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Introduction
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The red bricks of First Street in Mount Vernon, Iowa, have a way of holding onto the past. They are sturdy, weathered, and deeply rooted, much like the town itself. Growing up on "The Hilltop," as we locals call it, my world was defined by the rhythmic chiming of the bells from Cornell College and the endless horizon of Linn County cornfields.

To anyone passing through, I was a familiar face in a small town of four thousand people. I was an Iowan. I shoveled the heavy winter snows, cheered at the local games, and walked the same historic streets as generations before me. But my story didn’t begin on the rolling hills of the Midwest. It began thousands of miles to the south, beneath the vibrant, humid canopy of Brazil.

Being an international adoptee in a small town is a unique exercise in identity. It is the experience of being entirely "at home" in a place where you are also the most visible outlier. My skin held the pigment of a tropical sun I couldn't remember, while my heart was forged in the quiet, disciplined landscape of the American heartland.

In Mount Vernon, everyone knows your name, and often, they know your story before you’ve even had the chance to tell it. This book is not just about the logistics of adoption or the geography of a flight from South America to the Midwest. It is about the "shade" of a life lived between two worlds. It is about the specific beauty of growing up in a place that adopted me as its own, and the journey of reconciling the Brazilian boy I was born as, with the Iowan man I became.

This is my view from the Hilltop. This is A Different Shade of Iowa.
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​Chapter 1: The Red Brick Republic

[image: ]




My life doesn't begin with a flight from Brazil or the first time I held my parents' hands. Those moments exist only in the yellowing edges of photographs and the stories my parents tell me over dinner. To me, those years are a silent movie where I don’t know the actors. My real life, the one I can still feel in my bones, begins at ten years old, standing on the red brick streets of Mount Vernon with a bicycle between my legs and the Iowa sun on my neck.

At ten, the world was exactly as large as the city limits of our small hilltop town. Mount Vernon wasn't just a place where I lived; it was our kingdom. To a pack of neighborhood kids, the town was a series of challenges and secret passages. We were a tribe of suburban explorers, and our days were measured not by hours, but by how far we could roam before the streetlights flickered to life.
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