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Relocation:	For	the	Better	or	Worse?	

Growing	up	as	a	kid,	I	had	always	been	the	
type	to	observe	my	environment	before	imple-	
menting	action,	or	being	able	to	adapt	into	it.	The	
state	that	I	was	born	in,	Arizona,	introduced	me	to	
different	people:	those	who	complained	about	the	
heat,	discussed	about	McCain	winning	a	new	term,	
again,	and	researched	the	latest	reptile	they	found	in	
their	backyard.	Then,	at	the	age	of	seven,	my	family	
located	to	North	Carolina	where	I	adapted	to	an	envi-	
ronment	where	
teens	advocated	
for	what	they	be-	
lieved	in	and	
helped	each	other.	
But	the	final	move	
came	when	I	was	
fifteen,	when	my	
family	made	one	
last	trip	to	New	
Jersey.	

Starting	off	
mid-way	through	
my	sophomore	year	at	a	new	high	school	was	not	an	
easy-going	adjustment	to	make.	My	constant	tossing	
and	turning	at	night	resulted	in	imagining	how	I	
would	find	someone	to	sit	with	at	lunch;	my	stomach	
would	clench	at	the	thought	of	what	or	how	people	
would	think	of	me	as	this	new	‘Southern’	kid.	At	the	
time,	the	mere	thought	of	all	the	eyes	that	would	be	
on	me	when	I	would	be	introduced	to	the	class	made	

it	worse.	Moreover,	one	of	the	worst	parts	during	this	
transition,	was	situating	myself	to	the	different	curric-	
ulum	at	my	new	high	school.	

The	math	curriculum	and	other	graduation	
requirements	contrast	between	the	two	states.	Dur-	
ing	my	last	few	years,	I	forced	myself	to	take	two	clas-	
ses	over	the	summer	just	to	catch	up	with	the	rest	of	
the	advanced	placement	kids	in	my	grade.	But	during	
my	sophomore	year,	the	guidance	counselor	was	able	
to	break	down	what	I	was	coming	into	that	new	sec-	

ond	semester.	I	was	a	bit	skeptical	when	
she	told	me	that	I	was	being	put	into	a	ge-	
ometry	class.	My	old	math	class	would	be	
teaching	geometry	at	the	start	of	the	new	
semester,	however,	the	students	at	my	
new	school	already	learned	more	than	
half	the	topic.	

The	first	exam	I	took	in	my	new	class	
made	me	want	to	curl	up	into	a	ball	and	
cry,	but	the	grade	was	a	push	for	me	to	
work	harder.	Every	night	there	would	be	
times	where	the	opportunity	arose	for	me	
to	watch	television	or	indulge	myself	on	

my	phone,	but	I	would	pick	up	my	textbook	instead	
where	I	would	take	it	all	the	way	back	to	chapter	one.	
For	the	rest	of	the	year	my	main	accomplishment	
would	be	to	take	the	final	exam	in	stride.	Reaching	
out	to	my	school’s	tutoring	program,	I	was	able	to	to	
get	a	student	tutor	to	teach	me	the	basics	of	what	I	
had	missed	the	first	semester.	He	helped	me	a	lot,	
but	it	was	ultimately	up	to	me	to	keep	this	progress	

Joana	Fardad	
 Arizona—North	Carolina—Whippany	Park,	NJ	

“Entering	Whippany	Park	halfway	through	my	sophomore	year,	I	came	to	a	
school	that	was	located	in	a	more	conservative	part	of	New	Jersey	and	lacked	a	safe	
place	for	people	to	talk	about	themselves	or	issues	they	had,	specifically	for	the	LGBT	
community.	Not	even	a	week	into	my	new	school,	I	found	two	others	who	wanted	to	
create	a	club	to	make	this	safe	space	a	reality.”	

“Before…I	was	a	bit	shy	when	it	came	to	talking	to	complete	strangers,	but	this	
move	helped	me	become	more	talkative	and	confident	when	it	came	to	introducing	
myself	to	new	people.”	

“I	advise	others,	who	face	the	same	challenges	or	sacrifices…that	they	em-	
brace	this	new	journey...”	



growing.	

When	my	time	as	a	sophomore	year	soon	
reached	its	last	week,	I	walked	out	of	my	last	day	in	
geometry	dubious	of	how	the	final	went.	But	my	
head	buried	in	textbooks	and	
math	videos	paid	off,	leaving	the	
year	with	an	A	average	in	mathe-	
matics.	This	determination	to	
succeed	was	rewarding	in	the	
long	run,	but	it	also	exposed	me	
to	a	passion	for	a	layer	of	mathe-	
matics	that	I	was	now	able	to	
peel	off	in	pride.	

This	move	to	New	Jersey	
helped	me	discover	a	new	part	of	
myself	that	I	didn't	know	existed.	
Despite	my	new	found	encounter	
of	geometry,	here	I	learned	that	I	
was	capable	of	making	change,	
good	change.	Entering	Whippany	Park	halfway	
through	my	sophomore	year,	I	came	to	a	school	that	
was	located	in	a	more-conservative	part	of	New	Jer-	
sey	and	lacked	a	safe	place	for	people	to	talk	about	
themselves	or	issues	they	had,	specifically	for	the	
LGBT	community.	Not	even	a	week	into	my	new	
school,	I	found	two	others	who	wanted	to	create	a	
club	to	make	this	safe	space	a	reality.	Just	last	year,	I	
created	the	first	ever	LGBT	club	at	my	fifty-year	old	
school.	This	process	also	helped	me	make	friends	
from	all	grades.	With	this	club	my	friends	and	I	have	
been	able	to	create	a	safe	place	for	people	struggling	
to	find	who	they	are,	help	others	(not	only	in	our	
school,	but	outside	as	well),	and	even	raise	aware-	
ness	to	those	who	aren’t	even	in	the	club.	

Furthermore,	I	met	some	amazing	people	
along	the	way.	During	my	first	few	weeks	at	the	new	
school,	I	pushed	myself	to	interact	with	others	and	
find	commonalities	between	the	students.	Before,	in	
North	Carolina,	I	was	a	bit	shy	when	it	came	to	talk-	

ing	to	complete	strangers,	but	this	move	helped	me	
become	more	talkative	and	confident	when	it	came	
to	introducing	myself	to	new	people.	This	small	
changed,	thankfully,	lead	me	to	meet	some	of	the	
most	incredible	people—friends	and	teachers.	I	think	

a	major	reason	of	how	I	met	a	
new	set	of	friends	so	quickly	was	
my	continuation	of	band	into	
Whippany	Park.	I	was	able	to	
find	people	who	were	not	just	
similar	like	me	with	their	taste	
and	passion	from	music,	but	
looked	for	the	same	strong	qual-	
ities	in	others.	In	the	end,	what-	
ever	it	was,	that	nauseous	feel-	
ing	that	kept	me	up	for	days	at	
the	beginning	slowly	went	away	
and	was	replaced	only	with	joy.	

When	I	tell	people	about	my	
many	moves	around	the	coun-	

try,	I	find	that	they	often	pity	me,	thinking	how	I	
must’ve	had	to	drop	everything	in	my	life:	my	friends,	
family,	and	education.	But	on	the	contrary,	I’ve	ap-	
preciated	these	moves	and	sacrifices	that	my	family	
and	I	have	made	in	my	life.	I	advise	others,	who	face	
the	same	challenges	or	sacrifices	that	I	had	to	make,	
that	they	embrace	this	new	journey	because,	specifi-	
cally	for	me,	this	last	move	to	New	Jersey	forced	me	
out	of	my	comfort	zone	and	into	a	place	where	I	have	
been	able	to	meet	different	people,	cultures,	socie-	
ties,	and	settings	that	have	adapted	me	into	the	
better	person	I	am	today.	n 



  
 

Since my birth, my life has involved traveling great 
distances. I was born in Tokyo, Japan, the home 
country of my mother. At the age of three, we moved 
to Maywood, New Jersey, my father’s hometown. This 
was to facilitate my father going to graduate school. 
While in New Jersey, I began attending school, both 
in Japanese and in English. Five years later, my fami- 
ly and I moved to Abu Dhabi in the United Arab Emir- 
ates. While living in the Middle East, my parents 
made to most of the opportunity to visit as many 
countries in the region as possible. We frequently 
spent summers in Thailand had no real plans for re- 
turning to the USA anytime soon. If someone had told 
me in April of 2015 that I would be moving back to the 
United States I would have thought they were joking. 
Nonetheless, come June 31st, 2015, I found myself 
some 6849 miles away from Abu Dhabi, the place I 
had grown to consider home over the previous 8 
years, trying to adjust to life in New Jersey. 
Leaving the Middle East was bittersweet, but I was 
fairly well prepared for the major changes that I would 
have to endure. Due to the extensive traveling my had 
done, I was ready to experience the new and differ- 
ent. My move to the United States has brought on 
myriad of changes and challenges. Nonetheless, I 
have tried to approach these with a sense of opti- 
mism, trying to find the learning experience in each 
situation. My journey has prepared me well, for offer- 
ing insight to other teens and children in general on 
what they can expect when facing relocation. Further- 
more, my story has many examples of both success- 
ful and unsuccessful attempts at adapting and fitting 
in. 
My return to the United States affected various areas 
of my life. For example, I had to make new relation- 
ships with people who knew very little about me, and 
whom I knew very little about. Leaving my multination- 
al collection of friends in Abu Dhabi was the hardest 

for me. Keeping up communication with these friends 
residing in the Middle East and Southeast Asia was 
not impossible, but definitely far more complicated by 
the extreme differences in time zones. Being in the 
United States, I had to put myself out there and try to 
make new friends. I had to start all over again, retell- 
ing my story over and over again. Thankfully, I have 
been able to do this, and now know not to take my 
friends for granted. 
The dramatic change in climate was just one area re- 
quiring major adjustments to everyday living. Life in 
Abu Dhabi was pretty much living in an endless sum- 
mer. It usually rained about once a year, with temper- 
ature rarely dropping below 65 degrees. I was used to 
wearing shorts, tee shirt, and flip-flops year-round. 
However, arriving in New Jersey brought the realiza- 
tion, I would need to expand my wardrobe, especially 
with much warmer clothing. My family spent a lot of 
money buying winter clothes so we would not freeze. I 
decided to take a job as a swim instructor to help with 
these expenses. The experience of having to start 
over, and spend money on items needed to survive 
has left a lasting impression on me, specifically the 
time it takes to earn money and what one can or can- 
not purchase with that money. 
There have been many other challenges to face, 
since returning to the United States. For instance, 
growing up as a “Third Culture Kid”, surrounded by 
people from every corner of the Earth, in a city whose 
majority of residents are expats, helps define their re- 
lationships and views of the world beyond the city. A 
Third Culture Kid is someone who grows up in a 
country other than the home country of either parent. 
Most of the holidays we celebrated were of cultural 
and ethnic backgrounds other than our own. I would 
celebrate Eid with my Syrian family friends, Holi in my 
biology teacher from India, St. Nicholas Day with my 
Danish neighbors, and build bonfires with my best 

Kaguya	Sheila	Okawa-O’Connell	
 Tokyo—Maywood	NJ—Abu	Dhabi—Maywood	NJ	

“Most	of	the	holidays	we	celebrated	were	of	cultural	and	eth-	
nic	backgrounds	other	than	our	own.”	

“These	challenges	I	faced	returning	to	New	Jersey,	have	
helped	me	understand	that	life	can	sometimes	be	very	difficult.	None-	
theless,	it	seems	to	me,	moving	forward	to	make	life	better	is	the	only	
healthy	solution.”	

“There	are	two	pieces	of	advice	I	would	give	teenagers	who	
have	to	move	during	their	high	schools	years.	These	would	be	to	strive	
to	understand	and	learn	to	adapt.”	



friend from England on Guy Fawkes Night. Likewise, I 
would share my culture with them, serving traditional 
Japanese food over New Year’s, or soda bread on St. 
Patrick’s Day. 
Unfortunately, on returning to New Jersey, I did not 
find this multicultural sharing to be part of the typical 
social interaction. The school I went to in Abu Dhabi 
had students from 60 or more countries. In contrast, I 
now go to an all-girls Catholic high school with most 
students identifying as only Americans whose families 
have been here for generations. There are times, I 
have felt like the odd one out, especially when they 
are living American, acting America, eating America, 
and generally being American. My home is a bilingual 
setting, with English and Japanese getting equal us- 
age. It can be lonely sometimes, with nobody else 
sharing my language background. It has taken me 
time to adjust to America not being the big expat 
community that I am used to. People seem to come 
here to stay, and not go abroad again. 
Life overseas is exciting, but not without its draw- 
backs. Another challenge, I have had to deal with is 
not having my dad with me. My father had to remain 
in Abu Dhabi for work, trying to send money to sup- 
port us in New Jersey. On returning to New Jersey, 
we went to live with my Nana, who works as a lunch 
aid at the local elementary school. At first, she was 
the only source of income my family could rely on. My 
mother and I had some foreign currencies, we ex- 
change for dollars, but this was very minimal. There 
was the money I had earned teaching swim, which 
we used to help get by, but by Christmas, it was get- 
ting tight. Eventually, my mother was able to get at a 
job as an office manager in a medical imagery clinic, 
and I turning 16, was able to get a better paying part- 
time job. Things have begun to improve and hopefully 
this will continue. 
Being forced to live apart from my father not only re- 
flect our financial situation, but has emotionally 
stressed us as well. My father was the one driving me 
everywhere, coming to every sporting event, and was 
the one I went to first about everything. His absence 
took a toll on everyone, since he was everyone’s 
rock. I have had to step up to be a mini parent to my 
younger sister, who was only 7 at the time of our relo- 
cation. It was my mother’s first time without him, and 
she was lost readjusting to America. These challeng- 
es I have faced returning to New Jersey, have helped 
me understand that life can sometimes be very diffi- 
cult. Nonetheless, it seems to me, moving forward to 
make life better is the only healthy solution. 
The lessons learned in moving to Abu Dhabi and re- 
turning to New Jersey will be ones I will take with me 
wherever I go. One lessons in particular has been on 
how to handle prejudice. To illustrate, there have 
been numerous occasions where I have been speak- 
ing Japanese on the phone with a family member, 

and people would yell at me saying “Speak English! 
We are in America!” On the advice of my father, an 
American, I chose to ignore them, since it would not 
make the situation any better. I have come to accept 
that prejudice is more prominent in areas where there 
is not a lot of communication between different racial, 
cultural and ethnic groups. Another lesson learned 
has been the importance of family. I did not realize 
how much my family meant to me until we were 
forced to live apart. My family’s transition to America 
was difficult, but my father’s family really stepped up 
to helps us settle in. Without their help, we would 
have been much worse off. These transitions brought 
on by relocation from one country to another have 
helped prepared me for the reality of adulthood. 
My transition to life in New Jersey has been stressful, 
but the positive experiences have outweighed the 
negative ones. A positive experience for me has been 
getting to better know my Dad’s side of the family. My 
father is an Irish American who has lived as an expat 
for the majority of his adult life. This initially resulted 
in me having only communication with them via 
phone and internet. Living in New Jersey, we have 
been able to make new memories, and get to know 
each other on a more personal level. Relocating was 
stressful, but my newfound relationship with my fa- 
ther’s side of the family has made it all worthwhile. 
There are two pieces of advice I would give teenag- 
ers who have to move during their high school years. 
These would be to strive to understand and learn to 
adapt. For example, to understand is to realize that 
the move is not all about you. You are not the only 
one leaving a life behind, other members of your fam- 
ily are as well. You are most likely not the only one 
feeling lost in the new place. To understand, one 
must realize that you have to open your mind to what 
others are sacrificing themselves. Furthermore, one 
must adapt, which means to be open to the changes 
one is going through. For one to be happier in a new 
place, one cannot deny things, but rather try to em- 
brace them. If a teenager has to move in their high 
school years, striving understand and learning to 
adapt to their new surroundings can aid in making the 
experience more positive than negative. 
The returning to United States has brought on myriad 
changes in my life. I will forever miss the people and 
places in Abu Dhabi and the United Arab Emirates. 
However, I will never take for granted the lessons I 
have learned, especially the understanding that one 
is able to take control of his or her life even if he or 
she forced to move halfway around the world. n 



  
 

My	relocation	story	starts	with	a	bear,	a	backpack	
and	a	big	dream.	These	three	things	were	forever	cap-	
tured	in	one	image	that	defines	the	most	important	mo-	
ment	of	my	life.	A	picture	made	of	thousands	of	tiny	pix-	
els,	it	is	big	in	meaning.	It	is	said	that	a	picture	is	worth	a	
thousand	words,	but	this	image	tells	a	story	that	spans	six	
thousand	miles,	an	ocean,	and	two	lifetimes.	

My	story	is	a	bit	unconventional	and	actually	involves	
two	moves	during	my	high	school	years.	The	first	well	ex-	
ceeds	50	miles.	I	was	born	and	raised	in	Latvia.	I	never	had	
a	forever	home	or	a	forever	family.	In	fact,	I	spent	some	
time	in	an	orphanage	and	at	one	time,	even	had	to	sleep	
in	a	car.	I	attended	several	schools,	most	very	small.	The	
last	school,	in	Kraslava,	had	only	49	students	from	kinder-	
garten	to	9th	grade.	

I	always	hoped	I	would	be	adopted	to	live	in	America.	I	
was	part	of	a	Christian	orphan	hosting	program	that	spon-	
sored	children	to	spend	summers	and	holidays	with	Amer-	
ican	families.	I	had	been	hosted	several	times,	but	none	of	
them	turned	out	to	be	a	forever	family.	That	is,	until	my	
mom	found	me.	She	likes	to	tease	me	by	saying	that	I	am	
here	only	because	she	did	not	have	a	good	knowledge	of	
geography:	she	had	no	idea	where	Latvia	was!	So,	when	
she	got	an	email	about	the	hosting	program,	she	simply	
had	to	look.	That’s	where	she	found	my	picture	and	the	
rest,	as	they	say,	is	history.	

Finally,	my	dream	was	coming	true.	For	me,	it	was	as	
simple	as	saying	“yes”,	but	complicated	because	I	had	to	
decide	if	I	wanted	to	go	and	to	move	to	a	whole	new	envi-	

ronment.	I	would	have	the	family	I	always	wanted	but	I	
would	have	to	move	to	a	new	place,	meet	new	people,	
and	be	a	different	person,	a	better	person.	I	wanted	to	be	
one	but,	honestly,	I	was	scared.	In	Latvia,	I	had	a	home	but	
never	a	family	of	my	own.	I	was	taken	care	of,	but	never	

truly	loved.	My	needs	
were	met,	but	not	my	
dreams.	And	what	
dreams	could	I	have?	I	
had	no	hope	of	ever	
going	to	college,	let	
alone	pursuing	a	ca-	
reer.	All	that	would	
change	if	I	went	to	
America	with	my	mom.	
It	is	never	easy	to	leave	
behind	all	that	you	
know	for	the	unknown,	
even	if	the	unknown	

holds	so	much	promise.	But	that	was	the	best	choice	I	ever	
made	in	my	life;	the	best	“yes”	that	came	out	of	my	
mouth.	

Of	course,	the	first	thing	I	had	to	get	used	to	was	the	
language.	I	spoke	English	well,	but	had	never	had	to	learn	
completely	in	English.	My	first	language	is	Russian	and	I	
speak	a	little	Latvian	as	well.	I	came	to	the	US	just	days	
before	starting	high	school.	In	Latvia,	I	would	have	been	
entering	the	8th	grade	but	mom	decided	that,	because	of	
my	age,	I	should	start	high	school.	I	was	on	a	student	visa	
and	enrolled	at	Immaculate	Conception	High	School	in	

Natalija	Joy	LaPorta	
 Kraslava,	Latvia	–	Lodi	–	Hasbrouck	Heights,	NJ	

“Would	they	accept	me?	Would	they	make	fun	of	me	because	of	my	
accent?	I	was	scared	that	first	day	and	for	the	first	few	weeks,	but	I	know	it	was	
another	important	step	along	my	life’s	path.”	

“My	mom	told	me	that	no	matter	what,	life	is	going	to	change	for	us,	
whether	we	want	it	to	or	not.	I	have	learned	to	embrace	changes	as	challenges	
and	that	each	challenge	is	an	invitation	to	grow	as	a	person.”	

“…that	picture	of	me,	at	Newark	Liberty	International	Airport,	stand-	
ing	in	front	of	a	replica	of	the	Statue	of	Liberty,	with	a	bear,	a	backpack	and	
fulfilled	dream.”	



Lodi,	NJ.	It	was	a	big	change	to	say	the	least.	From	a	school	
of	less	than	50	children,	I	was	now	in	a	school	of	200	girls.	
It	might	be	considered	a	small	high	school	by	US	stand-	
ards,	but	for	me,	it	was	huge!	I	didn’t	know	a	single	person	
there.	I	wondered	if	I	would	ever	fit	in.	And	the	work	
scared	me	too.	For	every	class,	I	had	to	do	twice	the	work.	
Not	only	was	I	learning	world	history,	biology,	and	religion,	
but	I	had	to	learn	to	under-	
stand	all	of	the	English	words	
in	which	the	subjects	were	
being	taught.	It	was	frus-	
trating.	There	are	so	many	
words	in	English	that	mean	
the	same	thing!	But	my	mom	
spent	hours	and	hours	tutor-	
ing	me,	even	when	she	was	
tired	from	a	long	day	at	
work.	I	can’t	say	I	appreciat-	
ed	all	her	hard	work	at	first,	
but	soon,	I	saw	how	both	of	
our	efforts	paid	off.	I	made	the	honor	roll!	I	was	inducted	
into	the	National	Honor	Society!	Little	by	little,	I	began	to	
do	more	work	all	on	my	own.	I	could	read	my	textbooks	
without	mom	having	to	help	me	translate	all	of	the	words.	
Mom	was	happy	and	proud	to	see	how	much	I	had	grown	
academically,	but	she	told	me	she	felt	a	little	sad,	too,	be-	
cause	she	thought	I	didn’t	need	her	anymore	(but	I	always	
will).	

And	I	made	friends!	I	have	two	of	the	best	friends	of	my	
life.	And	I	was	part	of	a	family	for	the	first	time	in	my	life.	I	
had	unconditional	love.	I	had	come	so	far	from	where	I	
began.	But,	it	was	time	to	move	on	again.	There	was	more	
growing	to	be	done.	For	my	senior	year,	we	decided	I	
should	move	out	of	my	comfort	zone	again,	even	if	it	was	
only	two	towns	away.	We	returned	to	Hasbrouck	Heights,	
the	town	where	my	mother	was	born	and	raised	and	
where	both	she	and	my	grandparents	went	to	high	school.	
Mom	wanted	me	to	have	a	more	rounded	experience	and	
to	get	to	go	to	football	games	and	pep	rallies	and	prom.	I	
started	Hasbrouck	Heights	High	School	as	a	senior.	Not	
fifty	miles	from	my	old	high	school	but	a	world	away	from	

an	all-girls’	Catholic	school.	This	time,	I	knew	I	could	do	the	
work,	but	I	did	not	know	if	I	would	fit	in	with	the	rest	of	
my	class.	They	had	been	together	throughout	their	school	
years,	many	since	elementary	school.	Would	they	accept	
me?	Would	they	make	fun	of	me	because	of	my	accent?	I	
was	scared	that	first	day	and	for	the	first	few	weeks,	but	I	
knew	it	was	another	important	step	along	my	life’s	path.	

Now,	halfway	through	
senior	year,	I	feel	that	I	be-	
long.	I	have	friends	and	have	
experienced	life	as	a	“typical	
American	teenager”.	I	am	
applying	to	college	and,	un-	
like	in	Latvia,	I	can	see	a	fu-	
ture	where	anything	is	possi-	
ble.	Moving	twice	during	
high	school	is	not	an	easy	
thing	to	do,	but	for	me,	each	
move	has	allowed	me	to	

grow	and	to	expand	my	horizons.	I	have	grown	so	much	
academically	in	these	past	four	years.	I	have	discovered	
talents	and	passions	I	never	knew	I	had.	I	have	the	support	
of	a	loving	family	to	help	me	to	develop	all	of	my	potential	
and	who	show	me	that	I	can	achieve	whatever	I	put	my	
mind	to.	

For	other	students,	I	can	offer	this	advice:	change	is	
scary,	but	change	can	be	good.	My	mom	told	me	that	no	
matter	what,	life	is	going	to	change	for	us,	whether	we	
want	it	to	or	not.	I	have	learned	to	embrace	changes	as	
challenges	and	that	each	challenge	is	an	invitation	to	grow	
as	a	person.	

And	to	think,	it	all	started	with	a	“yes”	that	led	to	that	
picture	of	me,	at	Newark	Liberty	International	Airport,	
standing	in	front	of	a	replica	of	the	Statue	of	Liberty,	with	
a	bear,	a	backpack	and	a	fulfilled	dream.	It	didn’t	matter	to	
me	anymore	how	tired	I	was	from	the	flight	or	how	scary	
the	airport	security	seemed.	I	was	just	a	girl,	a	daughter,	
standing	and	smiling	while	my	mom	was	taking	a	picture	
that	would	mean	the	world	to	me.	n 



  

Let me take you back in time. To a place 
when I was but a mere girl living in a small prairie 
town. The air is thick with dust and wind under a co- 
lossal, blue sky. Clouds leisurely drift by in thick 
pairs, like the cows next door to the local elementary 
school. It is a place where I run free, where my possi- 
bilities are as endless as the flat wilderness around 
me. We didn’t have much, but come to think of it, not 
many people did. Whatever we had, we shared with 
our neighbors. It was a good world, a small world, the 
only world I’d ever known. 

I always thought that the whole country was a 
plain riddled with canyons and potato fields. The 
books in my library gave me an insight to what lay 
outside my town, but it was only mere context. I did- 
n’t understand how big major cities are; I thought all 
highly populated areas were as big as Boise or Salt 
Lake City. And I certainly could not grasp the concept 
of diverse cultures. Weren’t all Americans loud Re- 
publicans with their own collection of hunting weap- 
ons? And if they didn’t, at the very least they had a 
pickup truck and two hounds. You can imagine by 
these statements how redneck my community was. 

Then one day, my life changed forever. My 
father called together a family council. My mother, 
sisters and I sat with Dad around the kitchen table as 
he said, “girls, we are going to move to Connecticut.” 
Connecticut? I had no idea where that state was. 
Was it next to Arizona? It sounded very Native Amer- 
ican to me, so it must be. Yep, we were going to live 
with the Navajo and Mexican immigrants. I dismally 
wrong. 

Connecticut, it turned out, was on the East 
Coast in a region called New England. Was it like 
England but “newer?” Well, I was about to find out. It 
was this move where I finally understood that two 
regions can deviate greatly from each other. To 
speak plainly, I stood out like a sore thumb. No kid 
my age in smalltown Guilford, Connecticut was like 
me. For starters, they could never identify a real po- 

tato, even if it hit them in the face. Or what it was like 
to have a mountain for a backyard, where a family of 
quail were your neighbors and the wild horses were 
your friends. They were more acquainted with Yan- 
kee prospects and the idea of acting like an adult at 
the age of twelve. I might as well have held a sign in 
big neon letters saying, “CAUTION: NEW STUDENT 
OBLIVIOUS TO CULTURE.” I almost made one of 
my guidance counselors faint from shock when I told 
her that I wanted to be just like my stay-at-home 
mommy when I grew up and not the first female pres- 
ident of the United States. Yep, that was me; a sore 
thumb in an Earth Saver’s shirt. 

Despite my differences and apparent lack of ambi- 
tion, a lot of people wanted to be my friend. At first, I 
was puzzled. Why be friends with a girl who hasn’t 
heard of Ivy League or gun control before? Yet, I 
found myself in the middle of a very inclusive gaggle 
of girls. To simply put it, they were the geekiest group 
of girls I’ve ever met. I never identified myself as 
brainy before. In fact, I prefered to spend my time 
outside having adventures than annotating articles. 
The friendship seemed a no-go to me. It shouldn’t 
happen. There was a reason the high school kids in 
“High School Musical” were separated by interest. 

But these girls did not stick to the script. They did 
all that they thought was necessary to make me feel 
more comfortable. At the time, the school board was 
constantly nagging at me to pick up the slack and 
study more. My friends knew about this and held 
special study sessions during our lunch period so 
that I could get caught up with the rest of the class. 
Their example and influence sparked a love of learn- 
ing inside me. Slowly but surely, I evolved from a free 
-willy westerner to a studious, well-educated girl. 

And then I became the rich girl. Our family 
moved yet again. After a two year absence, my fami- 
ly and I were moving back out West. I would not be 
going back to my home town, however. Instead, we 
were dropped in the middle of one of the fastest 
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“Then	one	day,	my	life	changed	forever.	My	father	called	together	a	fam-	
ily	council.	My	mother,	sisters	and	I	sat	with	Dad	around	the	kitchen	
table	as	he	said,	“girls,	we	are	going	to	move	to	Connecticut.”	

“They	did	all	that	they	thought	was	necessary	to	make	me	feel	more	
comfortable…My	friends	knew	about	this	and	held	special	study	ses-	
sions	during	our	lunch	period	so	that	I	could	get	caught	up	with	the	
rest	of	the	class.	Their	example	and	influence	sparked	a	love	of	learn-	
ing	inside	me.”	

“I	did	everything	I	could	to	make	sure	that	my	fellow	students	felt	like	
they	were	in	a	successful	and	safe	environment.”	



growing urban areas in the States. Amid all of the 
new faces, I felt lost. And it did not help when my fel- 
low students alienated me as a wealthy snob. Just 
because I was friends with Jews, travelled to New 
York City once a month, and know what prosciutto is 
doesn’t mean my parents were loaded. They saw my 
consignment store-bought cashmere sweaters and 
wheely-backpack and immediately saw one word: 
privileged. 

To their defense, 99.9 percent of the population 
never left their county. The farthest they ever travelled 
to was the state capitol. Shortly upon my arrival, I 
joined the marching band. We worked hard all sum- 
mer on our show and preparing our equipment. One 
day, when we were cleaning the band’s freight truck, 
one of the section leaders was convinced that the ar- 
ea I moved from (New England)was its own nation in 
the Pacific. I had to tell him more than three times that 
New England was a group of states on the East 
Coast. There was an awkward pause, then a light 
bulb clicked on inside the boy’s head. With an enlight- 
enment that would make even Socrates laugh at, he 
exclaimed, “OOH! Is that why they’re called the New 
England Patriots?” Yes, my friend; glad that you know 
that Tom Brady is not Samoa’s next-door-neighbor. 

I am grateful, though, that I got to meet people who 
are inept to the outside world. It gives me more ap- 
preciation to have experienced things, meeting new 
people and seeing new places. My moves turned me 
into a citizen of the world rather than the Idaho gal I 
was used to. 

Sadly, this was not my last relocation. My final 
move was to Hopewell, New Jersey. If I was pegged 
as a rich girl before, then my new peers were billion- 
aires. They drive to school in porsches and have a 
one-way ticket to any Ivy League university of their 
choice. Once again, I stood out. I had no private tute- 
lage, no AP credentials, and I certainly was not a 
prodigy. Not only did I lack money and a social media 
account, but my pros in school and the extracurricular 
were in the deficit. There was no pauper poorer than 
I. 

Cinderella, I organized the music department closet 
and spent hours cleaning uniforms. I did everything I 
could to make sure that my fellow students felt like 
they were in a successful and safe environment. 

Unexpectedly, at the end of the year band 
banquet, I was offered the most serviceable award. At 
first, I was surprised. I never earned any recognition 
in high school before! But then, as I went up to re- 
ceive my award, I looked out into the crowd and saw 
something in my band-mates eyes; appreciation. It 
moved me to tears. Never, never ever did I expect to 
be acknowledged for something that I could offer. As 
they clapped and congratulated me, a warm feeling 
filled my chest. It was the same feeling I felt back in 
Idaho when our neighbors gave my family sacks of 
potatoes when we were low on food. I was loved for 
just being me. 

If you asked me ten years ago about what’s 
the difference between New England and New Zea- 
land, I would’ve said that they were the same thing. 
Being a modern-day nomadic has given me so much 
insight to the world in more ways than I can count. It’s 
like getting a new pair of glasses. The world seemed 
foggy at first, but when you get that new up-to-date 
lens the everything becomes more clear. Sure, there 
are some struggles, but there is always something 
new and happy that lies right in front of your eyes. 
Seeing life in this particular way opens up my under- 
standing of the world around me . 

Moving from Coast to Coast several times, I 
found kindness and goodness in all people. My stere- 
otypical views were discarded, allowing me to em- 
brace the people around me. Regardless of drastic 
cultural differences, I have learned that people are 
filled with love, kindness, and a willingness to help. 
And it certainly encourages me to do my part and 
contribute my kindness to the rest of the world.n 

At this point, I had two options: (1) give into 
loneliness or (2) offer my assistance. Right then, I re- 
membered the kindness I experienced back in Con- 
necticut when I needed help most. The happiness I 
felt from people just being good human beings. If I 
could not use my brains to earn their friendship, then I 
could certainly serve them, just like my Connecticut 
nerd-herd. I came from a highly competitive band pro- 
gram back out West, and this new group that was to 
be my new societal circle was lacking in experience. 
So I hiked my skirts and poured out my resources to 
help my peers. I gave candy, offered tuning lessons, 
taught proper marching technique, planned parties, 
and talked to people who didn’t have anyone to talk 
to. But that did not stop there. Any person would’ve 
deemed this extensive list as sufficient, but not I. Not 
this french frie; ‘tis the tip of the iceberg. Like a dutiful 


