the answer to my prayers: pre-cut chicken fillets, all pink and easy and wrapped in plastic and styrofoam. So bad for the environment, but so good for my mental health!
I was at the Western-style grocery store in town when I spotted them in the refrigerated meat section. "Buy us," they said, "We'll make your life so much easier! No miming, hacking, screaming or whining required!" (Okay, so that could have been my stir-fried brain talking… but, still, I was definitely hearing voices). I contemplated the pros and cons of the purchase. First of all, it would take a walk through town to the bus station, then a very hot and crowded fifteen-minute bus ride, plus a bike ride in the scorching sun to get these chicken breasts from their refrigerated case at the grocery store to the refrigerator at the house. This didn't seem very hygienic. Meanwhile, the country market only required about a ten-minute bike ride to my refrigerator. But there isn't any kind of refrigeration at the country market; plus there isn't any of that fancy plastic wrap on the chicken keeping all the flies off. This also seemed less than hygienic.
I stared at that pack of plastic-wrapped, pink chicken bits for ten minutes wondering what to do. And, then I felt it: my sense of adventure came back! After a week of being deadened by the heat, it was revived by the cool air coming off the refrigerated meat case. It whispered, "Do it, Sally. Buy that chicken! What's the worst that could happen?! Salmonella? You spit on salmonella! So what if your green chicken curry turns you green?! This is an adventure!" (Okay, again, it's totally likely that it was my broiled brain talking, but, there were voices and those voices were rooting for the pre-cut chicken). I popped the styrofoam container into my basket and headed to the check-out counter, hoping both the container of chicken and my sense of adventure would stay intact during the hour it would take me to get home.
Upon arriving home, I assembled the ingredients I would need to make the curry according to the instructions on the back of the curry packet; including the chicken, coconut milk, water and the eggplants. The recipe also called for kaffir lime leaves, sweet basil and chili to "season as needed." I grabbed plenty of kaffir lime leaves and basil, but only two small fresh chilies as my palate has yet to acclimate itself to the spiciness of Thai cuisine (and, frankly, last week's diet of cold tofu and Oreos hasn't done much to remedy that).
After slicing up the chicken breast and quartering the eggplants, I started in on the chilies. As I don't eat fresh chilies much and have never actually cooked with them, I wasn't quite sure how to go about getting them ready for the curry. I remembered having read somewhere that it's the seeds in the peppers that hold the spiciness, so I made sure to take most of them out. I also remembered having read somewhere that you should wear gloves while chopping chilies but I didn't have any gloves and, besides, wearing gloves to chop up a few measly chilies seemed like a very safe "city" thing to do. I was on a Thai jungle adventure! This adventure girl didn't need any gloves to make a little curry! Heck no!
After cooking everything up and preparing the rice, my green chicken curry came out looking a bit less appetizing than the one I made in class but smelled delicious. After serving it up (yes, I decided not to eat it directly from the wok, despite my dread of extra dishes to wash), I tasted my new Thai culinary creation… and that's when I knew that my brain wasn't the only major body organ that was going to be cooked. Turns out two measly little chilies can go a long way in a big huge wok full of green chicken curry. After one mouthful, my face had broken out in a sweat and I started to wonder what the boiling point of, say, small intestine might be…
But my internal organs weren't the only ones feeling the burn. In minutes, my hands started feeling like I'd been playing catch with hot coals. My face and neck, which I had touched after chopping the chilies, also started to burn and broke out in a rash. I tried to gulp down the rest of my bowl of curry before my finger's lost their function and all my organs gave way. After a cup of milk, my stomach and intestinal track were settled but my hands were still burning… and getting worse… much worse. In fact, I wouldn't have been a bit surprised if my fingers had suddenly burst into flames. I tried washing my hands with soap and slathering them with lotion, but nothing seemed to help.
I ran to my computer where I gingerly typed "HELP!!! FINGERS BURNING!!! CHILI PEPPER?!?" into Google. Results included everything from rubbing your hands with onions to running your hands through your hair to soaking them in dishwashing liquid. I tried the hair thing and the dishwashing liquid thing and a number of other remedies including toothpaste, hand sanitizing gel and running around the room while waving my hands above my head and screaming, "It burns! It burns!"
After half an hour, an entire tube of hand sanitizing gel, half a tub of dishwashing liquid, my last bit of toothpaste (not to mention freaking out the cat with my run-around-the-room-shaking-and-screaming-routine), my hands finally stopped their burning. They were still red and tender and had curled up into angry little claws… claws I would have liberally shaken at the sky and at my sense of adventure for getting me into such a mess if only I had had the energy to do so…
unbrave eats: lemon & sesame pringles

As you might have gathered from my catchy blog name, there are very few things that do not strike fear in my heart. Included in my many fears are ceiling fans, ladders, snakes, stray dogs, science fiction, caviar and Cabbage Patch Kids. But, above all else, my number one fear is regret.
Given my genetic make-up, my chance of living a long life is rather high despite my propensity towards deep-fried foods and gin and tonics. Given my inability to wear makeup (and, you know, my inability to actually talk to boys), my chances of finding someone willing to share that long life with me is admittedly a bit low. (Wahoo! That means more deep-fried food and gin and tonics for me!) I've come to terms with the fact that I might die a grizzled old hunchback at ninety, covered in cracker crumbs and cat hair, with only my bottle of Tanqueray to keep me company as I breathe my last. (The cats having taken off long ago, claiming I was too "clingy".) I'm perfectly cool with that scenario. But, what I don't want to have happen to me is to die filled with regret over all the things I should have done. (Meanwhile, should I die filled with deep-fried mozzarella sticks, that's totally cool.)
It is with this fear of regret that I often justify actions so incredibly rash that they're, well, downright regrettable. Two years ago, I flew a total of twenty-eight hours to spend a weekend in Detroit with a man I had only met briefly but thought I might be in love with. Even though I knew the action was rash and foolhardy and, you know, expensive, I was convinced that anything would be better than regretting my not going… anything including Detroit. As it turned out, when I got there I quickly realized that I wasn't in love with him, he wasn't in love with me and I was in Detroit… for an entire weekend.
One might consider my current venture equally rash and potentially regrettable. I've given up a decently paid job at a respectable university, a rent-free apartment and a social life that included real-live humans (not just cats and Twitter followers), to spend the next year bumming through Asia. I have hardly any savings, a travel insurance policy that doesn't protect me should I fall into a volcano or get caught up in a religious war, and a fall-back plan that consists of hitching a ride home on a pirate ship and spending the rest of my days on my parent's couch. (I hope they serve gin and tonics there!)
I should probably be spending these years advancing my career, building up a retirement fund and figuring out what the heck a mortgage is, but, I knew, if I didn't take this trip I'd regret it. Then again, chances are high that someday I will also regret not having a retirement fund… but hopefully by then the Earth will have self-imploded (this being my current retirement plan) or the monetary system, as we know it, will evolve to the point that, instead of using cash and credit cards, we will use buttons in exchange for goods and services (this being my fall-back plan… and the reason why I hoard all those teeny-tiny ziplock bags of buttons that come with new pieces of clothing).
Usually I use my fear of regret as an excuse to do whatever it is I get it in my head to do (even if that involves a weekend trip to Detroit from Japan… or filling my carry-on luggage full of buttons rather than, say, toiletries and a change of clothes). It's actually quite amazing what this fear of regret will help you justify: anything from purchasing a new pair of sequined sandals (despite the fact that you swore off sequins after that last sequin-induced toe injury) or a new flavor of snack product. Rarely do I pass up any opportunity afforded to me, especially if that opportunity is available in shiny or sold in potato chip form.
But, two weeks ago, I did. And, let's just say, it's been a difficult two weeks.
I was shopping at the local Costco-like, big box grocery store, when I spotted the new "Fruit & Nut" Pringles, which included Lemon & Sesame flavor and Blueberry & Hazelnut flavor. Of course, I was intrigued. I mean, come on, who wouldn't be?! It's like a soul of a muffin trapped inside a potato chip body! This is intrigue at it's height! I was eager to try them out, especially the Lemon and Sesame flavor, but seeing as I was at the big box store, the canisters were only being sold in a two-tube-pack. And, sadly, not a variety two-tube-pack. If I had been able to get one of each flavor then those bad boys would have been in my shopping cart in a second!
I figured I could polish off one canister if need be, but two canisters seemed like a big commitment. I've very rarely met a Pringle I didn't like — and I've had quite a few funky-flavored Pringles in my day (including a canister of "Limited Edition Funky Mustard Old American Circus" Pringles that were picked up in Tokyo that turned out to be quite the processed-potato-crisp delight!). Despite my past good experiences, what if lurking behind Mr. Pringle's knowing mustache was not a tasty snack but a big tube of salty regret?
So instead of tossing those tubes into my cart as I should have done, I passed them by… a decision that would haunt me for almost two weeks. Yes, yes, I said "haunt me," okay? I realize this may be seen as a bit overdramatic by some of you. But, honestly, when you're unemployed and living alone in the jungle and your social life consists of two cats, you're not presented with the usual laundry list of potentially regrettable actions; like, say, crying in front of your boss or getting stuck on the wrong train or buying pitchers of over-priced margaritas for everyone in the bar because you were convinced that this was the only way you could make everyone like you.
In fact, this wasn't the only time I have regretted passing up a purchase since coming to Thailand. A while back, I spotted a pack of something called "Homey Crackers" and didn't buy them. Another time I had a choice between the Nivea body lotion and something called "Whitey Body Cream"; in an uncreative move, I chose the Nivea. Once I was at the same big box grocery store and they were frying fresh donuts in the bakery section, and I actually walked right on by that big huge vat of donuts bobbing in hot oil without buying a single one (Yeah, I know, I'm pretty shocked to admit this myself). But, never before, have I spent two weeks filled with regret over a purchase not made (I think the donut decision was worth at least a week and a half of regret…).
When I went back to the big box grocery store on Monday of this week, I had had enough of being haunted by the memory of the one that got away. (Yes, I said "haunted" again, and, yes, I am talking about the tube of potato chips when I say the "one that got away".) After shoving the Lemon & Sesame Pringles two-tube-pack into my cart, I then proceeded to shop for all my other the essentials: a twelve-pack of cat food, a bushel of tomatoes, two pounds of rice, eight pounds of cookies… okay, maybe not so much rice. Staring at the huge pile of groceries in my shopping cart, I knew I'd never be able to fit all of it into the basket on the back of my bike. I had learned from experience, that it was easy to overestimate the size of my bike basket (not to mention my need for cookies) and underestimate the size of the groceries. The past couple times I had been to the store, I had bought way too many groceries and had been forced to dangle plastic bags off of my handlebars, a move that seriously impaired my (already seriously impaired) sense of equilibrium. So I sadly put the Pringles back on the shelf and hurried on home.
Over the course of the week, I stopped in every mini-mart and 7-11 that I came across to see if I could find the Lemon & Sesame Pringles being sold in a less regrettable one-tube-pack. Sadly, my search was fruitless (or should I say "fruit-and-nut-less"?). In an attempt to overpower the bittersweet taste of regret, I started trying out other flavors of potato chips (Okay, it's possible I am getting a bit overdramatic with this. I mean, come on, "bittersweet taste of regret"? Sheez! I am just talking about potato chips and not something important like love, death or, umm, cake).
First, there were the Sweet Basil chips (eaten while drinking beer, of course, because regret should always be served with an alcoholic beverage of some sort). What isn't mentioned in the name of these chips (and is only hinted at by the drawing on the packaging) is that these are not only flavored with sweet basil but also chili pepper. As you can imagine, the sweet basil is no match for the chili pepper, so all I tasted while eating these was the spice and none of the sweetness (that is until my tongue went numb).
Next were the "Supreme Sausage Pizza" chips. These also didn't exactly live up to their name. Smelling overpoweringly of ketchup, I could definitely taste the tomato sauce (or, umm, ketchup) and cheese, but there was not even a hint of sausage (let alone "supreme sausage"!).
And, finally, there were the "Nori Seaweed" chips, which were definitely my favorite of the bunch. Dusted with flakes of crispy nori, the seaweed taste was mild and not overpowering, and it made me feel nostalgic for Japan (where I can't remember ever actually having seen seaweed-flavored potato chips for sale, but, you know, whatever).
By this morning, I had had enough of filling the void with random potato chip flavors. I was determined to go back to the store to finally buy the Pringles, even though I knew that I might end up regretting buying them more then regretting having not bought them.
First of all, there was the whole two-tube-pack factor. If I didn't like them after all, I would have to figure out what to do with the second tube. I doubted the cats would eat them (they had turned up their noses at all my other offerings of potato chips). I toyed with the idea of sending them to my family or friends in the States so they could try them out, but I worried that the whole "Fruit & Nut" thing might violate quarantine laws prohibiting the shipment of fruit. The last thing I wanted to do was mess with the Thai postal service and end up in Thai prison. I've seen Brokedown Palace, and I can tell you for a fact that they don't serve any kind of potato chips in Thai prison!
Secondly, there was the forty-minute bike ride that would be required to get to the store in order to buy the chips. While the store is only a few miles away, the majority of those miles are on the superhighway. I have gained a lot more confidence in my bike-riding ability (if not my sense of equilibrium) since the first time I attempted to ride my bike on the superhighway, but it's still not a task I take on lightly or very regularly. Even though there's a small vehicle lane on the side of the superhighway, this lane is often used by other, non-small vehicles, such as turning vehicles, parked vehicles and, in one frightening instance, huge, speeding bus-vehicles.
Plus, there was the whole issue of the weather. In the past week or so, rainy season has descended upon this part of Thailand, meaning regular storms. While these storms are usually restricted to the afternoons, the weather of Thailand, much like the traffic, is not exactly predictable (I mean, for a month we've had temperatures of over 100 degrees Fahrenheit! Who in their right mind would predict that?!). This morning I woke up to blue skies fringed in storm clouds, and I was worried the storm might descend a bit earlier than usual. I doubted my bike riding skills were up to battling a thunderstorm… I also doubted whether the packaging on my hard-won Pringles purchase would be water-proof or not.
Not only was I a bit worried the clouds would open up on my ride to the grocery store, I was a bit worried my intestinal track might do the same. After finishing off my breakfast this morning, I instantly started to feel queasy. While it could have been any number of things making me feel sick, I suspected my breakfast was the culprit. You see, a week or so ago while in the throes of non-purchased-Pringles-regret, I stumbled upon a four-pack of yogurt with "cereal beans and lotus nuts." Curious about what a "cereal bean" might be, I snapped up the four-pack and headed home with my find. Upon digging into the yogurt, I discovered that, much like the illustration on the packaging suggested, "cereal beans" meant nothing more than sweet corn and kidney beans, a combination I have to say would make for a delightful, hearty winter stew… but wasn't quite so delightful served up in yogurt. But, since I'm stuck with the four-pack, I have no choice but to eat it (Again, the cats, showing much more discerning taste then myself, refuse to even touch the stuff).
Despite all my misgivings about the pending shopping trip, I hopped on my bike and headed out. The trip to the supermarket proved surprisingly uneventful, and the only event that did happen was a pleasant one. While making my way on the superhighway, a cute cyclist in tight bike shorts with the word "Thailand" written across his backside, zoomed past me, flashed me a huge smile and waved at me. For a brief moment, the world of motorbikes and parked cars and speeding buses all faded away, and it was just me and my bicycle and the cute guy and his bicycle shorts in our own little world of superhighway cyclists. It was like we had a kinship that can only be felt by those who've faced an oncoming bus with little more than a bike helmet and a scream to keep you safe.
And, then the moment was gone… along with the guy and his bike shorts because he was super fast. My trip back from the supermarket, after purchasing the much-desired chips, was slightly more eventful. A girl on a motorbike cut me off and turned in front of me. Because I was too busy thinking about my new Pringles purchase (and, admittedly, the guy in the tight Thailand shorts), I didn't even see her until I'd almost skidded into her. Not five seconds later a truck almost backed into me, at which point I decided I'd better keep my eye on the road and my mind off of potato chips and cuties in cycling shorts.
I was barely off my bike when I cracked into the pack of chips. I was surprised to find the lemon flavor was sweet making the chips taste exactly like lemon pound cake; that is, if lemon pound cake came in the form of a potato chip. This was not altogether disappointing (I mean, anything that tastes like cake can't be that bad), but it's not really what I had spent two weeks expecting. What was disappointing was that I couldn't taste the sesame flavor at all, and I'm a huge fan of anything sesame-flavored (especially if it happens to be deep-fried and possibly served with a gin and tonic).
After having a few more, I decided that the Lemon & Sesame Pringles were definitely "dessert chips." The question is, Mr. Pringle, did the world really need a dessert chip? I think there's nothing wrong with replacing your dinner with a non-dinner food, such as pancakes or, say, an entire bag of Nori Seaweed potato chips and a can of beer, but dessert is a different matter. I am strictly against replacing dessert with any non-dessert food. I particularly hate it when people try to replace my dessert with fruit (as if they thought I wouldn't notice!).
While I admit the idea of making a dessert chip is a clever one, I am a little bit worried that this might threaten the existence of dessert. The whole fruit-for-dessert phenomenon has made cake enough of an endangered species, the last thing we need is for Fruit & Nut chips to make dessert go extinct. While I was happy to have tried the Lemon & Sesame chips, if only to spare me more regret in my life, I can't help hoping that this is the last I will ever taste of a dessert chip. As much as I don't want to live a life of regret, a life without cake would be even worse.
Deep Thoughts (or "Every Once In A While I Say Something Smart")
This section includes the following articles:
unbrave girl takes on travel bloggers: in defense of fear & why traveling doesn't make you brave

Last week, I went out to dinner with some new friends I had met at a Thanksgiving party. At one point, someone mentioned that she had seen my blog. "You have a blog?" one of the women asked, "I've never met a travel blogger before."
She seemed so genuinely fascinated, that I didn't have the heart to mention to her that I'm not actually a travel blogger. I just play one on Twitter.
Prior to joining Twitter back before I started my trip in February, I had never read another travel blog. I had certainly never met any other travel bloggers. I didn't know the meanings of terms like SEO or XML or vlogging. (And was a little bit scared to find out. I mean, vlogging? That sounds painful.) I didn't know people made money off of blogging. I didn't know there were lists of popular travel blogs or awards for best travel blogs or big, hot-shot travel bloggers who have millions of followers reading them. (Rather than, say, just their mom… and some sorry soul who typed in "ate a donut and my tongue went numb" during a Google word search).
A lot has changed since then.
Not only do I know other travel bloggers exist, I've even started hanging out with them. In fact, the majority of the people that I know in Chiang Mai are fellow travel bloggers that I had "met" on Twitter prior to moving here.
It took some getting used to, to be honest. When I first met the group of travel bloggers in Chiang Mai, I had to introduce myself with my blog name: "Hi, My name is Sally. You may know me as Unbrave Girl." I felt like some covert superhero… or maybe one of those Dungeons and Dragons dorks… err, enthusiasts.
I was nervous meeting these people for the first time. I worried that they wouldn't like me — I'm not nearly as fun or witty in person… particularly when I'm not capable of deleting my words. Plus, I'm definitely not as adorable as my cartoon avatar especially since I've started washing my clothes in a bucket.
Besides, what would I even talk about? I have a limited number of good stories, and I've written about most of them on my blog. Sure, I didn't expect everyone to be an avid reader of my blog, but I knew some of them did read it. Was it too presumptuous to start off every story by saying, "Stop me if you've already read this on my blog"?
Luckily, the group has been very accepting and friendly and not a single one of them has told me mid-story, "Um, yeah, I know. I already read that on your blog. Do you have a story I haven't already read twenty paragraphs about?" Of course, I'm sure this is due to my ability to miraculously avoid repeating myself; rather than, say, the fact that these people aren't regularly reading my blog. (Right, guys? You're all reading my blog, right?! Guys?). Plus, some of them have been kind enough to pass along their travel blog wisdom to me and even helped me move over my blog to WordPress. (I've been told this is what all the hot-shot bloggers use. Now that my blog has been moved over, I can now commence being a hot-shot just like all my new hot-shot friends. Right, guys? Guys?!).
Sure, I still don't know what SEO or XML means. (And I'm sorely disappointed to find out that vlogging merely means "Video Blogging"… and not, say, "Being Beaten By Blood-Sucking Leprechauns."). I still don't know how people make money from blogging. (I suspect selling ad-space is involved… and pixie dust… and maybe unicorns.) I've been on a few lists of travel bloggers. (I was on this very nice list here, and this list, and that list). But I have yet to win any awards or show up on one of the big-deal lists, like "Best Travel Blogs EVER" or "Travel Blogs That Will Change Your Life (And, Thank God For That, Because Your Life Was Pretty Lame)." And I don't think I'll be reaching a million readers anytime soon. (Unless, this whole tongue-going-numb-while-eating-donuts thing hits epidemic proportions for which, I am proud to say, my blog is in the top ten of Google search results for that particular crisis.)
In addition to hanging out with travel bloggers, I've also started reading a lot more travel blogs. For the most part, I've found the practice of reading travel blogs to be enjoyable. There are some really great writers out there that have some really great things to say. I've also learned some pretty amazing stuff. For example, did you know that in China you can buy minty green tea flavored Oreos? Did you know that in Ecuador you can get a hot dog served with a shredded hot dog on top? Yeah, pretty amazing stuff, right? Imagine what I could learn if I started reading travel blog entries that weren't just about cookies and pork products!
As much as I've enjoyed my recent forays into travel blog reading (I mean, come on, who wouldn't enjoy learning more about Oreos and hot dogs?), I've also found myself getting increasingly, well, annoyed.
There is a general consensus among many of the hot-shot travel bloggers and the so-called "lifestyle design" bloggers. (Don't ask me, I don't know what “lifestyle design” means, either. I suspect it has something to do with pixie dust… and Vlogging). This consensus is that if you don't travel (or do something cah-razy like quit your day job to follow your dream of being a canoe-maker) than you're living a life of fear. And fear, they say, is a bad thing.
Mind you, this practice of fear-bashing is not a new thing. People have been picking on fear for years. There's that old chestnut about fearing nothing but fear itself. Back in the fourth century BC, Aristotle said fear was "pain arising from the anticipation of evil." Even Buddha chimed in with some anti-fear sentiments: "The secret of existence is to have no fear."
With all due respect to my fellow travel bloggers (and, uh, Buddha), I beg to differ.
Fear isn't so bad.
Fear is what keeps us alive. If we didn't have fear, we'd all be walking into oncoming traffic and jumping off cliffs. We'd be fighting bears with sandwich swords and living out of the canoes we'd fashioned from own our bare hands (because the money from our left-behind day job has long run out and no one wants to buy a canoe from someone whose knowledge of canoe-building was gleaned from reading articles on WikiHow).
I let fear hold me back from doing lots of things. I'll never sky dive or bungee jump. I have no desire to walk on hot coals. I firmly refuse to drive a motorbike. I won't white water raft or ride on top of a bus. I'll never swim with sharks.
Will I still die? Definitely. But at least, chances are, it won't be via shark attack. You can call me boring, but, frankly, I'd much rather have fear hold me back… than a missing arm.
We all just need to give fear a break.
And we need to give all the non-travelers out there a break, too.
Granted picking on non-travelers isn't anything new, either. Saint Augustine was ripping on homebodies as early as the fifth century. "The world," he said," is a book and those who do not travel read only a page."
Fair, enough, Mr. Augustine. But, you know what, some of us are perfectly content with reading one page.
My brother's wife hates to travel — like, really hates it. If she has to be away from her home for even one night, she starts to have a panic attack. Yet, that doesn't mean she's not brave. She's battled a debilitating jaw condition and has had numerous painful surgeries. She followed her dream, went back to school as an adult and helped run a family business. She's brought two kids into a world that's scary and dangerous and uncertain. Heck, she married into my family for crying out loud! If that's not brave, I don't know what is. Sure, she may never travel or even want to travel, but she's still fearless.
Traveling doesn't automatically make you a braver or better person. Life experiences do — whether those life experiences happen in your hometown or some hut in some town you can't even pronounce. My life experiences have included travel, but not everyone's life experiences do… or even should.
Eating food off a menu you can't read doesn't make you courageous. A backpack doesn't equal a backbone. You don't get guts by reading a guidebook (or not reading a guidebook… or whatever other cah-razy thing you're doing).
Bravery is taking risks, facing fears, doing what you believe in, taking a chance, fighting for yourself and fighting for other people. Sure, traveling embodies a lot of these things. But so does having a kid, or getting married, or starting your own business, or supporting a cause, or leaving an abusive partner, or battling cancer, or coming out to your parents, or letting go of someone you love.
Bravery is not defined by how many stamps you have in your passport (or whether or not you even have a passport), but by who you are and how many lives you've touched along the way. Helen Keller, Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Jr., Rosa Parks, Anne Frank. These names are synonymous with bravery. Why? Because they persevered, they fought, they dreamed, they hoped, they inspired, they changed lives. Anne Frank did all of that from an attic. Rosa Parks? She became a hero by staying put.
So, yeah, you don't need to go very far to be brave. You just need to be alive.
I Quit: 5 Reasons Why I Can't Be Your Inspiration Any More

I've gotten some disturbing emails and blog comments lately. I'm not just talking about the spam comments. (I tend to find the spam comments more heart-breaking than disturbing. Just yesterday, I received a very sad comment from a young man from Africa. "I am a poor man," Mr. Buypenisenlargementpills explained. "I need money to survive by comment on your blogs." Who's heart wouldn't break after reading that?)
The comments and emails that I find most disturbing are from actual real live people.
These people claim I am an inspiration.
Me.
An inspiration.
For what?
Unbridled cookie consumption?
I'm not bringing up this whole people-think-I'm-an-inspiration-thing to toot my own horn or anything.
And, honestly, I don't get many comments and emails of this nature.
It's just that… well… ummm…. I'm going to have to ask you to stop.
It's not that I don't like it. (Or you! I like you a lot! I do!)
I'm honored…. Flattered, really.
I mean, it's lovely getting emails and comments telling me that I'm inspiring. Even though I, frankly, can't figure out what these people are talking about. Have these people read my blog? Don't they know I spend the majority of my days binging on potato chips and watching Law & Order re-runs? Maybe it's like one of those weird reverse-psychology motivational things — like that desire you get to suddenly clean out your house and donate everything you own to Goodwill after watching an episode of Hoarders?
It's just that I think you're barking up the wrong tree. I'm really bad at this inspiration thing… like really bad.
I'm sure you could do a lot better than me, inspiration-wise. I mean, look at me! In the three months that I've lived in Thailand, I haven't learned a word of Thai but I've tried every single cookie on offer at my local Tesco Lotus. What kind of inspiration is that?
I mean, there are whole lists of people who are much more inspiring than me. There's this list of inspired blogs or that list of inspiring bloggers. And, to prove to you how truly uninspiring I am, I assure you I am not on either one of those lists!
Or, hey, there's this compilation of uplifting quotes from some travel bloggers about their "defining moments."
As for me and my "defining moment"?
I got nothing.
Still not completely sold?
Still doggedly reading this blog post even though I've conveniently pointed you in the direction of motivational travel bloggers who actually, umm, travel and don't spend their days locked in their apartments eating cookies? (Sheez, what's a girl have to do to get you people to leave her alone, already?).
In that case, I've compiled this handy-dandy list of reasons why you need to stop using me as your inspiration right now. (Pretty please?)
1. It's not you. It's me.
You see, I didn't really go on this trip to inspire you,
I went on this trip to inspire me.
Back when I first hatched this plan to take a year off (or two… or five), the idea was that I would travel and volunteer around Asia and do a whole bunch of cool things (and by "cool things" I'm usually talking about eating donuts).
And then I would be inspired to write a book.
Well, it's almost a year later, and I can't say I've gotten much further on that whole book thing, but I have gotten lots of writing done.
So, yeah, I'm all about being an inspiration… but only for myself, okay?
I know that sounds terribly selfish of me, but I am the terribly selfish sort. I go to the movies on my own because I don't like to share my armrest. (And, Lordy, don't even ask me for some of my popcorn!). I don't donate my money to charity — I donate it to potato chips and airline tickets. I don't even give away my time to very good causes. My current volunteer teaching position is the only attempt I've made at being a do-gooder — my other volunteering positions have resulted in my polluting bodies of water with tractor tires and varnishing strands of my hair into the woodwork of a sailboat.
So, if anything, I'm a really crappy, selfish source of inspiration. You could do better than me… a lot better. (I've mentioned the lists, right?)
2. It's (not) a hard-knock life.
I would simply love to have some awesome, tear-jerker of a life story to share with you right now. I mean who doesn't love a good tale of overcoming obstacles and beating all the odds?
But the fact is I grew up in a comfortable, stable home. I'm no hotel chain heiress, but I never had to beg for porridge or anything. (Although, I did on occasion beg not to have to wear my sister's hand-me-down jeans. Sheez, what's a girl have to do to get her very own pair of Jordaches?)
I'm well-educated.
I'm healthy and possess all my original limbs. (Even if my original limbs can't dance for nothing).
I'm single and independent.
And I'm… ummm… white. (Yeah, yeah, I know this shouldn't matter, but it does. The fact is that being a white person in this world gives me a lot more privilege and opportunities than, frankly, I really deserve.)
Because of all these things it's been relatively easy for me to pick up and move my life overseas and then for me to continue moving that life every couple months… or years… or whenever I get inexplicably bored and decide that some other, new fancy country will make me happy.
I meet people everyday who have had to overcome things I can't even imagine: racism, poverty, imprisonment, hunger, physical disabilities, crippling illnesses and abusive childhoods. These people have persevered and changed their lives.
These people are inspirational.
Me?
I've overcome a few all-you-can-eat buffets in my day. And, once, I watched the entire DVD box set of 30 Rock Season 2 in a 24-hour sitting. (But I have a feeling these don't really count… do they? I mean, things got pretty dicey there during my twenty-fourth hour of DVD-watching. My pajama pants had fused to the couch, and I had the darndest time locating the remote control under that huge pile of cookie wrappers on my coffee table.)
3. It's too much pressure.
This past weekend, a friend of mine from my hometown was visiting Chiang Mai. She had arrived in Southern Thailand three weeks earlier to meet her boyfriend, who has been living in Phuket. By the time she had arrived in Chiang Mai, she was sporting a shiny new engagement ring and a shiny new life plan: she would finish up school, quit her job, defer her loans, give away her cats and return to Asia in the Fall to take a year off and write a book.
"You're my inspiration," she declared.
I promptly started to have an anxiety attack.
Sure, it's one thing for me to ditch my own life, career, apartment and the occasional housecat in the futile attempt to make my life magically better. Who cares if I end up destitute and living under a bridge? So what if I have to start selling the fillings in my teeth for pocket change because I frittered away all my savings?
But I simply can't take responsibility for someone else doing the same.
What if things don't work out for her? What if she ends up destitute and broke? What if the boyfriend doesn't work out and the cats refuse to love her when she comes back? What if, like me, the book never happens?
Whose fault is that?
Mine, people. It's my fault.
That's too much pressure, man.
4. It's not my job.
A couple weeks ago, a popular travel blogger posted a piece entitled "The World is Boring." The post came off as ranty and curmudgeonly and resulted in a huge storm of angry comments and Tweets from readers, and, shortly thereafter, the blogger took the post down.
I can't say I totally disagreed with the author. I mean, the world can be boring sometimes. But, hey, I like boring.
One of the complaints about the post that kept on surfacing in the comments and tweets was that readers felt the piece was uninspiring and potentially discouraging for new travelers.
When someone on Twitter accused the blogger of not doing his job of "selling travel," he responded that this wasn't his job.
"My job' is my blog," he wrote, "and my blog is simply my thoughts and feelings beyond practical tips."
He kind of forgot to mention that, in addition to his "thoughts and feelings," his blog also has a whole bunch of ads for things like travel insurance and hotel booking services. Oh, yeah, and he uses his blog to shill an e-book entitled "Secrets to Successful World Travel."
So I would think that inspiring people to travel would kind of land somewhere in his job description… no?
I don't sell e-books. (And be happy I don't. The last thing you need is for me to blather on and on about cookies and pants for a hundred pages and then charge you for it!).
I don't have any ads on my site yet. (Although, I think we can agree that an ad for Oreos would look pretty nice in my sidebar. Anyone know someone who works at Nabisco?)
I'm not selling any travel goods or services on my blog. So, I can honestly say that the business of travel inspiration is most definitely not my job.
Therefore, I'm off the hook, right? I can quit now, right? I don't even have to give my two-week's notice or anything because it's not like it was even my job… right? (Please, tell me I'm right.)
5. I'm really bad at it. (But I know someone who would be perfect for the job).
I'm not a natural-born motivator. I've never been the cheerleader type. (Okay, so, true story: I was a cheerleader in the eighth grade… a really bad cheerleader. Let's just say, if you can't do a cartwheel, you really have no business being a cheerleader.)
I don't do gushy. Motivational posters and those emails with long lists of inspirational quotes make me queasy.
I don't rattle off lines like "follow your heart" or "believe in yourself."
These things may be easy enough to say, but, man oh man, are they ever hard to do.
Trust me.
It took me thirty-four years to do them.
Last year, I put my practical, professional life on hold for the first time and pursued the life that I always wanted — that of a writer. Surely, if I was the inspirational sort, I could have inspired myself to pursue my dreams a long, long time ago — like back when I could still fit into my pants and remember what my dreams were… you know, before the tequila and heavy doses of mindless reality TV addled my brain and rendered me incapable of differentiating my dreams from the dreams of characters on The Real World.
I still wake up everyday, and doubt myself. And, frankly, I should. I don't have a book. I don't even have anything published yet.
I just have this long, blathery blog.
And your comments telling me I'm an inspiration.
I'm honored…. flattered, really.
But, frankly, I think you've got the wrong girl. You see, I'm nothing special. I don't possess any remarkable talents or skills. Heck, I don't even have ankles to speak of. I can't dance. I can't speak five languages. I can't sew or juggle or scuba dive.
I can't inspire other people. I can barely inspire myself!
You could do better than me for inspiration… a lot better.
In fact, I think I have just the right person for the job…
You!
Be your own inspiration.
I just know you would be really awesome at this inspiration thing. I mean, how hard could it be? There are lists and lists of inspirational people out there. People apparently consider me inspirational and all I do is eat cookies and whine about pants.
You would knock the socks of my inspiration.
I bet you'd bat inspiration right on out of the park.
You'd totally be the boss of inspiration.
Heck, in no time, people would start sending you emails and comments telling you that you're inspirational.
And then I would be off the hook… right? (Oh please, tell me I'm right.)
Me, Me, Me! (or "Yes, My Blog Is All About Me. How Nice of You to Notice!")
This section includes the following articles:
how i roll: confessions of a seriously slow traveler

The first time I left United States I was nineteen years old and scared out of my mind. Well, okay, I'd been to Canada before, but I grew up in Buffalo, New York, where Canada is considered just an extension of the United States — an extension that happens to have a lower drinking age and people who say "eh" all the time. (To my Canadian friends, I will apologize. I have since learned that Canada is actually not a part of the United States — at least not any more. I'm not really sure when Canada stopped being a part of the States, but I'd like to wish all of you the best of luck with your brand new country!)
It was during my freshman year at a small liberal arts college in the middle of rural Ohio, that my roommate and I had hatched the plan to do something exciting and daring together during our summer break rather than just go back to our respective homes. I suggested we go work at the nearby Cedar Point Amusement Park. Growing up in a big family, I had never really traveled much. In addition to our annual Christmas pilgrimage to Indiana to visit my grandparents, the only other trip we took on a regular basis was to Cedar Point in the summer (usually on the way to Indiana… you can understand why as I kid I thought all roads led to Indiana). My brothers, sisters and I would spend the weekend fighting over bunk beds in the camper van, avoiding the campground showers, eating fried dough and getting sick on roller coasters. As you can imagine, we pretty much thought Cedar Point was heaven (or at least I did!).
Every summer, I'd watch the college-aged workers patrolling the grounds at Cedar Point, and wonder how on earth they'd gotten so lucky as to be able to live in a land of endless fried dough and roller coasters. Suited up in bright yellow overall shorts, they appeared charmed… if unfashionably so. While I knew I lacked both the complexion to wear yellow and the ankles to pull off overall shorts, I couldn't help wanting to be one of them one day (Think I'm crazy? Just watch this adorable recruitment video for Cedar Point staff and you'll want to spend your summer sweeping up gum wrappers in yellow overall shorts, too!).
My roommate, despite being the type who actually looks good in yellow (yes, we hate her), had other plans. She informed me that we were going to apply for student work visas and spend the summer working in London. My roommate won. After applying for my first passport, we got our visas, booked the flight to London and showed up overpacked (apparently, we didn't think they'd have sheets or towels in London) and scared (Well, I was scared. My roommate was ready to conquer the world; I, on the other hand, could barely conquer my bowels). We spent our first week in a hostel while we looked for work and a place to live. Within a week we'd both found jobs (her at Planet Hollywood, me at Gap Kids) and a tiny one-room flat (located conveniently next door to the hostel, which luckily saved us from having to haul our overpacked bags full of sheets and towels across the city).
While in London, I fell in love… both with a man (a dental student from Canada) and a way of life (living abroad). My romance with the dental student didn't last — sadly, seeing as I seem to have teeth with the consistency of Swiss cheese. I can't help thinking that if only I'd worked a little bit harder at that relationship, maybe, just maybe, I could have had at least one free root canal out of the deal! My love for living abroad, though, has not died. And, luckily for me, I eventually ended up living abroad in Japan, where they have excellent dental insurance. I'm telling you, should you ever need a root canal, move to Japan! I got two root canals there for the price of one in the States. Bargain!
Admittedly, I can't say I did much in London that summer that I couldn't have been doing had I just stayed in the States. I spent most of my days attempting to sell baby khakis at Gap Kids. And, because I was not very good at selling baby khakis, I ended up having to get a second job at a pub. So in the evenings, when I wasn't being obnoxiously in love and making googly eyes at my boyfriend, I was pouring pints and emptying ashtrays in a bar. Aside from the occasional glimpse of Big Ben that I'd get while walking over Westminster Bridge, I didn't see any sights or do any traveling.
My roommate took a trip to Amsterdam and Paris, and the boyfriend left me to go backpacking through Europe; meanwhile, I stayed in the flat, eating crackers and watching EastEnders. Aside from EastEnders, I could have easily done all that while sitting on my parent's couch in Buffalo… or, say, in the Cedar Point employees' dorm in Ohio. But, it didn't matter, I was eating crackers and watching TV in London. Just being able to say I had done all these things in a foreign city lent more mystery and charm to my life than any pair of yellow overall shorts could have ever promised! I was hooked.
I spent the next two summers working abroad; first in Dublin and then in Edinburgh. After graduating from college, I got a job teaching English with the JET Program and moved to a tiny fishing village in Japan. And, after a couple stints in the States and a one-year teaching gig in the Amazonian region of Brazil, I finally decided to get my Master's degree in English as a Second Language Education so that I could have a means of living abroad permanently. I then promptly moved back to Japan.
While living in those countries, I never felt much desire to do anything besides just live there. Despite spending three summers in Europe, I didn't once feel the urge to backpack through it. In Brazil, I stayed one night in Rio and never went back. In Japan, I did the touristy things: visited Tokyo (meh… I prefer Osaka), climbed Mt. Fuji (not recommended… especially if you're doing it in the middle of the night on four hours of sleep), and drank beer under cherry blossoms (okay, I do love cherry blossoms… and beer). But, more often then not, during my three years in Japan, most nights you could find me curled up on my couch, watching cable TV and eating crackers (or popcorn… or maybe a large, extra garlic Domino's pizza).
The only time I attempted to do any kind of serious traveling was the last time I was in Thailand, and I can't say I did a very good job of it. I'm probably the only person who has ever stayed in Thailand for a month and never managed to see a beach (still haven't!). I spent two weeks poring over my Lonely Planet, hopping from city to city in central Thailand in an attempt to fit in any sight described as either "amazing," "stunning", "gorgeous" or "must-see." (Just a warning, should you attempt the same, the people at Lonely Planet seem to have a tendency to throw these words around a bit willy-nilly when it comes to Thailand… just saying). By the third week, I was exhausted and could barely trudge my way through Chiang Mai. On my fourth and final week, I landed in Nong Khai in the Northeast, which featured only one "must-see" sight according to my Lonely Planet: the Sala Kaew Ku sculpture park. I spent one afternoon visiting the park and the rest of the week hanging out at the guest house, eating pineapple pancakes, reading books and staring at the Mekong River. When I finally returned to Japan, I was so happy to be reunited with my couch and be able to sit in one place for longer than a week, that I vowed I would never undergo such a venture again.
Sure, I've dabbled in a few quick trips here and there: a week in Bali, Golden Week in Seoul and a ten-day winter break in Melbourne. But, I've realized that my travel style is slow… seriously slow. In fact, my preferred method of visiting a country involves my staying in that country (preferably on a couch… with some crackers and maybe a few DVDs) until my visa expires, at which point, I leave that country and move on to the next one. Which is exactly how I'm planning my current trip (that is if you could call what I'm doing "planning"). Instead of researching the cities or places of interest I want to visit in each country, I research how long I can stay in each country before they kick me out. Once I find out that information, I research volunteer positions, odd jobs or possible couches I can occupy the entire time I'm in that country before I'm kicked out.
In the past three and a half weeks that I've been in Thailand, I've seen more DVDs than I've seen sights. I've been managing about one sight per week (this week, it was the amazing White Temple in Chiang Rai) and about one DVD per day (this week, it's been He's Just Not That Into You, Knocked Up, Miss Congeniality 2: Armed and Fabulous and, because I thought I could use a break from all the cheesy chick flicks,No Country for Old Men, which I have to say was a bad idea… do not watch that movie should you be living in a jungle by yourself with only two cats and a machete to keep you safe).
In between DVDs, I spend the majority of my time killing ants, watering plants and talking to cats. This is not exactly the life of the would-be traveler; it's more like the life of the neighborhood crazy lady who gives out pennies and prayer cards at Halloween. Sure, I could spend my days out exploring the area and sometimes I do (or attempt to… and then get lost and give up before lunch), but it's been pretty nice taking regular afternoon naps on the porch with the cats and watching cheesy movies at night. Aside from the occasional huge man-sized spider that shows up in my bathtub, life is good.
I feel a bit guilty confessing all this. You see, I've recently joined Twitter where I've been connecting with all these awesome travelers and travel bloggers. A lot of my, ummm, "tweeps" (don't worry… I had to Google that term before I knew what it meant, too) are either on or planning major full-scale around-the-world adventures. These are people who actually research the cities, cultures and sights of the countries they're going to visit and not just how long they can stay there until they get kicked out. These people have airplane tickets, hotel reservations, itineraries and travel budgets. Some people have been scrimping and saving for years to take a trip of a lifetime; I saved for three months and have enough money to last me until the summer if I eat nothing but street food and noodles for the next four months. Others have been studying the languages of the countries they plan to visit. Here, I've been living in Thailand for almost a month, and I only know three words… and, yet, I still manage to mess those up. Yesterday, instead of "thank you," I said "hello" to a man who had been helping me for a full five minutes. These people have cool travel blogs where they dish out travel tips and advice on things to do and see in each country. I have this blog where I write about my couch and eating crackers. As, you can see, I'm a bit out of my league here.
These people even have a special lingo they use to talk about travel; like "#RTW" means "Round the World" and "#TT" means "Travel Tuesday" and "#travel" means "travel" (yeah, I know… I had to Google all those terms, too!). And, well, I've been so excited about connecting with all these cool travel people doing cool travel things, that I might have gotten a bit carried away and pretended to be a cool travel person myself… which, in all honesty, I'm not. By dictionary definition, "to travel" means "to go from one place to another, as on a trip; journey."
Sure, in the past week, I've gone from one place (the house) to another (the mini-mart down the street for a beer), but I don't think this is what the dictionary has in mind by "journey." I've even found myself using "RTW" in my tweets when, to be perfectly honest, the only world I'm going around is the one in my head!
So, I thought I'd just come clean and confess: I am not a cool travel person. I'm not even technically a "travel" person. I'm just a home-body whose home keeps changing. I do not have an itinerary, a budget or any idea how to say "Excuse me" in the country I happen to be living in. The only journey I'm making is the one between couches. I do not have travel tips or advice to dish out… but I do have some crackers…. care for one?
10 Things I Learned in 10 Months of Traveling in 2010 (with pictures!)

If you're a regular reader of this blog, you know that I don't do top ten list type entries very often (like ever). Usually I just blather on for a couple hundred paragraphs about cookies and my pants until I remember that I was supposed to have a point. (If you're not a regular reader of this blog, you have some catching up to do. You'll need to go to the archives and start at the beginning. You might need to take a sabbatical from work.)
It being the new year and all (happy 2011, by the way!), I decided I would try something new… something different… something totally revolutionary.
It's called (wait for it): being concise!
I've even made a New Year's resolution to be more concise with my blog post writing this year. Yes, I have blog resolutions. In fact, the only resolutions I made this year are regarding my blog. And, yes, I realize that makes me a huge dork. (Maybe I should have made a resolution to pick up a new hobby that isn't nearly as nerdy? You know, one that I could talk about with people at a bar without having them fall asleep. I'm not exactly an athletic person or the musical instrument type, but I've always wanted to try knitting… or maybe sudoku. Those are sexier than blogging… right?!)
Of course, like most people, I'm not particularly good at keeping resolutions. So I imagine I will be back to long blathery posts about my pants in no time. But, until then, you can enjoy my attempt at being concise. (Or, more aptly, concise-ish.)
And, look, I even added pictures!

1. It's possible to miss a home that you never knew was your home.
At the end of last February, I left Japan after living and working there for three years. I liked a lot of things about Japan — the food, the culture, the arts, my paycheck. But, I never felt like I really fit in in Japan. I didn't speak much Japanese. I weigh twice as much as the average Japanese person and could never buy a pair of pants. I didn't have a Japanese partner or spouse, like most long-term foreigners in Japan. I had a handful of Japanese friends, but most of my friends were other expats. In short, it never felt like my home.
Until I left it.
I don't miss the stress of my job (or even my paycheck… okay, maybe I miss my paycheck). But I do miss my friends, my sunny little apartment and my neighborhood running path. I miss the traditional hot spring baths. I miss my neighborhood sushi shop. Heck, I even miss weird things like the smell of the tatami mats in my living room and the beer vending machine on my corner. (Okay, that's not weird, right? I mean who wouldn't miss a vending machine that sells beer? Hello?)
2. You won't know if you like something until you try it (or “Stinky tofu isn't as bad as it sounds”).
En route to Thailand from Japan, I stopped in Taiwan for a week where I gorged on night market food including stinky tofu. And I liked it. You know what is as bad as it sounds? A bitter gourd smoothie. Trust me on this one. Blech.
As a professed homebody and a seriously slow traveler (like glacially slow), I really didn't know if I'd like traveling long-term. I like shoes and closet space and personal space and my couch. I don't particularly like twelve-hour bus rides or dirty guesthouses or dealing with other people before noon. But I have kind of liked this. I even have plans to keep up the long-term travel thing next year (except with more shoes… and, potentially, a couch).
3. Not knowing what you're getting yourself into is often for the best. Especially if what you're getting yourself into involves cobras.
When I moved to Thailand to house-sit in the middle of a jungle for two months, many of my friends and family members asked me if I knew what I was getting myself into.
"Sure," I said.
I lied.
The couple who I was house-sitting for had told me that I would be living in a house near a small village, about ten miles away from the nearest town. They informed me of my duties: taking care of the cats, watering the gardens, putting out the trash, picking up the mail, killing ants with magic ant-killing chalk… that kind of thing.
They didn't mention the cobras until the day before they left town. (After seeing the stricken look on my face, they assured me there weren't many cobras. Phew.) They also didn't mention the spiders the size of small elephants. Or the fact that the market only sold chicken in two varieties: with the head on or with both the head and feet on. They didn't tell me that some ants don't die no matter how many times you brandish your magic chalk. They also didn't tell me about the neighborhood pack of wild dogs that liked to run after white girls on bikes.
I got to find out all those things on my own.
If I had known these things prior to moving to Thailand, I probably would have never gone. In fact, if I had known most of outcomes of this past year, I probably wouldn't have ever left Japan. If I had known that in ten months time I'd work my way through twice as much money as I planned, half as many countries as I had hoped and way too many plates of pad thai (rendering me incapable of fitting into the few pants that I own), I would have never signed up. Instead, I'd still be sitting in my apartment in Japan (most likely sniffing at the tatami mat or something weird like that).
While it wasn't a year I would have expected, it's a year I'm glad that happened. I've learned a lot. (I mean, magic ant killing chalk, people! I never would have learned about that if I hadn't left Japan). I've grown a lot. (And not just horizontally! I swear!) And I think I've gotten a little bit closer to the person I want to be. (Although, I do kind of wish that person could fit into her pants… just saying.)

4. You can make friends anywhere… even on a rice farm.
I've met a lot of awesome people on this trip — other travelers, fellow volunteers, people I originally met on Twitter, the students at the school where I'm currently volunteering. But, Mr. Choi, my supervisor at the organic rice farm in Malaysia, where I worked for two months this past spring, was definitely the best.
I mean, the man bought me sickles.
Really, there's no competition.

5. Some things sound like a lot more fun than they actually are. And just because it sounds like fun doesn't mean it's your kind of fun.
After living on a rice farm for two months, I thought I was up for anything. Live on a boat for month? No problem! So in July, I signed up to help with a boat-building project in Eastern Malaysia. Living on a boat sounded so much cooler than living on a muddy rice farm. Besides, how difficult could it be — this boat-building thing?
In one short month, I almost capsized a dinghy, sanded off all of my fingernails (and the majority of my fingertips) and made more varnish mistakes than I care to remember. I learned I really prefer life on land… especially life that doesn't involve varnish.
The following month, I signed up to volunteer and live at a hostel in Laos. That sounded like fun, too.
Yep. That lasted one night.

6. Group tours aren't all bad. Especially when there's a possibility you might blow off a leg.
Despite swearing off group tours early on in my trip, I signed up for a group tour when I was in Phonsavan, Laos, to see the Plain of Jars sites. I enjoyed my tour so much and the group that I was with that we signed up for another group tour for the following day. It turned out to be a group tour of a UXO field. As our tour guide gleefully pointed out unexploded cluster bombs and the like, I was glad to have a few friends around. It was encouraging to know that if I did blow off a leg or two, there would be someone around to drag my bloody body from the field.
That's what friends are for, right?

7. Plans change. Even when you didn't have a plan to begin with.
After leaving Laos in October, I returned to Thailand. Having already spent a month in Thailand three years ago and two months house-sitting here earlier in the year, I didn't have any plans to return. But that's just how things worked out. And I'm glad they did. I've met lots of awesome people, done lots of awesome things and experienced a lot of the culture that I wasn't able to while I was living on my own.
I also did a lot of nothing.
It's been pretty awesome.
In January, I'm heading home to visit my family in Buffalo, NY, before I move on to China. This was another one of those “never in the plan” kind of thing. Originally the idea was that I would travel for as long as I could until I hit all the countries I needed to see in Asia, and then head home. Besides, who in their right mind schedules a trip to Buffalo in the middle of winter? Really.
Even though I didn't start off with a strict plan to begin with, I've learned to be a lot more flexible with the few plans that I have. It seemed right to move back to Thailand. It seems right to go home for a bit. (It may not seem so right when I get hypothermia after battling twenty feet of snow in the only pair of pants that still fit me — a flimsy pair of linen capris with a drawstring waist, of course. But we'll deal with that when the time comes.)

8. Travel may change your life. But it won't fix your life. Or you.
When I left Japan, I was burnt out and depressed. I didn't know what I wanted to do with my life, but I knew I needed a change. I set off to “find myself” (whatever that means). And I sincerely hoped that the person I found was a lot better than the person I was.
I've learned a whole bunch of wondrous things on this trip (magic ant-killing chalk!), but I've also learned a few things about myself. And they're not all necessarily good things.
I still suffer from chronic bouts of depression.
I am so independent that I border on becoming a hermit. I can easily hole myself up in my apartment or guesthouse for days without talking to a single soul.
I will never be a morning person.
I'm not very good at that whole self-restraint thing.
I still don't know what I want to do with my life.
But, maybe I have changed a little. It took me three months of bicycle riding in Chiang Mai, but I'm finally brave enough to use the turning lane for my bike. (Before I would just stop on the side of the road and scamper across during the red light). After ten months of living out of one bag, I've become a lot more conscious about my belongings and better at not buying things I don't need. I've even cut down on my cookie consumption (true story!).
Heck, I even managed to be more concise than usual. I didn't get to numbers 9 and 10 on my list, and I'm already finished. Look at me being all short-winded with my bad self!
Maybe I am a changed person. I might even be better at keeping resolutions than I thought. Now to work on that resolution about being able to fit back into my pants…
Editor's Note:
I was quite proud of myself last night. My blogging resolution was to be more concise and spend less time laboring over each post (as this has seriously cut down on the number of posts I manage to produce). I managed to finish this post in less than a day. (Usually it takes me two or three days. Seriously.) And I got my word count to under 2,000 words.
This morning, I came back to this post and revised the heck out of it. And added a lot more words.
Old habits die hard, people.
Why I Travel: 5 Reasons To Get Me Back on the Plane Again

Shortly after arriving home in Buffalo, NY, two and a half weeks ago, I visited the hair salon.
It had been more than six months since my last haircut — a dire affair conducted at a mall salon in Penang, Malaysia. The stylist, a young Chinese-Malaysian girl who looked all of twelve years old, had approached my naturally curly hair as one might approach a wild boar (should one have the pleasure of coming across a wild boar… while at work… at a hair salon) — with the scissors angled defensively at my head and a diffuser held in front of her as a kind of shield.
The end result was a hairstyle that would have looked right at home in, say, a pom-pom factory or maybe a Pomeranian farm… but looked a bit misplaced on top of a human head. While I was leaving the salon — my hair ballooning out around my face in a way that suggested I had recently been electrocuted — the young stylist yelled out after me that I might want to pick up a nice hair clip or maybe a headband on my way home. (I was thinking something more along the lines of a ninja hood, but I respected her ability to admit defeat.)
As my stylist here in Buffalo snipped and clipped and scrunched my hair (and didn't once get the look in her eye that I had come to recognize in the eyes of many a hairdresser in Asia when confronted with my curly hair — a look that says "Oh God. What is that?"), I recounted the tale of my last haircut.
This, of course, involved my having to explain that I had spent the last few years living and traveling in Asia.
"Why?" she asked.
"Why what?" I responded.
"Why do you do that?" she wanted to know.
I didn't know what to say.
I was tempted to just say something flippant like, "Why not?" and then move on to the good part of the story — the headband part. (Sheez, didn't this woman know that I was in the middle of a story, here?)
But, the fact is, she had a pretty good question.
Why do I travel? Why do I live abroad?
After the last couple weeks of being back in the States, I've been wondering this question myself… like a lot.
Asia is great and all.
But, man, home is pretty darn great, too.
If Asia and home were to have a Which One is More Awesome War right now, I'd be putting my money on home.
You see, Asia has lots of cool things like friendly people, interesting cultures, beautiful nature, millions of kinds of dumplings and fruit-flavored Pringles.
But home has:

Home-baked cookies!

Home-made pie!

Buffalo chicken wings!

Tacos!

And Pretzel M&Ms! (I didn't even know these things existed until I came home this time. Now, I'm starting to wonder how my life had any meaning before.)
Home has stores that sell pants in my size — which, frankly, is bigger than I remember it being last time I was here. (But it's common to gain ten to fifteen pounds while crossing the International Date Line, right?)
Home also has cable television and lots of fantastic new reality TV shows. (I am happy to report I have finally seen an episode of Jersey Shore so I can understand what all the fuss is about… okay, maybe not understand. But, ummm, at least, I know who Snooki is now.)
Home has couches.
Home has cute haircuts.
Home has men who flirt with me — like on purpose. (Although I'm slow at these kind things and don't realize that men are flirting with me until after I've done something to make them stop flirting with me — like fallen off my bar stool or challenged them to a thumb war.)
Oh, yeah, and home has my family and friends and all those good things.
Home has really got it going on right now.
So why would I ever leave this?
In fact, I've been wondering if I really do want to leave home — at least so soon. In a week and a half, I'm supposed to board a plane for China to start a new job teaching English at a university near Shanghai.
I'm really looking forward to going to China, as it will be my first time there. I'm even looking forward to going back to work again — and not just because of the paycheck. (Okay, so the paycheck thing is pretty awesome).
But I'm also really kind of enjoying Pretzel M&Ms and hanging out with family at the moment. And I'm looking forward to the Season Finale of Top Chef (which I will, unfortunately, miss seeing as the uncaring executives at Bravo have so rudely scheduled the finale for after the time I leave).
But, I will get on that plane.
I promise.
I just need a little push… a little reminder, if you will, of all the reasons why I travel and live abroad.
So, here they are:
1. I get paid to do it.
Don't get too excited.
I have yet to figure out how I can get Nabisco to fund my current Oreo-fueled Asian adventure. (Dear Nabisco Executives — If you are reading this, I'd like to let you know that I'm a big fan of your products. In fact, should the old adage be true that "you are what you eat," I practically am your product. Please send me money. And cookies. And more pants.)
Until I have secured snack food company funding, I do have this pretty sweet gig as an English teacher (or, ahem, relapsed English teacher). Not only are there more job opportunities for me abroad, but usually these job opportunities include perks that teaching jobs in the States would not — like free or subsidized housing, airfare to and from my country of residence and paid vacation time. Plus, I can get away with making the students dance the "Hokey Pokey" during their Academic Writing Class and claim that it is a valuable lesson on American culture.
It's a pretty sweet gig, really.
(Until your students complain in their semester-end evaluations that the Writing Class had "too much dancing"… and then another student sprains an ankle while you were supposed to be reviewing five-paragraph essays… and administration starts asking a few too many questions.)
2. It gives me something to write about.
You may not know this, but I used to consider myself something of writer back in the day. I even got my undergraduate degree in literature and creative writing, so that means I learned a thing or two about how to write stuff. (Now, I consider myself a blogger — which is almost like being a writer but means I can publish my writing myself… whether it really deserves to be published or not.)
One of the things I learned back in my hey-day of college creative writing classes was that you should "write what you know."
So what did I write about?
Dead babies.
And circus clowns, arsonists, Elvis impersonators, beauty pageant contestants, alien abductees and, ummm, Guinness Book of World Record holders.
Do I know any dead babies or circus clowns or arsonists or Elvis impersonators or beauty pageant contestants or alien abductees or Roy C. Sullivan, the man who is recognized by the Guinness Book of World Records as the person struck by lightning more recorded times than any other human being (Seven times, people! And they say lightning doesn't strike twice! Ha!)?
Nope.
But they all made for pretty interesting stories. (And made for comments from my classmates like "Well, that was… umm… bizarre" during writing workshop days.)
The problem with writing about stuff you have no clue about is that, well, there's a limit to how long you can write about it — unless you have a really active imagination or, you know, you're willing to do research.
So instead of writing dead baby stories and poems about circus clowns, after graduating from college, I started to write about something I actually knew about: ME!
Unfortunately, I don't serve as the best writing inspiration — I don't date much or do much or even get out much.
The only way I become an even remotely interesting subject to write about is when I move abroad. Sure, I spend a lot of time watching crappy TV and eating cookies —- but I do it while living in Asia! (Oooh, ahhh. Exciting, right? Much more interesting than circus clowns, huh? Okay, maybe not…)
3. It helps me appreciate home more.
Sure, I'm really enjoying eating Pretzel M&Ms now, but I'm sure if I had them available to me everyday, I'd get bored. (What? What am I even talking about? Bored of M&Ms with little bits of salty, crunchy pretzels inside? Impossible! But, whatever, you get the point, right? Ummm, wait, what was my point?)
Every time I return to the United States after being abroad, I'm charmed by all those things you don't really notice while living in this country — the conversations in English, the comfort of being surrounded by friends and family, the snack products. (Okay, so I do notice the snack products while I live here… but, again, I had a point… now what was it?).
Distance does make the heart grow fonder… even of those things you weren't even that fond of in the first place. When I left Buffalo four years ago in the middle of a freezing February, I vowed to never return in the winter. I was sick of the snowstorms. I was sick of ice. I was sick of having to wear snow boots well into March (and I'm not talking cute fashion boots but the big, clunky, puffy ones that make you look like you're about to walk on the moon or steer a dog sled or something).
Yet, here I am, in February and it's pretty freezing, right now. And, man, are my boots ever ugly. But, I'm loving it — especially all the hot chocolate! (Goes great with Pretzel M&Ms! Yes, I'm a woman obsessed.)
4. It's in the stars.
Not to get all New Agey, mumboey jumboey on you, but I was actually born to travel!
You see, I recently asked a friend's astrologer boyfriend to read my astrological chart, and it turns out that "the Ruler of my Ascendant is in the Ninth House — the House of Travel."
You know what that means, people?
Nope, neither do I!
But it sounds pretty cool, right? And, hey, this Ascendant Ruler Guy sounds serious — so if he's telling me to get out there and travel, then who am I to argue with the dude?
And, in case your wondering, my astrological charts also say: I'm a born leader (uh huh!), I'm easily likeable (yup!), I'm an intellectual (check!), and I have absolutely no Venus action and no hope for a love life (Say what? Stupid astrological mumbo jumbo! Obviously this stuff can't be right — aside from all that travel stuff and that stuff about me being a super likeable, smart, Potential World Leader Person!)
5. It's just what I do.
When I was a kid, I assumed that when I grew up I would find a job, get married, buy a house and have kids.
That's just what people do, right?
When you get a job or get married or buy a house or have kids, nobody asks you "Why?"
But, when you don't do those things people have a tendency to ask questions.
In the past ten years I have been asked a lot of questions like this: "Why aren't you married?", "Why don't you have kids?", and "When are you going to settle down?"
And each time I'm asked these questions, I really don't know how to answer.
(Of course, now I finally have the answer to that pesky "Why aren't you married?" question. It's not my fault, people. It's simply because I have no Venus action! Blame Venus! I do! Surely, this can't be my fault!)
I'm happy my life has ended up the way it has.
But I don't know why my life has taken this course.
I don't know why I travel.
It's just what I do.
I mean… Why not?
Top Ten Things You Probably Don't Know About Me (Because I Don't Tell You Everything, You Know)

Since I decided that I'll be spending the summer working on my book, I've been trying to think up ways I could make this whole blogging thing a bit easier on me.
Don't get me wrong; I love me some blogging. I mean, where else can I blather on endlessly about pants and cookies and kitten videos and not have anyone look at me like I'm crazy? (Granted it's entirely possible that you're all looking at me like I'm crazy through your computer screens right now, but I can't see you. It's like that whole "tree falling in a forest" thing. If everyone is looking at you like you're crazy but you can't see them, does that make you crazy? I think not, people. I think not.)
But as much as I love blogging, I'm worried that I won't be able to juggle writing both my blog and my book.
You see, this writing thing is a lot of hard work, people. First you have to think up lots of awesome stuff to write about. And, then, you have to actually write about it. And, after that, you have to spend lots of time reading and editing all that awesome stuff because nobody's going to take your awesome stuff seriously if it's full of spelling and grammar errors. (Mind you, people probably won't take you too seriously if you just write about cookies and kitten videos either, so it's important to touch on a few hard-hitting issues now and again. Like pants.)
And then you have to keep on getting up off your couch to replenish your supply of potato chips.
See? Hard work.
Which brings me to this great idea I had to make this whole blogging thing a lot easier on me this summer….
Are you ready for my big idea?
Here goes:
This summer all of my posts will be in the form of top ten lists!
Why top ten lists?
Because:
a. Top ten lists are fun and easy to write! All you have to do is fill them with lots of pictures and numbers and headings. Nobody will ever notice that you didn't really say anything!
b. Top ten lists are fun and easy to read! All you have to do is skim through the pictures and numbers and headings and leave a nice comment at the end. Nobody will ever notice that you didn't really read anything!
c. Everyone loves top ten lists! Even if you claim to hate top ten lists, you must secretly love them or you wouldn't be reading this post right now because it clearly says in the title that this is a top ten list. (You are so busted, right now, by the way.)
d. I'm pretty sure I can think up ten things to say each week… but, uhh, don't hold me to it.
e. It's my blog. So there.
f. All of the above.
Notice, this was not a top ten list. This was just a multiple-choice test. (The correct answer was F, in case you were wondering.) But it was still pretty fun and easy to read, huh?
Also notice, all that stuff about top ten lists being easy to write and read does not apply to this post. This post will be long and blathery and will probably take at least a few more cans of Pringles for me to complete. (You might want to stock up on a few yourself — you have a long night of reading ahead of you.)
So, are you ready for a summer of top ten awesomeness?
You better be because my first top ten list of the summer is coming right up, and it's all about me. (Now that's going to be really fun to read, don't you think?)
Can I get a drumroll, please?
Top Ten Things You Probably Don't Know About Me Because I Don't Tell You Everything, You Know. (Okay, so maybe now I am telling you everything, but you don't have to make such a big deal about it.)

1. Cleaning is my therapy. Which is a good thing because I can't really afford therapy. Or a housekeeper.
I guess you could say I'm an emotional cleaner. If I'm sad or homesick or angry, I will clean. If I'm worried about the future and I'm not sure what I'm doing with my life, I will clean. If I have a million things to do and am super stressed out about it, I will clean.
As soon as I'm done cleaning I feel calmer and more in control and ready to tackle my mile-long to-do list… you know, right after I finish scrubbing down all the kitchen cabinets… and the bathroom tiles… and, possibly, the light fixtures.
As much as I love traveling, I don't think I could do it long-term as it would mean not having a place of my own, which would mean not having a place to clean, which would mean I'd go crazy. (Like crazier than I already am, and nobody wants to see that kind of crazy, trust me.)
2. I would never change my naturally curly hair.
Like most women, there are plenty of things about my body that I'd love to change. (Umm, ankles, for example. I'd really love some ankles.)
But my hair is not one of them.
My hair didn't become really curly until my teenage years — before that it was just kind of poofy. And unlike high school gym class or, say, games of spin the bottle, this is one thing that happened to me during adolescence that worked in my favor.
My hair is big and uncontrollable and stands out in the crowd — especially in Asia.
It's kind of like me.
I've never straightened my hair (not even temporarily) because I feel that straightening it would be like repressing a part of my personality.
And because, well, I'm kind of scared of flat irons. (You could burn your scalp off with those things!)

3. Out of all the places I've visited, Portugal is my favorite. (Not to make all the other countries feel bad or anything.)
I went to Portugal about twelve years ago after finishing up a two-month backpacking trip through Spain and Morocco with a friend whose traveling style was very incompatible with mine. (This is my nice way of saying she was crazy. I, on the other hand, was a total dream to travel with. I was. Really.)
I'm not sure what it was about Portugal that made me fall in love with it. Maybe it was the crumbling buildings and sprawling city squares. Maybe it was the strong coffee and egg cream tarts. Maybe it was the fado music which I bought in Lisbon and didn't stop blaring from my Walkman the entire month I was there. Maybe it was the fact that I was no longer traveling around with a woman who made me want to scream a lot.
But I loved it.
And I've been kind of afraid to go back for fear that it won't be as awesome as I remember it.
But I do take every chance I can get to eat an egg cream tart because those are every bit as awesome as I remember them.
4. I've never had a broken bone.
See? There are some advantages to being big fat scaredy cat. Like, you don't climb trees or jump off of buildings or do other things that might result in your cracking your leg open.
I did break my front tooth once, though, in the third grade. It was during a very uncharacteristic attempt to impress my friends by hanging off the side of the merry-go-round at school. My friends were unimpressed, and I was stuck with a jagged chomper that made me look like a hillbilly street-fighter. (Mind you, this was before looking like a hillbilly street-fighter was cool.) To make matters worse, it happened on Halloween Day, so I couldn't eat any of the candy I got that night.
Hence, I learned early on that daredevilry does not pay off, and safety leads to candy.

5. I'm not so into tropical countries. Mostly because they don't have Fall.
I've lived in Brazil and Southeast Asia, and, yeah, I enjoyed my time there, but I don't think I could live in tropical country for the rest of my life.
I need me some Fall.
The weather is beautiful. The trees are pretty. The stores are all stocked with new school supplies. (I'm a dork. I buy new school supplies even when I'm not in school or teaching school. There is something so wonderfully hopeful about a fresh, new notebook. Am I right or am I right?)
And I look pretty awesome in a turtleneck, if I do say so myself.

6. I'm a better online person than I am an in-person person.
In real life, I gossip a lot, make snap judgments about people and have a tendency to roll my eyes at anyone who annoys me. (And I don't even have the decency to hide behind a wall or pretend I'm having an eye spasm.)
I also use bad words more than I should and in situations where I probably shouldn't.
But, online, I'm totally the girl you'd bring home to mom — that is, if you brought home online girls to your mom. (Which would be kind of awkward. Not that I'm judging your relationship with your mom or anything.)
On the Internet, the only gossip I dish is about myself.
The only snap judgments I make are about people who use the term "LOL" when stuff isn't funny. (But, I think we can all agree that those people are bad.)
Plus, I hardly ever roll my eyes at people over the Interwebs. (Okay, so maybe I do, but they can't see me doing it. So, again, it's like that whole "tree falling in a forest" thing.)
And I try not to swear on here because my mom reads this shit.

7. Picky eaters annoy me.
If I have to visit twenty different restaurants before you find a menu you like or put up with you whining and picking stuff off your salad for the entire meal, I'm going to be annoyed.
I'm sure you're a great person. Really.
And I do wish I could be more tolerant about this.
But I'm not. (See "snap judgments" above.)
Just so you know, you're welcome to be annoyed with me when I roll my eyes at you.

8. Regrets, I have a few — like, I wish I had known about sarongs earlier.
Prior to my year in Southeast Asia, I had associated sarongs with unsavory things — like beach vacations. (Yes, yes, I realize most people enjoy beach vacations. But most people are crazy. I mean, there's stuff in that ocean that could kill you to death.)
Since purchasing a sarong last year in Malaysia, I've learned that sarongs have multiple, fantastic uses. And, I'm happy to report, very few of these uses have involved a beach or my pending death!
I've used my sarong as a blanket or scarf on chilly bus rides, as a towel in hotel rooms where there were none, as an eye mask on international flights, as a makeshift bathrobe and as a tasteful alternative to pants while lounging around in my apartment.
I don't even want to imagine what life would be like without my sarong — I'd probably have to wear pants all the time.
Oh God, the horror!
9. There are a few things I don't blog about.
But very few.
Which made this list really hard to come up with.

10. I am a cheesy romantic, but I chose travel over love. And would do it again.
I grew up believing that you only fall in love once. I come from one of those weird families where almost everyone gets married to the first person they fall in love with… and then stays married… like, forever.
When I fell in love at nineteen, I figured that's what would happen to me. I was a geeky English major with a penchant for turtlenecks. He was a geeky dental student from Toronto. We met in London on my first trip abroad.
I wrote him bad poems. He knitted me mittens. (Seriously. He did. You would have fallen in love with him, too. Even if you're not really into men or mittens or anything.)
We dated long distance for a while. I figured we'd get married after I graduated from college and have lots of geeky kids together.
But then we broke up.
I wanted to move to Dublin. He didn't. I knew that by going to Dublin, it would mean the end of our relationship.
But I went anyway.
And even though that was ages ago and I've met some really great guys since then and even dated a few of them, I haven't fallen in love again.
Maybe I am one of those people who will only fall in love once.
Or maybe I'm not.
(Either way, you're probably off the hook as far as buying me a wedding present is concerned.)
But I still don't regret choosing travel over love.
After all, travel has made me into the person I am today, and I really kind of like the person I am today.
Even if that person is just the teensiest bit crazy.
(Hey, I've seen the looks you've been shooting me through the computer screen. What? You didn't think I could see that?)
THE END
Read more: www.unbravegirl.com
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