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This book comes from a place of privilege. To be unsettled means to have experienced a life somewhere else. I know that my ability to move out of free will is a luxury that many never experience. Nevertheless, this book is my story. It is about my experiences of seeing, feeling, hearing, smelling, and trying new things, all around the world. It’s about what I’ve learnt, the people I’ve met, and the things I’ve done. It’s a story about searching for home. It’s a story about what it means to feel unsettled.  

Notes:

This book contains inconsistencies in English dialects used throughout the book, in both grammar and vocabulary. This has been left unedited deliberately as it is part of the story.

The names of individuals have been altered to preserve their anonymity and privacy.

I have told stories from my own personal perspective, but I recognize that people perceive events differently and that the way we perceive things can change over time. I wrote this book over the course of two years, and even in that process, I found myself rewriting sections because the way I viewed events changed. What I have written is not set in stone, but it is my perception during this stage of my life. 
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I

t was the early morning of December 19, 2022. The winter storm we’d all been warned about for several days had arrived with full force. I could feel it as our car slid around in the snow as we made our way to the hospital in the depths of the night. They called it an arctic outflow, and temperatures had already plummeted to minus 23 degrees Celsius (minus 9.4 Fahrenheit). I hobbled through the hospital’s entrance, leaning on my partner’s arm and wearing little more than my fluffy blue housecoat. I held my hand up to cover my eyes as the hospital’s sharp, sterile lights hit me. The pain was unbearable, and I was religiously using the 4-7-8 breathing technique to distract myself. Four breaths in, hold for seven seconds, breathe out for eight. Again, and again. 

We went into the elevator and were soon warmly greeted by a team of people – my midwife, doula, and nurse. They were amazed I was still walking and able to smile through the contractions. I was too. I’d been up all night, delirious from the waves of pain that rolled through me every few minutes. But now, the moment had come. Even my midwife couldn’t put it off any longer. She’d struggled to get to the hospital because of the storm outside and asked me to wait at home for as long as I could. I had, and now I was ten centimetres dilated and had missed the window for an epidural. 

Two hours later, we welcomed our baby into the world. I looked up at my partner, his soft brown eyes, his thick black beard, his tanned skin. My cheerleader, and the kindest person I had ever met. I felt grateful for his adventurous soul, and for the fact I had found a partner to travel and move around the world with – and now, we were parents. 

What a life it has been, even if it has been a bit unsettled. 
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I

suppose you could say I was never really settled. For as long as I can remember, my family have lived life like they are perched on the edge of their seats, waiting for any excuse to run away to some place better. I was only eight years old when my mum came home with a piece of 3D art she’d put together as part of her class work. It was huge to my young mind. A 2-foot by 3-foot canvas covered in Dreamtime art – Indigenous dot paintings that represent important stories and symbols. The canvas was layered with a wooden carving of the Sydney Opera House stuck on top. Mum had, has, always dreamed of living in Australia. I suppose for many Brits, this is the dream destination. A land of white sand beaches, cheap detached housing (back then at least), and a more relaxed lifestyle. A place where the sun is forever shining, wildlife is abundant, you can have a barbecue for any meal of the day, and life just seems... fun. More importantly, it was as far from England as you could possibly get. No wonder my mum dreamt of it – and this dream filtered its way into many aspects of her life, whether it be through her schoolwork, or whether it was through the various ways she would celebrate Australian culture with us. She was obsessed. Back then, we had no idea quite how much her dream of living in Australia would shape our family’s life irrevocably. 

When I was nine years old, mum flew over to Canada. She told us kids – me and my two younger brothers – that she was heading across the Atlantic for a job interview in Toronto. If all went well, we’d move as a family. It was 2001, so Canada felt like a world away. There were no smart phones, internet was patchy, and I was too young to really understand what was going on. I couldn’t grasp the fact that Mum wasn’t there to pick us up from school each day, and that I couldn’t just pick up the phone and call her like I could call nanny when I wanted to talk. It was beyond my comprehension that making overseas phone calls were cripplingly expensive. While we had my dad at home, he worked such crazy hours that to my young mind, he was little more than a stranger in our household. As an adult, I’m grateful that he worked so hard so that there was always a roof over our heads and food on the table. But at the time, things felt weird, I was scared, and I wanted my mum.

When Mum came back, things were good again. I remember her getting out of the car wearing an emerald green, velvet, floor-length dress. Looking back, her reemergence all seems a bit over the top, because who travels in fancy evening gowns? Nevertheless, I remember being in awe of how beautiful she looked, and how good it was to have her back home. She showered us kids with seemingly exotic gifts she’d picked up for us in Canada. Things that you couldn’t yet buy in England – Pokémon diamond, a doll which read a prayer out loud (pronouncing amen as ay-men rather than ar-men because it was Canadian), and many other things. Her voice seemed a little bit different, and she pronounced some words in a weird way. She played music that hadn’t quite reached England yet – Afroman’s “Colt 45” and “Because I got high”. It was only one month later that the September 11 attacks happened, and the world as we knew it changed. Of course, at that age, I hardly understood the severity of the situation. Although what I did pick up on was that had Mum not come home when she did, she could have been stuck in Canada even longer. 

My stepdad, who has always been “dad” since I was just a few months old, was also an adventurer. I must have been just five years old when he came to my school to deliver a presentation, armed with old-school, palm-sized, squared photo slides. They were the kind which held the negatives from the film in the camera. He talked to the other children about his experiences living in Antarctica. That’s right. My dad lived in Antarctica. It turns out that there’s a bit of real estate down in that part of the world, and by real estate I mean bases for the scientists and their accompanying staff. Apparently, every decade or so, they need some serious maintenance. So, he, and about 100 mostly men and some women, including roughly 30 scientists and 70 crew members, headed down to the most remote and driest part of the world to help with a variety of tasks – whether it be cooking, sewing, building. You name it. Of course, a trip to Antarctica isn’t merely hopping on a boat in England and heading straight down south. It meant refuelling stops in South Africa, Brazil, and Argentina. As a child, he’d tell us stories of penguin bowling, sunbathing on the ice, and building igloo refrigerators. As adults, he’d tell us about his drunken adventures, bar brawls in Argentina, being banned from driving in Antarctica, and playing rugby in minefields in the Falkland Islands, also known as Islas Malvinas. 

With all this in mind, it’s no wonder I am where I am now. Writing a memoir called “Unsettled”. But first, let’s go back to the very beginning.



I’m Mai, and this is my story. It’s not exactly an extraordinary story, but it’s a fun one that I hope my future offspring will appreciate having in writing. I was born in a small city called Poole in the south of England. My mother was from Bournemouth, and she gave birth to me when she was just 19 years old. She left my biological dad when I was a few months old, and married a man who immediately became my father figure. I didn’t have a relationship with my biological dad until I was 21, but I heard through the grapevine at a young age that he was trilingual and moved to Spain, eventually marrying a Spanish woman and having two other children. While Poole, the city I was born in, was small, I grew up in an even smaller town nearby in the New Forest. Parts of my hometown have been dated back to the 6th century BC. From the Middle Ages until the 19th century, it was famous for salt making. In more recent times, my town has been ranked as the best town to live in on the coast of England. When you’re a kid, you don’t really appreciate these things. I wasn’t interested in history, and I just assumed everywhere had narrow, cobbled streets, buildings with thatched roofs, and immediate access to the ocean and the smell of salty sea air. My family were by no means rich, but my childhood was full of happy weekends crabbing at the quay, the sound of yachts whistling on windy evenings, Saturday morning markets on the high street, and annual camping trips to the Isle of Wight. 

Unlike most residents in my hometown in the New Forest, we didn’t live in an oversized, five-bedroomed detached house with its own, unnecessarily long, driveway. My family also didn’t drive a Range Rover or a Bentley. Nor did we go on vacations to places like St Lucia or Santorini. Instead, the five – eventually expanding to eight – of us squeezed into a tiny, three-bedroomed, semi-detached, government-owned red brick house. It was small, but it was enough. We made it our home. But the New Forest was a weird place to grow up in. As an adult, I’ve learnt to better appreciate its rich history and see its beauty more from a tourist perspective. However, growing up, it was a hell hole. With a population of only about 12,000 people, you couldn’t go anywhere without seeing someone you knew, and everyone knew your business – the good and bad. As a teenager, everyone was judged for whether their house was detached, what car their parents drove, and whether they had a designer backpack. Like anywhere, kids were mean. Really mean. From the age of ten, I remember alliances and divisions already taking hold. Name calling, cyber-bullying, cold-shoulders. I’d like to think that when it came to high school ranks, I sat somewhere in the middle. I wasn’t a cool kid, but I wasn’t a loser kid either. I could make friends in either category relatively easily, and still stand steady with my other friendships in the opposing camp. I wasn’t particularly smart, but I tried hard, and teachers appreciated that.

When I was 13 and my mum decided to pursue a bachelor's degree, my grades started to improve drastically. I wasn’t the best in the class, but I did well enough, and teachers appreciated my effort and attitude. I studied as hard as I could for every test and assignment, always seeking feedback about where I could improve next time. I was inspired by Mum. If she could excel at university, despite having six children, then I could do well too. My passion in that stage of life was sustainable tourism, just like my mum. I imagined maybe I’d one day open an eco-business somewhere. Either that or become a tornado watcher or a hurricane expert. I became obsessed with Al Gore’s documentary An Inconvenient Truth, although sciences weren’t my forté, so that was a short-lived dream. The New Forest wasn’t particularly a hub for activity in either of these fields. Sure, it attracted wealthy grockles, a local term for tourists. People who came to buy rock candy, check out the thousands of yachts spread out along the New Forest’s coastline, and maybe head off to see wild ponies and cows afterwards. But that was all it really had to offer. The climate was bleak. I remember entire summers of rain, and even if it was sunny, it was short lived. Businesses were handed down family lines because it was just that kind of place, and no one really dared to leave the town permanently. My dreams of chasing tornadoes or setting up an exotic ecotourism lodge would then of course mean leaving the New Forest. It would surely mean leaving England. It was a crazy thought given that our ancestors weren’t exactly movers. In fact, my mum and nanny had done some research and found that a good chunk of our relatives were buried in a cemetery just five and a half miles away. I’d later do a genetic test and learn that I was 80% English and Irish, with my family coming from just four different areas within the United Kingdom. They really didn’t go far.

As I grew up, my family were all so close by, and my childhood was filled with love. We weren’t like many modern families of today – spread out across multiple continents – although, that would eventually change drastically. My lovely, most adorable grandparents lived just eight miles down the road in a city called Bournemouth. My aunties were also nearby, as well as my nanny on my dad’s side. I have so many happy memories of family from my childhood. Christmases were full of twinkling lights, traditional roast dinners, the biggest Christmas trees I’ve ever seen inside a house, and we were surrounded by humans who loved us. In daily life, my mum would take us on all kinds of adventures on the Isle of Wight, treasure hunts in our back garden, swimming at a local outdoor seawater pool. I remember my nanny reading me Enid Blyton books to help me sleep. She would always sing us lullabies, including my favourite, “Mr Shadow.” Every fall, we planted daffodil bulbs together in my grandparent’s front garden. My grandad would always let me sit on the kitchen counter to eat oxo cubes, and finish bags of jam donuts at the supermarket before we’d even paid for them – resulting in us having to scan an empty paper bag at the check-out. To this day, his nickname for me is still jam donut or “JD”. He would also jokingly say “not what, pardon” whenever I’d rudely say “WHAT?” As I got older, our adventures got a bit crazier but were still mild relative to what other kids at my school were doing. Our day trips to the Isle of Wight evolved into weeklong camping adventures, I’d go on several day trips to London with my mum, and many, many summer afternoons were spent at the local cricket club. 

I was close to my brothers too. We would walk to and from school together every single day, even if we were mad at each other. Eventually, the three of us would turn into the six of us, as my three youngest siblings entered the world between 2002 and 2004. The de facto mother role that naturally comes with being a big sister is perhaps the most important shaper of my life and personality, and even though those boys won’t be able to clearly remember those first ten years of their lives, for me, that time together was without a doubt, the absolute best. I loved each and every one of them and my relationship with each of them was unique. It’s crazy that you can have so many children in one household and yet all be so different – different personalities, different traits, different goals, different interests, different triggers, different motivators. I think having three much younger siblings really shaped who I am today. It taught me a lot about responsibility, what it means to care for someone, how to scan a room and know what needs to be done without being allocated a task. I’m so grateful for growing up in such a big, love-filled household. To have teenage memories of hearing the pitter-patter of their little feet as they woke up in the morning to turn the television on. The sound of Bob the Builder blasting at the crack of dawn. Feeling the blanket be pulled off my bed during the night as they crawled in beside me because they didn’t want to sleep alone. Seeing the smile on their faces when I told them I’d be taking them out for ice creams. I’m so grateful to have grown up with it all.

While our childhood was far from drama or stress free, it was a fun household, we were always surrounded by love, the house was chaotic and messy but us children were celebrated in every possible way – our paintings on all the walls, photos on every surface, and we were always singing. Even today, for me, the sound of children singing is the sound of a happy household. Back then, I knew no different than the obviousness that families should live within proximity to each other. I didn’t truly understand the luxury of it, nor did I know that despite how enticing other things can be and how much fun it is to live and travel to new places, that craving to be close to family and community never truly goes away. I feel so blessed to have had such a rich, nurturing childhood, surrounded by so much love and close to people who cared deeply about me. While I didn’t see my grandparents, aunties, and cousins every day, I saw them enough to feel completely whole when I reflect on these times. 

But that itch to leave was always there for my parents, and even myself despite my young age. So, when life started to get difficult in 2008, I suppose you could say the stars started to align. It was a year I’ll never forget – for good and bad reasons. The year started with my mum travelling to the Gambia for a university research trip. She was going to learn about sustainable tourism and its impacts on developing countries. The Gambia is a small, extremely poor, west African country encased by the country Senegal on its northern, eastern, and southern borders, and the North Atlantic Ocean in the west. When she was gone, I felt lost – just like I had when I was nine years old, and she went to Canada. Except now, I was a teenager. Things weren’t going well with my friends at school – everything is a drama at that age – and I just didn’t feel good mentally. I started to struggle with food, feeling the immense pressures that all teenagers feel these days to be as thin as possible, and entered a dangerous cycle – not eating so I could be thin, feeling too tired to focus, and thus not being able to deal with the daily drama that comes with being a teenager. Some kids called me an attention seeker, which made my relationship with food even more toxic because it made me want to eat even less. I feared that if I maintained or gained any weight, then it would validate their claims it was all for attention. My desire to be thinner was also exacerbated by my parents' efforts to lose weight so that they could pass an immigration medical, should an opportunity to move to New Zealand or Australia arise.  It wasn’t their fault at all – they were doing all the right things by eating healthier, and exercising frequently. But the intense focus on calorie counting and easy access to laxative pills didn’t mix well with a teenager who was already struggling with an eating disorder. 

I later went through an extremely traumatic event when a boy at school couldn’t take no for an answer at a party. I don’t need to spell it out for you to know what I’m talking about. But it was a different time, and because the event didn’t quite meet the usual textbook standard of sexual assault, most people were cruel and questioned my version of events. The irony is that it should have been a simple case – there were witnesses, there was physical evidence, and I had reported it to the police less than 24 hours later. But it wasn’t enough. And so, next came an additional level of trauma that rolled in following multiple physical body examinations (all conducted by men), having to give up all my devices and a handful of my belongings to investigators, having to defend the integrity of my own character to both peers and the justice system, and simultaneously dealing with police showing up to my school and home for interviews.  

And thus, my life and mental state continued to spiral out of control. I wonder if, had these events happened now, people would have reacted differently. With the #metoo movement, people have a better understanding of all the ways sexual assault occurs, and that it is spectrum of mental and physical invasions. But back in 2008, this wasn’t the case. I’m not good at articulating it, so I would encourage every single one of you read “Know My Name” by Chanel Miller, because she captures it perfectly. In the end, it meant that food was the only thing I felt like I could control during that time as my life was scrutinised by my peers and the justice system – not to my benefit whatsoever – and I held on to that control for dear life, eventually dropping to 98lbs (44.4 kilograms) on my bony 5-foot 5-inch frame.  



March to August 2008 is mostly a blur for me as I continued rolling through the trauma of the assault and the daze of not eating enough. I remember pieces here and there – finishing my GCSEs and completing secondary school, a trip to the Isle of Wight with my friends and camping on some nearby beaches with large groups of people. But really, much of that period feels dark and empty, even now as I try hard to reflect on it. I was there physically, and maybe I laughed and did enjoy myself sometimes, but inside I was hollow. I didn’t want to be on this earth, and it’s terrifying for me to look back on. There were just two things that kept me going. One was particularly unexpected. I had become friends with a guy from a nearby school. We weren’t close at all before the event, but when what had happened became public, he made a conscious effort to consistently reach out to me to simply ask if I was okay. A few seconds out of his day, almost every day, but it was a lifeline. How sweet a stranger can be. We’re not friends anymore. We naturally drifted apart as time went on. But I’d go as far to say as he saved my life during that period. The second lifeline was simply the ongoing family dream of just leaving this place and going somewhere far, far away and starting it all over again. A place where no one knew us, where things felt different, where we could reinvent ourselves. All of us. Although we had never made it to Canada, it was always in the back of all our minds – we knew that someday, when the time was right, we would go. We just didn’t know yet when it would be or where we would go.  

My dad was diagnosed with melanoma cancer during this period too. Melanoma is the most serious type of skin cancer. The cause of it isn’t clear, although exposure to UV radiation from sunlight increases the risk of developing it. It was sheer luck that one morning, Mum noticed a discoloured mole on Dad’s back. A quick trip to the doctor and a biopsy soon confirmed it, and then the doctor simply whipped it out in his office. All was fine, but it was scary and a reminder of our mortality and how short life can be. Especially because only three years earlier, Mum noticed that she had developed a huge tumour in the side of her neck, and it was tightly wrapped in thousands of nerves. After an eight-hour surgery, two thirds of the tumour had been removed. But even today, a chunk of it remains, with the threat that it could one day grow and become more of an active health risk. Following the surgery, half of her face was temporarily paralyzed, and she couldn’t speak without slurring. Doctors said it would take at least a year for her to gain control of her facial movements again. The doctor underestimated how much talking and shouting a mother of six needs to do. She was almost fully recovered within six months. Despite her and my dad’s swift recoveries, I was just sixteen, and it felt like life threw drama after drama after drama in our direction. Of course, with hindsight in my adulthood, I know we had a peachy, safe, and secure childhood. There was a roof over our head, food on the table, family members who loved us. But in my early to mid-teenage years, I was hyper-emotional, and viewed the world bleakly. 

And then, as summer came to a close, the wheels started turning in the right direction. My parents had pressured me to start seeing a therapist and my doctor had referred me to eating disorder specialists. I didn’t get over my trauma, but the specialists told me that if I kept losing weight at the rate I was, I’d be sent to an inpatient unit specifically for those with anorexia. The kind of place where you’re not even allowed to swing your legs because that counts as trying to lose weight. The second thing she told me was that if I didn’t start gaining weight, I would never pass the medical examination required to move to countries like New Zealand or Australia. It was the incentive and kick up the arse that I needed. While I didn’t exactly run to the nearest McDonalds – not that the New Forest would ever allow one of those there, it was too posh for that – I did loosen my grip a bit. What perfect timing it was, because as the Global Financial Crisis started to really kick in, there really were few reasons to stay in England, aside from proximity to family. I had finished my secondary school studies, Mum had graduated from university (giving us extra points we needed to get a visa overseas), life wasn’t exactly wow for any of us, and then my parents stumbled across some cheap one-way flights to New Zealand. They booked them. One month later we shipped our stuff out. The next month we left. Just like that.

Okay, of course it wasn’t quite just like that. We were a family of eight, after all. In later years, Mum would explain to me that they spent many late nights and early mornings talking with an immigration consultant and a settlement support officer in New Zealand. I had been fast asleep, and I think part of me blanked it out because I didn’t want to get my hopes up. In the end, it was incredibly emotional. Even now, as I remember seeing the heartbroken faces of my grandparents as our taxi bus drove away from the little house we’d grown up in, my stomach clenches. While my parents had explored other parts of the world, neither I, nor my siblings, had ever left England. The most exciting vacations we had were camping trips to the Isle of Wight, or the occasional day trip to London with my mum. I’d never been on a plane before, never been surrounded by foreign languages, never seen a car drive on the right-hand side of the road. Nothing that challenged what I knew as “normal.” The New Forest itself was hardly multicultural, which meant our school failed to organically introduce us to the beauty of different cultures and ways of living. So, when my family bit the bullet and headed to Heathrow airport on a dark, rainy, wintery evening on November 27, 2008, to catch a Cathay Pacific flight to New Zealand, everything changed. 
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New Horizons: Settling in New Zealand
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I

didn’t know it then, but the decision to board that plane would become a symbol for the greatest lesson my parents have ever taught me – you can restart your life anywhere. I’d never boarded a plane before, so this flight was the most exciting of my entire life. It was a huge aircraft; I assume a Boeing 747 since it seemed to seat at least 300 passengers. Seats were split 3, 4, 3. As we were a family of eight, it meant we were separated throughout the plane. We were always within eyesight of each other though. We’d never been, nor since been, as strong of a family unit as we were during that period of our lives. There was myself my mum, my dad, and two brothers around my age, and we split our time between catching up on sleep and taking turns to monitor at least one of the three younger children. I must give the younger boys credit because they were angels during that journey. Jacob, six years old at the time and number four of us six kids, required the most energy and supervision. Not because of any misbehaviour, but because he wanted to go to the back of the plane to look out of the window. He wanted to enjoy the beautiful sights of the Himalayan Mountain ranges, the lightning storm we got caught up in over Indonesia, and then after a quick stop in Hong Kong, the blues and reds that make up Australia’s coastlines and outback. I have another happy memory as I remember back on this time. I remember on the second leg of the journey, between Hong Kong and Auckland, my five-year-old brother, Peter, and I were split up from the rest of the family. He couldn’t get comfortable, so I gave him my seat so that he could lay down horizontally. I ended up getting into a weirdly comfortable, yet logistically awkward position whereby I was kneeled facing forward towards his chair, with my legs tucked behind me and under the seat in front, and simply just rested my head on Peter’s stomach as he slept peacefully. We were all sharing this adventure and those moments were magical because of it. 

New Zealand was beautiful from the moment we entered its air space. The ocean beneath us was a deep turquoise colour, with small, lush green, islands scattered around as far as we could see. The sky was blue and cloudless – something that British people rarely experience. It felt like the plane hardly tapped the tarmac as we landed on the runway. Technically, we had arrived as “tourists,” because we all had one-way tickets to Sydney in a few months' time. We were taking advantage of the visa-free travel agreement between the United Kingdom and New Zealand by claiming that we were visiting for a vacation. I’m glad that customs didn’t think too deeply about why my suitcase was loaded with all my OC DVD box sets, and that one of my younger siblings didn’t shout out “this is our new home now!” That would have blown our cover. Instead, we were welcomed into a country that we were going to try and make our home. A place far, far from where we’d come. Where the culture was kind of the same, but not really. This was evident by the tomokanga – the Te Reo word for “carved gateway”. We landed just a month after it was revealed by a Māori King in Auckland’s international terminal. It is a 2.8-metre-high and 6-metre-wide carving which symbolises a spiritual portal from one realm to another. A journey from the dark (the outside world) into the light (world of the living). It was the perfect portal from a cold, dark, rainy, and sad departure from England, to what we were hoping would be our new, sunny, happy life in New Zealand. 

A gateway that took us into the light was surprisingly appropriate, given that when we left Auckland airport, all we could do was marvel at how sunny it was. The roads were wide and clean, and the landscape was lush and abundant with tropical greenery. Auckland is New Zealand’s most populated city, and it really made England feel ugly and worn down in comparison. Of course, England may have beautiful architecture and be rich in history and culture, but New Zealand just felt, different. In the best kind of way. It immediately felt so relaxed. Here we were, in a foreign country on the other side of the world, with really no plan at all. But I don’t remember personally feeling any stress during those first weeks. If anything, I remember how crazy it felt each moment it clicked that we were in New Zealand. Maybe it felt so surreal because I’d never left England before. So, it really did take a while for it to all sink in. To realize that we were now in a totally different time zone, that people sounded different, and the weather was far too nice to be the motherland. 

Let me reiterate a key point. My family really had no plan. Sure, they’d explored a few things, such as speaking to a licensed immigration adviser to get a heads up on what documents they needed, applying for scholarships, having a few discussions with potential employers. But that was it really. Given that there were eight of us, we were far from rich. My parents had managed to pull together some funds, enough to keep us afloat for perhaps a couple of weeks while we decided where we wanted to live and until Dad got a job. We had landed in Auckland because that was where the major international flights landed. It is also at the top of New Zealand, meaning it would be an easy run to just head south if we decided to explore elsewhere in the country. The only thing we really had planned was ten days stay in a little campground lodge in Avondale, west of Auckland. When I say lodge, it was just one very large room which was lined with bunk beds. It didn’t have a kitchen, nor a bathroom. We used shared facilities with the rest of the camp site. But as always, it felt like a fun adventure and how could anything bother you when the future was wide open, full of opportunity, the sun was shining, and because it was late November, it was also incredibly warm and humid – something I had never experienced before. I’m not sure how my parents felt during this time, but I know us kids were brimming with joy. Although, one of my brothers, David, took almost a week to recover from his jet lag. Sometimes we had to climb up on to his bunkbed and kick him a few times just to make sure he was alive. 

A lot was going on during our time in this lodge. We were there for about two weeks. A guy I’d gone to school with back in England, Jack, moved to New Zealand with his family six months before us, so I messaged him on Facebook. He and two of his friends picked me up the next day, took me on a tour of Auckland’s centre, and we went up an observation tower called the Sky Tower. Sitting at 237 metres above Auckland, it remains the tallest freestanding structure in the Southern Hemisphere. I’d been up the London Eye several times before, but this was obviously a bit different, especially as the elevator floors were glass and completely see-through. It meant panoramic views not only of Auckland, but also various other landmarks such as Rangitoto Island – Auckland’s youngest volcanic cone and the region’s largest. Again, it was just another reminder of how beautiful this place was. We headed to Orewa Beach after that, which is the neighbourhood that Jack’s family had relocated to. I immediately noticed how big and grand their house was. Back then, one British pound would get you three New Zealand dollars, and New Zealand real estate was cheap relative to where we’d grown up. If you’d owned a house in the New Forest, you could afford a mansion in New Zealand. 

Jack’s family was big, like mine, even though there were just six of them. I knew two of Jack’s siblings already. Sam, about four years older than me, had often hung around in the corridor just outside my main classroom when I’d first started secondary school. His face was familiar, and we’d said hello to each other a few times, enough to know each other by name. Jack’s younger sister, Lizzie, was in the same year as one of my younger brothers, John. In a small town, everyone knows each other. While their house was intimidatingly grand, but his family were loving and welcoming. I’m sure they would have had many questions about what my family was doing in New Zealand, and I’m not even sure how I answered them because I didn’t really know what we were doing. All I did know was that I was 16, had desperately wanted this change, and now I was just happy to go along for the ride. 

The last thing Jack and I did that day was head to the beach. We hung out on the sand for hours. I lounged around in my bikini. The air was sweet and warm. The beach white and filled with lean, tanned bodies. There was a dead shark along the shore which, while gross, reminded me that I was in a new country. Although sharks do swim around England, you’d never see a dead one on white sand surrounded by clear, azul waters. One thing I learned, however, was just how unforgiving New Zealand’s sun can be to bare skin. While I’d put on some sun lotion, probably the standard Factor 30 stuff that you buy in England, my skin burnt so badly that it left a scar for several months. My body remained sore to touch for days, and angry red for even longer. I learned that you burn easier in New Zealand than in most places in the world. This is because the UV radiation down there is more intense – a consequence of a thinner o-zone layer due to decades of worldwide, human-caused gas emissions. You only have to be in the sun for five minutes to burn, and most kiwis won’t use anything less than Factor 50 sun lotion.  No wonder New Zealand has one of the highest rates of melanoma cancer in the world, and how ironic that my dad, who had just recovered from melanoma cancer less than six months before, would agree to come to such a place. I guess the man will do anything for his family.

The other connection we had in Auckland was a man called Gary, who Dad had known during his youth. I think they may have even played on the same rugby team for a while. Gary was stocky guy with a shiny bald head and bright blue baby eyes. He’d been in New Zealand for a while now, understood how the immigration system worked, and enjoyed a nice, cold beer. I remember him telling us what tasks we needed to complete and what documents we needed to collect if we wanted to get a Permanent Resident Visa to live in New Zealand, and then I remember him sitting on the steps outside of our lodge, drinking a beer with Dad and a random other man. Gary would end up being a friend to the whole family over the next couple of years. 

During this ten-day period in Auckland, my family and I explored the city and surrounding neighbourhoods. I learned that corner shops were called dairies, that trousers were called pants, and that speed was measured in kilometres, rather than miles. We went to the supermarket, a local Pak’n’Save, which looked bizarre in its bumblebee colours of bright yellow and black. Food wasn’t presented in an aesthetically pleasing manner. Think fewer pretty displays, and more of a bulk buy, warehouse vibe. But that was precisely what made it unique, and they pride themselves on being the cheapest supermarket option. Today, visiting a supermarket is one of my favourite things to do in a foreign land. It’s a place that will always show you that you’re in a new location now. Crisps were now chips, most of my favourite vegetarian treats weren’t available (New Zealand wasn’t vegetarian friendly at all back then), and you paid with your eftpos card. My dad also hopped on a few flights around the country for interviews during this time. His trade was driving trucks, and he was a pretty confident guy. I can’t remember exactly where he flew to, perhaps Christchurch in the South Island. I remember that when he came back, he had two or three prospects pretty much in his pocket, but in various locations, so it depended on where we, as a family, wanted to live. Where was it that we wanted to put down some roots? We really didn’t know anything about New Zealand – it’s culture, its geography, it’s wildlife. So, it was time to explore.



We rented a large Toyota Estima which, with eight bodies and our luggage, almost dragged along the road beneath us. There wasn’t much room for moving around. It was almost like we were anaesthetised by all the excitement. Either that, or we were too distracted eating chocolate wafer sticks to really care. We’d grabbed a few tins of them from the Pak’n’Save supermarket just before we’d left Auckland. The drive was filled with lush rolling hills and dotted with dairy cows as we left Auckland and drove into the Waikato region. Then it transitioned to snow-capped mountains as we moved south through the corridor between the Kaimanawa Forest Park and Whanganui National Park, with Mount Ruapehu piercing the sky in distance beside us. We learned another lesson that day, as we drove along the narrow road bordered by a steep, mountainous drop. We learned that petrol stations in New Zealand don’t just appear every ten minutes or less, as they would in England. No. Instead, we learned that in New Zealand, they can be hundreds of kilometres apart. A situation we hadn’t prepared for, and one in which Dad found himself having to ‘coast’ the vehicle around windy, downhill, mountainous roads to stretch out our existing fuel supply as much as possible. Coasting is essentially when you drive with the car in neutral, meaning that the wheels are disengaged from the engine, thus saving fuel. It probably didn’t help that we had so much weight squeezed into the vehicle, nor did it help that if we were to run out of fuel, there was no phone reception in such a remote location. It was 2008, after all. The internet was a thing, but New Zealand still felt like it was twenty years or so behind, like England in the 1980s. At least that’s how my parents described it. Yet somehow, coasting the vehicle seemed to work, and we made it to Whanganui. Previously named Wanganui, without the h, this little city is located on the west coast of the North Island at the mouth of the Whanganui River. It has a small population of around 40,000 people and is the ancestral home of many Whanganui Māori tribes, hence the name change back to Whanganui in 2015. But we didn’t see much of the city. It was just a quick McDonalds stop before we continued our way down south to Wellington, New Zealand’s capital city.

When we got to Wellington, it was late, and we were exhausted. We parked by the ferry terminal, and all tried to fall asleep in the car to catch up on some much-needed rest before our early morning ferry crossing to the South Island. But with so many people squeezed into one overpacked space, it quickly got hot and uncomfortable. My brother John and I took to laying on the pavement outside the car, and merely sleeping outdoors. Wellington isn’t a warm and tropical place like Auckland and is one of the windiest cities in the world. But we were so tired at that point that sleeping on the curb was perfect. Enough so that we could grab a few hours kip before we boarded the Interislander ferry for a three- and half-hour sail across the choppy Cook Strait to Picton. I don’t remember a thing of this ferry ride, other than that all of us slept throughout the journey. Exhausted from the full day of travel – 640 kilometres by road, a quick nap in the car or on the curb, and another 100 kilometres of travel by boat. Before we knew it, we arrived in a sleepy town called Picton – the gateway to the island and inlets of the Marlborough Sounds. Its population is about 4,500 people, and I’m sure most of those who live there are working in the tourism industry. As always in this part of New Zealand, the sun was shining, the water becoming more and more like an emerald the further we travelled. We started this leg of the trip with a McDonald’s breakfast, although I was so tired that I fell asleep with my hot chocolate in my hand and proceeded to spill it all over my favourite hoodie. 

The distance between Picton and the very south of the island was almost 900 kilometres. We still didn’t really have much of a plan. There was one particular town, called Ashburton, that Dad wanted to check out properly, because he had been offered a job there. So, we made our way down the rocky east coast, stopping briefly in the Greta Valley, so that Dad could have a power nap and us kids could play around on a small field that was dwarfed by snow-capped mountain ranges. Growing up, I’d never seen mountains in real life. Once I saw the base of one from a train as Mum and I headed north to Durham. But it was raining heavily so I didn’t see much of it. Yet over the past 24 hours, every landscape I’d set eyes on had been dominated by them. I felt so spoiled.   

We arrived in Ashburton later in the afternoon. We stayed in a motel which had a swimming pool, so a few of us older kids partnered up with the younger kids and took them outside to burn some energy. Like most of New Zealand back then, Ashburton was a small town that mostly existed to serve the surrounding farming community. It is nestled between the Rakaia and Rangitata rivers, though there isn’t a whole lot for a family with six children to do there. While my dad was being offered a pretty cushy job with the council, it didn’t take much persuasion for him to take us further south so we could see what else New Zealand had to offer. To this day, if you were to ask my dad, I’m sure he would tell you that he regrets not putting his foot down to stay and take the job in Ashburton. That his life would have been far more manageable had we just stayed there. But in the moment, after having just seen places like Auckland, Whanganui, Wellington, Picton, and Kaikōura, most of the family believed there was somewhere more suitable for us than Ashburton. Instead, we all piled back up into the vehicle, suitcases on laps, the car metal almost dragging against the road’s surface, and drove 274 kilometres south to Dunedin. The last official place on our itinerary. A place so far south that it’s not that far from Antarctica. Like all New Zealand, the drive was incredible. The coastline was wild and dramatic, pulling in closer towards the road the further down we went. When the sun shone directly on to the ocean, the water changed to such a vibrant colour that it almost felt like we were in Hawaii, rather than the ‘cold’ south. We saw farms like we’d never seen them before, with giant irrigation systems that stretched for what looked like miles. The difference between a well irrigated paddock – with all its fluorescent green tones and smooth surfaces versus one that had been abandoned or left to the wild, had never been so clear to me before. 



And then we arrived at “oh shit” hill. We’d been driving along State Highway 1, eventually going up a hill, and peaking in Dunedin’s Leigh Valley. It gave us a 270-degree view of the city that would become our new home. We all felt it there and then. It was obvious when we gasped in unison at just how beautiful this city was – confirmed by my brother John shouting “oh shit” because of how much he immediately loved it. Dunedin was big enough to have everything you need, small enough to know it inside out. You can get from one side of the city to the other in fifteen minutes. It has a relatively huge hospital, university, and stadium given its population of just 120,000 people. The beaches are, in my opinion, among New Zealand’s most stunning, even if it was generally too cold to fully enjoy them. We loved Dunedin from the moment we saw it and given that we had pretty much gone as far south as you could go (aside from Invercargill), it didn’t take much convincing to put the brakes on and try and make a home there for a while. 

As always, there was little planned. We managed to find two little cabins on a campsite by St Kilda beach. The cabins had bunk beds, their own bathrooms, and a little kitchenette each. It felt like luxury after so much time squished in a single vehicle. The beach was just a five-minute climb over a sand dune. There was a ‘dairy’ on site, where we bought the most delicious chips – although we now had to start using New Zealand lingo by calling them hot chips. We spent most of the proceeding days exploring nearby beaches and trying to find a place to live. My parents had never been homeowners, so we were looking to rent, and to rent fast. The benefits of being in such a remote location was that accommodation was cheap in comparison to England, and living by the beach suddenly wasn’t unattainable.

We fell in love with a large, old, brick property up in the neighbourhood of St Clair, on a steep piece of land that faced east over the beach and the city. We went through the paperwork process and waited eagerly for an answer. The property agents dragged it out for days, which caused my parents quite a bit of anxiety, which ultimately made us kids worried too. Renting two cabins and trying to feed eight humans isn’t cheap, especially when only one parent is in paid employment. I know that my mum and dad were just keen to get us settled and to get us into schools. When we finally received a response from the property agent a few days before Christmas informing us that our application wasn’t successful, we were gutted. We were ready to settle down a bit and put down some roots. Things ultimately worked in our favour though because another rental became available in a neighbourhood called Ocean Grove, or in the local Indigenous language, Tomahawk or Toma haka. The man living there was urgently trying to get someone to take over his lease which, while raised a few alarms regarding his character, worked out well for us. We moved in a day or so later, and to our benefit, he also left most of his furniture. He really was in a hurry to get out of there. We now had a new home – it was a huge milestone for us all. The physical structure of the house was weak. It felt like it was plonked on top of unstable stilts, and the walls were thin and useless at keeping warmth in. When it was windy, it would blow the place around, and because it was on top of a hill, this was a frequent occurrence. But it was high up and by the beach, and there were more windows than there were walls. I saw some of the most beautiful sunsets during my time in that house. We would never have been able to afford to live in a place with a view like that in England, even if the actual bricks and mortar were barely an upgrade from a cardboard box. It was home, for now, and it would be the place where we would celebrate our first Southern Hemisphere Christmas.

I’ve been asked many times whether I prefer a winter or summer Christmas, but I can’t pick a favourite. They both offer and celebrate something so different. I love the cozy, festive feel of a cold Christmas. Where it gets dark at 4:00pm and you can appreciate decorative lights. Where songs about snow and reindeers makes sense. Roast dinners and hot chocolates. Dressing gowns and slippers. In contrast, New Zealand Christmases occur right in the middle of summer. In Dunedin, the weather is variable and prone to sudden changes. But during that first year, we were treated to 30-degree Celsius temperatures and day long sunshine on Christmas Day. We spent most of it at the beach, and even brought along some cocktail mix to really soak in the atmosphere of a Kiwi Christmas. My conclusion was that it feels more like a party. It’s all about sunshine, beaches, barbecues, beers, and just enjoying the beautiful scenery that will be all around you no matter where in the country you live. So, I love a summer Christmas too. I really can’t say I prefer one over the other, even sixteen years later. 

In New Zealand, the summer holidays run from November until February, which gave us plenty of time to scout out new school options and get enrolled. There was a local school just a five-minute walk away for my younger brothers, and they made up three of the nine total students. The school was shut down about two years later because of the small enrolment numbers. My two older brothers and I enrolled at a school just over the hill, called Bayfield High School. I call it a hill because for New Zealand’s standards, that’s all it was. But it made what would was a ten-minute drive turn into an hour and a half walk, so we usually went by car with my mum until I eventually got my driving licence a few months later. That’s a story in itself. Back then, you could get your driving licence at 15 years old, so within a week of arriving in Dunedin, my parents dragged me to VTNZ to sit the theory test and get my learner's licence. I passed, and my dad thought it would be a good idea to make me drive home from the testing centre. I was so overwhelmed by all the pedals and things to push and click and turn that my brain shut down, and I flew through several give way signs, roundabouts, and almost crushed our outdoor bin once I got home. I had no concept of distance and speed, and I was too scattered to be able to remember where the brake pedal was. But, of course, I eventually got the hang of it, and I made sure to get my restricted and full driver’s licences the day I was eligible to do so. 

The first thing that stood out to me about our new school was how grand its main entrance felt, and the fact that it was called a High School. It reminded me just how far away from England I was now. Normally I would have called it a secondary school – High School sounded so American. The school itself was perfect for us. It was smaller than the one we had attended in England, perhaps only five hundred students rather than the 1,300 we were used to. However, it turns out that joining a new school is probably the most terrifying thing you can do as a teenager. Sure, we had just left our home country and showed up on the other side of the world with little to no plan. That was fine and barely scared us at all. But starting a new school, where friendship groups were already well established, was incredibly anxiety inducing. Especially because I’d get called out by random people in my classes for using words like “rubber” instead of “eraser” (big faux pas) and “tippex” instead of “twink.” Fortunately, all classes had seating plans organized by teachers, so I didn’t have to think too much about where I should sit or strategize about who I should avoid.

My first class was geography, and I was placed next to a girl called Annie that I would end up becoming good friends with a couple of years later when we both moved to Wellington. But when it came to breaks and lunchtimes, I was totally lost. Although I’d talked to people during class, they’d vanished off the face of the moon when it was over. I’d later learn that there was a “common room” where everyone in my year hung out. But it would take a few lonely lunches tagging along with my brother, David, and his new friends until I found my new groove and eventually my own pack. Once I realized where I needed to go, I made friends quickly. Many of the students had assumed I was another German exchange kid, but double took when I spoke. My accent was crisp. I had just moved from a posh, southern part of England, and you could tell that clearly from the way I spoke. I also felt that being British, rather than German or Brazilian or one of the many other nationalities that represented the student exchange program at school, set me aside because I was seen as “the foreigner who is going to stay for more than a semester.” It meant that it was worth getting to know me, building a relationship with me, because I was going to stick around. It’s funny to think back on this given how many times I have moved cities and countries since. But back then, the aura of stability I was giving off meant that I was warmly welcomed by what felt like the emo kids group. Not that I was an emo kid by any means. What really stood out to me about the kids and the dynamics in my school back then was just how far behind everything felt – the way people acted and dressed, the life experiences they’d barely accumulated. It felt at least two years behind what I’d just experienced in England. Only now were they starting to experiment with alcohol, boys, and parties. It all felt very wholesome. 

I eventually drifted off into a different group of friends, who I remain in touch with even today. I’d go as far to say one is still one of my best friends. The group represented the happy middle ground. They weren’t the emo kids I’d initially joined in with, and they weren’t the preppy sporty kids either. I was so happy to have found my little group. It had been more luck than strategic. A seating plan for my tourism class had placed me next to a girl called Ellie, and we quickly realized that the class was considered more of a joke and mostly consisted of “fill in the gap” exercises. To be honest, we were surrounded by idiots who were looking to get their hands on the easiest marks to get through the year. It quickly blew my passion for tourism, because my young, impressionable mind decided it didn’t want to pursue a career in an industry that people perceived to be a joke and for the uneducated. It really bothered Mum who was now doing a master's degree in it at the University of Otago, and in hindsight it makes no sense given that even today, tourism is still one of the most crucial sectors for the country’s economy. But I made new friends from it, so all was fine. I was quickly invited to sleepovers, parties, days at the beach, and all the other kinds of things that teenagers get up to. 

Another big development was happening during this time which would also massively shape my teenage years. I’d always had a thing for tall guys, and when I had finally discovered the common room, I realized something. I noticed that most of the guys in my school were quite short. Perhaps it was a Dunedin thing. But there was one tall guy, and his name was Ross. We were sixteen, and he was already about six foot four. He had messy dark hair, slightly tanned skin, and eyes that were a mixture of green and brown – apparently from his quarter Māori heritage. Socially, he was incredibly awkward. He was loved by everyone at school but would often be made fun of for saying the wrong thing at the wrong time. He had no tact nor ability to keep a secret. Not because he was malicious, but because he was immature in a wholesome way. It meant he’d do silly things like accidentally blurt out to a friend’s parent that their son had been using their car illegally, or that someone’s hair cut looked bad. But his heart was good, and everyone knew that. I had a crush on him immediately, which he was oblivious to. I tried all sorts of tactics to get his attention. Hanging around him at parties, lending him books that I knew he wanted to read (Twilight was all the rage back then). Fortunately, the seating plan of our maths class meant I was placed right next to him. I can’t remember what eventually got it going, but we started dating. I was his first proper girlfriend. Other girls had crushed on him before, and I’d later learn that one of my closest friends even used his name as her debit card PIN. We also found ourselves in the weirdest of love ‘squares’ as his best friend had a blatant crush on me, and another one of my closest friends at the time insisted on going to the prom with him. School politics are weird. 

We ended up dating for two and a half years, and it was the perfect, most wholesome high school relationship you could possibly imagine. Of course, we fought, and eventually grew apart. But I look back on those times fondly and don’t regret a thing. We were so sweet together that we even won an award for being the cutest couple of the year, and teachers would often scowl and tell us off for holding hands as we wandered the corridors. Yet despite how close we were, there was a secret I harboured for the first year of our relationship. A secret I didn’t share with anyone outside of my family. It was about our visa status. My family had boldly assumed that New Zealand, a commonwealth country with strong ties to England, would welcome us in and give us a Resident Visa almost immediately. Based on the conversations my parents had had with a licensed immigration adviser, we envisioned it would merely be a rubber stamp task. But that wasn’t the case. We were stuck on short term work and student visas, which were expensive to replace because we were such a big family. Visa applications, medical certificates. It all added up quickly. My dad was working as a truck driver, and Mum won a scholarship to do a master's degree at the nearby university, but it wasn’t enough, and my parents’ limited savings were drying up quickly.

I was scared to tell anyone about our immigration challenges because we had enrolled at the school as ‘domestic’ students, and I thought that if the school found out we still hadn’t received our Resident Visa, we would have to start paying international tuition fees. My parents would never have been able to afford it, so it would mean simply not being able to go to school. The thing that was really holding up the visa process was that my dad couldn’t pass the medical examination. Our licensed immigration adviser and the doctor assured us he would be fine because his melanoma had been caught and cut out early. But the medical team within the immigration department were adamant that he posed too much of a risk to the New Zealand healthcare system. Their doctors insisted the chances of him having melanoma again were high and that would divert precious and limited resources away from Kiwis. Not only was it threatening our ability to stay in the place we wanted to call home, but it was also terrifying to learn that maybe Dad wasn’t okay after all. That the melanoma would come back and take him away from us.

With the life experience I have now, I understand much better where these officials were coming from. I understand that healthcare is expensive, and a luxury that few countries can really offer. With hindsight, I see how privileged we truly were in this situation. If it didn’t work out, we could technically just go back to England and start again. It wouldn’t have been the end of the world. But at the time, it honestly felt like it. We were full of hate towards those immigration officials. We hated how cold they were. The fact our lives were completely in their hands. Their stock standard responses and inability to make a visa decision that made sense rather than just having to tick all the boxes. How difficult it was to just get them on the phone to ask a few quick questions. They were terrifying, intimidating, and almost robotic most of the time. The other thing that made it feel was worse was the wait. We waited, and waited, and waited. There was so much uncertainty during this time. Anyone who has been in limbo will understand this. It doesn’t matter what your circumstances are, how privileged the situation may be. In the moment, it genuinely feels like the worst thing and all you want is information and an end date so you can get on with life. I remember preparing for my exams at the end of the year, and my dad telling me that there was no point in studying because we would probably be deported before I got around to sitting them. Dramatic, and probably quite inappropriate, but I know he was under immense pressure and needed to vent somewhere. It didn’t help that we also had to cough up another few thousand dollars to renew our visas again just three days before Christmas. 

What we thought would be a few weeks to get the Permanent Resident Visa dragged out for almost a year. But on Christmas Day in 2009, one year into our New Zealand adventure, my mum checked her emails and discovered that, the day before, Immigration New Zealand had sent an approval letter to say we were successful in our residency application. My dad burst into tears. I can only imagine the weight that was on his shoulders. While going back to England would be nothing like what it may be for those returning to many other countries, for us, it felt like the worst possible outcome. We’d go back with our tails between our legs, pockets empty, shame all over our faces, dreams crushed. We’d given up our government-owned house in a beautiful, little seaside town, so who knows where we would have ended up if things didn’t work out as they did. That letter was without a doubt, the best possible Christmas present a family could ever receive, and what wonderful timing it was that Mum hadn’t already opened the email the day before. It had been a long, expensive, and complicated process, but we had finally made it over the finish line. Several years later, I’d ironically end up working for the government and discover that waiting for one year for a resident visa to be processed was extremely short, and some people have similar battles for up to a decade. Most battling with a health issue aren’t successful at all, even after all the waiting. So, while I know it really wasn’t that bad in the grand scheme of things, it was our battle, and it took a huge emotional toll on all of us, even if I was only a teenager at the time.

There was one man in particular who really helped us with the process. Mum had dropped my brothers off at their school in tears one day, frustrated with the immigration process, when the head teacher asked her what was wrong. She confided in him. By the time she got home, the phone was ringing, and it turned out the head teacher personally knew a local politician. That politician invited us to his office that day to hear our story.  He represented a party that my parents wouldn’t have usually voted for, but he made the time to listen and that’s all it really took to get our votes going forward. He created a safe place for my parents to explain their circumstances, and he got us in touch with a couple of key contacts who specialized in the relevant medical field. There was one melanoma expert who disagreed with the immigration department’s position on Dad’s circumstances and took our case on as pro bono because he viewed it as a personal challenge against his expertise. There is zero doubt that it was his weigh-in that got us over that line. The politician would become one of my mentors after that. He showed me just how politics can be used to influence and do good things. He showed me the value in connecting the dots and making sure people feel heard. I’d go on to seek his advice on what to study at university, and he sat me down in his office to walk me through various courses that might interest me. I had his personal number to reach out whenever I wanted his thoughts on something. We would later become more friends than mentor/mentee, catching up for dinners over bottles of Lake Hayes Pinot Noir in the capital city, and his attendance at my New Zealand Citizenship ceremony as my personal guest. In life, there are a handful of people who really do influence the paths you take. For me, outside of my family, he was maybe the most influential in my life. 

So, our visa worries were done and dusted. We were only a year in, but I felt Kiwi in my heart already. Maybe it’s because we were young. Maybe it’s because we had mentally cut ties with England the moment we boarded the plane in Heathrow. Who knows. What we knew was that it was our home now, and that feeling only solidified more once we had those visas in our passports and were able to start mentally putting roots down. Now, we could return to school after a long summer holiday and feel like we belonged. We could build friendships and relationships without also mentally preparing for an abrupt departure once our bank accounts ran dry, and a deportation notice was sent to our front door. I’d honestly had nightmares about dramatic exits where we just left our house without telling anybody in our new life that we were going. We would just disappear, no trace left behind.

It was all solved now, and it meant that 2010 really was an easy and light year after the dramas and adrenaline of 2008 and 2009. It was my last year of high school. It would also be the year that my family bought their first family home. One of Dad’s historic health issues led to a surprise pay-out (six years later). It meant that my parents managed to get the funds to buy a beautiful, five bedroomed, two lounge, double garage, two balcony, white villa just fifteen minutes' drive from the city centre. It sounds extravagant, but back then houses were cheap. It was 2010 and it cost us around NZ$270,000. That house would become the closest thing to a full family home that we probably ever had. All eight of us under the same roof, with finally enough space to really breathe. Not sitting on the edge of our seats ready to leave the country. A house we were so proud to live in. It had all day sunlight, and a garden that circled around the entire property. We immediately adopted a beautiful grey and white, fluffy kitten who we would call Biscuit, who still lives in my family’s current New Zealand home today. We really made that house a home. A home in which we would stay for just three years, and the last place that we all lived together. 
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Transitioning into Adulthood: Change
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y memories of that summer are all happy. The house had so many windows that when I reflect on this period, all I see is sunshine. A song about being young and free, called “We’ll Be Alright” by Travis McCoy was all the rage and resonated well with me and my older brothers. “We are young, we run free. Stay up late, we don’t sleep. Got our friends, got the night. We’ll be alright.” We were 16, 17, and 18 at this point. The only bit of bad news I received during this time was that while I was confident I’d get the grades to go to university, I wasn’t eligible for a government student loan. We had a residence visa which meant I didn’t have to pay international fees, but I needed to have held residence for two years to be eligible for the student loan. This came to light during an assembly two months before my last year of high school was over. A representative from the University of Otago presented to us to encourage us to all enrol there, rather than at rival universities such as the University of Auckland or University of Victoria. He dropped the bomb when he was discussing the student loan criteria. But it wasn’t the end of the world. I figured out that I had about $1,000 in my savings which had come as a birthday gift from an aunty and uncle – they’d put aside 50 pounds each birthday and Christmas and gifted it to me when I turned 18 – plus, I now had a part-time job. I was a cleaner. It wasn’t glamorous, and I had to clean alongside my boss for about ten hours a week and he was a bit of a pervert. But it meant I had a steady stream of income, I could listen to podcasts while I did it, and there was never a shortage of work if I wanted it. And so, I spent the entire summer working full time as a cleaner. Enough so that I could pay for my entire first year of university tuition up front. It was a big payment for an 18-year-old. 
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