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Abstract
I am a senior at Old Dominion University and will be graduating this fall with a degree in Cyber Security. However, while I am very excited, optimistic and confident about my future, it wasn't always that way for me throughout my collegiate experience. This journey was longer than expected, and throughout the process of going through that as well as my journey into adulting, I wasn’t always sure that college would be the right place for me, let alone university. It wasn’t until I had a conversation with a friend of mine that it really resonated with me, allowing me to realize the potential in myself and the possibility that I could in fact be successful in the university experience. This paper will touch on the factors that I went through on the way to discovering my potential, as well as my academic continuation experience at ODU. 










The Road Worth Taking: A Personal Narrative Essay
When the Road Got Foggy
[bookmark: _Int_HYDBhydq]It all started back in the early months of 2020, specifically January and February of that year. I had been taking a few classes at this community college that I had been attending, but wanted to try embarking on the university route by transferring the credits that I currently had, originally getting paperwork to prepare for my transfer during fall semester to a completely different school: this private Christian university located in California. However, before I could even get the process to really get going, the world happened to go through something that it had never faced before, at least not in my lifetime. The Covid-19 virus was on the rise, and quickly spread not only across the country, but the world as well. This had caused a national emergency, causing an immediate shutdown of all businesses as well as a strict quarantine protocol that was to be enforced. The months that followed would alter my life in a way that I’m honestly still dealing with today. There were quite a bit of tragedies that would soon follow, with by far the biggest in my life being the death of my grandmother, who passed away from cancer less than two months after the lockdown began, and less than two months after she tearfully revealed to us her stage-4 diagnosis over the phone. 
[bookmark: _Int_inSB8Zlf]A once eager and wide-eyed individual, engulfed in the promise of life and new opportunities, I quickly became a very emotionally complex individual, depressed and mentally shaken by what I had witnessed and been through. I decided to put off university to begin working in childcare, as a summer camp counselor instead to distract myself from reality, eventually picking up a couple of online zoom classes as well during the following semester at my community college as time would continue. Although these two environments would be sufficient to provide things for me to do, I felt as though my life was frozen in a way, inherently dragging me down an emotional state of uncertainty, leaving me to feel immense worry and doubt about my future and how I was to continue into my development as a young man. I wasn’t sure if the world would ever return to the state that it once had been in and contemplated whether going back to school would even be the right decision for me. 
[bookmark: _Int_t8A5HeJ3]I eventually continued to work as time continued to go on, however finding that work and the little hours given to me over the fall and winter months of 2020 and ‘21 would be difficult to create a stable income. This caused me to decide to go into the Air Force recruitment process, thinking that by taking that specific approach, I would be taken care of financially and might have the chance to return to finish my degree after I finished my four years of service. However, I didn’t end up taking the offer, deciding instead that my current situation was a better option for me, due to the uncertainty of what situations would present themselves during my years of service or whether I was mentally able or prepared to handle it. I had decided to continue working with kids, reprising my role as a counselor for a second year during a summer camp program at my local parks and recreation center in northern Virginia. However, after that successful stint, again I would quickly find that the months of fall and winter of that year were met with a very little amount of hours and pay. 
Taking the Leap
One day, while I was playing basketball with one of my coworkers from the summer, we found ourselves in a deep conversation after finishing our last game. He had spoken about how he was in his last year of university and how he was going to miss his experience as he would go on to prepare for the new stages of life: finding a new job, making new friends, working on finding a place. He then asked me what my plans were, which I replied with the same old, same old for me; working part-time and taking a few classes over the next coming semesters. I asked him what university had been like for him, and he lit up, describing how amazing the experience was, mentioning certain things about being on campus and bringing up entertaining stories. I found myself very intrigued as I continued to listen – it's not something that I often hear people opening about like that. But it was what he said afterward that stuck with me the most. He asked me if I was ever planning on going to university, and when I replied saying that I was probably too old to go in person, he responded with, “you know, you're never too old to have the experience, and I always figured that campus life would suit you well. Somebody like you would be perfect for it”. And for some reason, that statement really hit me, like he’d handed me something I didn’t know I needed. Somebody like me...maybe the curtain hadn’t closed yet. I was only 23 years old, so I was still young. And maybe this was the perfect time to go for it, with my mind a little more mature and focused. It was the first time in a long time that I started to believe it might not be too late for me. 
After spending the next few days contemplating, I ended up with my decision, telling my parents one morning about what my plan was to take the next step of my life. Being great parents, they were enthralled by my explanation and wholeheartedly enthusiastic about my decision. They were extremely present and supportive during my application, transfer and orientation processes, which kept me grounded and determined, all the way to the start of my first semester, the fall of 2022. Although I was a bit nervous and unsure about what the future would look like, I knew that Old Dominion University was the right place for me. It had an excellent cybersecurity program, which was my major of interest, and the location could not be beat, being a close distance to Virginia Beach, which would eventually become my new home due to my parents moving there for retirement, which saved me a significant amount of money that would otherwise have been used for either an apartment or room and boarding on campus. This decision was the one that made the most sense for me, and the one that is currently bringing all my family happiness and joy.
[bookmark: _Int_9AFBnmwd]Throughout my experience at Old Dominion, I have chosen classes that have broadened my knowledge, especially in areas such as networking, cybersecurity fundamentals, Linux database, using virtual tools such as Virtual Machine programs like Kali, and utilizing programs such as Wireshark and Metasploit to further gain my skillset in traffic analysis, penetration testing, password cracking, and patching techniques. Learning by completing tasks through labs has given me simulated experience, preparing me for the real world, on the job situations, and scenarios that I might find myself in in the future. I’ve also participated in various electives regarding religion courses as well as various philosophical and sociological courses that have broadened my perspective on life and my thought process, allowing me to understand humanity better as well as working on my own personal growth and journey towards healing. I feel as though taking these courses has changed my life tremendously and I will always be eternally grateful for that. 
Becoming
Fast-forwarding to this year, I have been extremely elated with myself and remain proud of my decision to become a monarch. This University has provided me with so many opportunities and experiences that I cherish deeply. I have been excellent in keeping up with my studies, maintaining a 3.5 GPA throughout my previous semesters, and on my path to graduating with honors at the end of the fall semester of this year. While maintaining a diligent work ethic regarding my studies, I have also continued my passion of working with and inspiring the youth, working part-time for the Virginia Beach City Parks and Recreation department. And as of this summer, I am participating in an amazing internship experience with an amazing and unforgettable IT department at Warwick Mechanical Group, learning so much and getting great hands-on experience through various projects and daily tasks. Life came with more challenges along the way (as it always does) but I chose to remain steadfast in my journey, keeping the memory and love of my grandmother in my heart always, knowing that she would be proud of the man that I am becoming. 
	
	
	



