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 This is the eleventh year NJALL has held an adult learner writing contest. Each year, we 

are grateful and happy to receive submissions from people who are new to the contest, and from 

those who are returning veterans. It is the second year that we have included Art as a category, 

and the number of submissions really increased. As you will see, learners are working in a 

variety of media. We look forward to seeing what people create this year.  

 As always, we are humbled that people choose to share their work with us. Educators 

often talk about the concept of compositional risk, referring to how putting your ideas on paper 

and sharing them with others opens up writers to the opinions and evaluation of readers. This is 

especially fraught when the writer chooses to share something about their own lives. All of the 

learners who participated in this contest should be recognized for taking that brave step.  

 The contest has lasted over a decade because of the learners who participate, but also 

because of the dedication of teachers and tutors. We thank everybody who encourages their 

students to submit their work and who support them along the way. We hope that people find 

Insight useful, and it is always nice to hear when selections have been used in the classroom.  

 We would also like to thank the reviewers who volunteered to read piles of submissions. 

It is never easy to choose winners when so many pieces are compelling, and their commitment is 

appreciated. We look forward to reading the submissions for next year’s contest and encourage 

everybody to spread the word when the announcement goes out.  

 Stay safe. 
 

Erik Jacobson  

Chair, NJALL Adult Learner Writing Contest 

 Email: njallmail@gmail.com 
 

Thank You to the 2025 Reviewers 
Georgina Ramirez Alzaga, Jose Cruz, Ceelea Graham, Janet Isserlis, Jo Krish, Yuhua Li,  

Elijah Simmons, Diana Stewart 
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2025 Winners 
 

Memoir 

First Place  Never Too Late    Giselle Rodriguez 1 

Second Place  The Meaning of Moment   Riccia Fernandez 4 

Third Place  The Tooth Fairy    Pat Dunstan  7 

Third Place  A Lesson in Love and Generosity: My Mom Miriam Ferreira 8 

 

Non-Fiction 

First Place  Cultural Differences    Ariana Pinzon  9 

First Place  The Feeling of Starting Over   Vianna Gomez  11 

Second Place  My Successful Friend    Luz Chacon  13 

Third Place  Life Skills I Wished I Learned In School Pallavi Jain  14 

 

Fiction 

First Place  Behind the Metal Door   Manal Gafour  15 

First Place  The Painting     Ekaterina Seregina 17 
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About the Award Winners 
 

Tatiana Barros 
 

My name is Tatiana Barros, I'm a 22-year-old creative soul from Ecuador, now 

calling the U.S. home for the past 10 months. Modeling, painting, and writing 

have always been the ways I connect with the world. Through art, I find my voice 

and a space to transform emotion into expression. 
 

 

Luz Chacon 
 

My name is Luz Chacon, and I was born in Colombia. I graduated as an 

electrical engineer shortly before having my daughter, who is now 19 years old. 

In 2019, I moved to the United States after a long process of my brother 

applying for my daughter’s and my residence. I worked for almost 6 years in 

the quality control department of a company that makes windows and doors. I 

currently work at a company that manufactures electrical components, in which 

I hope to have an opportunity more aligned with my field of study. My main 

goal right now is to improve my English fluency in order to access better job 

opportunities. 

 

 

Patricia Dunstan 
 

Pat was born in Jamaica, WI in 1961. She migrated to the United States in 1970. She graduated from 

Quinnipiac University School of Law in 1996. Pat worked in the insurance industry for many years until she 

was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease. Pat joined the Plainfield Senior Citizen Memoir Writing group as a 

form of therapy. She has found joy in writing memoirs about her family and the life experiences she has 

lived. 

 

 

 

 



Paula Andrea Estupiñan Granja 
 

Goodbyes hurt, and it's hard to understand why fleeing, leaving our roots, is the best 

option. My name is Paula Andrea Estupinan, I'm Colombian, and I'm part of this brave 

community. All of us who decide to migrate don't do it for fun; we do it out of fear: 

fear of death, fear of hunger, fear that the end of our lives will be a null response. In 

short, despite all our fears, we strive for that reinvention every day. Our hearts are 

divided in two because our families and roots embrace us from a distance, while we 

here long to find new friends who will become family, so we can feel a little warmth 

like home. Friends, the family we choose...they are a balm for the heart. Thank you for the privilege and the 

opportunity. 

 

 

Blandon Fene 
 

I am Christian. I studied Journalism and Literature and Philosophy at the 

University in Haiti. I am certified in animation technique and mini library 

management, Microsoft Word and nutrition. I was a literature teacher intern at a 

high school in Haiti and worked in several media as a journalist, presenter and 

editor. I am again studying journalism online in the US. 

 

 

Riccia Fernandez 
 

Riccia Fernandez, born in Maracay, Venezuela, graduated in Social Communication 

from the Central University of Venezuela, currently lives in Hamilton, New Jersey. I 

enjoy nature and learning about personal growth 

 

 

 

  



Miriam Ferreira 
 

Miriam Ferreira is passionate about cultures, languages, and global connections. 

Originally from Brazil, she now lives in the United States. She enjoys storytelling, 

learning, and inspiring others through her journey. 

 
 

 

Manal Gafour 
 

Manal Gafour is a creative and passionate writer of novels and short stories. She possesses a vivid 

imagination and a deep love for all forms of art. She believes that creativity is the path to excellence, and that 

consistency and dedication are the true keys to success. Through her work, she aims to inspire others and 

leave an artistic mark that reflects her unique voice. 
 

 

Vianna Gomez 
 

Vianna Gomez is originally from the Dominican Republic and now lives in 

Middlesex County, New Jersey, where she is currently taking ESL classes. She 

discovered her love for writing as a teenager and has always used it as a way to 

express her thoughts and experiences. Vianna enjoys spending time outdoors, 

especially when she’s surrounded by nature with her family and friends. She also 

loves cooking and experimenting with new recipes. Always curious and creative, 

Vianna is passionate about learning and growing in every aspect of her life. 

 

Pallavi Jain 
 

I’m Pallavi Jain — a storyteller at heart, a passionate home baker, and an artist who 

finds inspiration in everyday life and the beauty of nature. I especially enjoy painting 

wall murals that bring spaces to life. I'm incredibly grateful for the opportunity to 

participate in the NJ writing and painting contest. A heartfelt thank you to the 

NJALL Team for encouraging creativity and giving me a platform to share my 

passion! 

 

 



Priyanka Jain 
 

My name is Priyanka. I am of Indian origin and currently residing in Voorhees, New 

Jersey. I am an avid traveler and enjoy substitute teaching. My hobby is cooking 

Indian food, particularly vegetarian recipes.  

 

 

 

 

Manjeet Kaur 
 

My name is Manjeet Kaur.  I was born and brought up in Delhi, India. I 

earned my Bachelor of Arts and Masters degree in Hindi Literature from 

Delhi University, also I completed my Bachelor in education from M.D.U 

India. My journey in education has been deeply enriched by my love for 

Literature and arts. Due to this passion, I became in charge of cultural 

activities and started writing for school competitions. Later on, it became my 

passion and I started enjoying expressing myself through poetry 

 

 

Bo Lin 
 

Bo Lin is originally from China and now lives in Hoboken, NJ. She picked up 

crochet after retiring and quickly fell in love with the craft. Inspired by everyday 

life and the beauty of nature, Bo puts heart and meaning into every stitch. Her 

pieces reflect patience, joy, and a deep appreciation for the world around her. 

Winning third place in this year’s art contest is a proud and exciting moment in 

her creative journey. Bo looks forward to continuing her crochet work with 

curiosity, passion, and a lifelong love for the simple things that make life 

beautiful. 

 

 

 

 



Chang Myung 
 

Visiting Scholar at the Dept. of Systems and Industrial Engineering, Rutgers 

University. My photo for the contest was taken when my family visited Antelope 

Canyon in Arizona. It was amazingly beautiful. 

 

 

 

 

 

Ariana Pinzon 
 

My name is Ariana Pinzon. I’m a civil engineer, and I live in Montclair, NJ. I love to spend my time reading, 

doing exercise, cooking, meeting new people and cultures. I consider myself a sociable person and a resilient 

girl and who loves taking on new challenges. I was born in Cucuta, Colombia, but for my dad’s job we 

moved to Ocaña. I went to the University in Ocaña and I studied civil engineering. 

 

 

James Preston 
 

James M. Preston was born in West Philadelphia, Pa in 1953. As a young man, 

he was very interested in music and learned to play the guitar by ear. He would 

often play in small clubs on weekends with friends. James attended trade 

school, where he trained to become a dental lab technician, and he worked in 

that field until his retirement. James plays bass guitar in the music worship 

group at Commitment Community Church in Lindenwold, NJ, and volunteers 

in community service and outreach programs at the church. 

 

  



Giselle Rodriguez 
 

My name is Giselle Rodriguez, and I was born in Arecibo, Puerto Rico, in 1984. I am a 

proud mother of two daughters and a grandmother to five grandchildren. Despite facing 

challenges throughout my life, I have always prioritized education. At 40 years old, I am 

excited to start college in September and proud to graduate as the valedictorian of my 

class, ranking first among 63 students. As a member of the Adult Honor Society, I am 

grateful for the opportunities I’ve received and thankful to my teachers, support team, and 

family for their encouragement.  My journey is a reminder that it’s never too late to 

pursue your dreams. Thank you for allowing me to share my story God bless you all! 

 

Ekaterina Seregina 
 

Ekaterina Seregina was born in Russia. For many years, she worked to promote civil 

society and legal education among young people. In 2014, as Russia began militarizing 

children and pressuring independent organizations, she chose to leave her homeland. 

When Russia launched its full-scale war against Ukraine, Ekaterina was struck by the 

power of propaganda. Around that time, she became interested in augmented reality 

and how it blurs the line between truth and manipulation. As a mother of two, she often 

reflects on how to raise children in a world where artificial intelligence can shape 

perception. These reflections give rise to her stories — emotional, philosophical, and deeply human. Among 

them is the story The Painting. In 2025, Ekaterina released her debut single, 'Rise Again from the Ashes,' 

under her author name Mrs. Seregina. The song is dedicated to the rebirth of a person after experiencing 

traumatic events. 

 

Sonia Wolfrey 
 

I've been a Newark native for the last 11 years. I'm originally from Norfolk, Virginia. 

I'm 37 years old. I finally made the decision to go back to school to get my high 

school diploma not only to better myself but to better my future. This was my first 

time entering a writing contest and I am very honored to be 2nd place winner among 

so many. This was also my first time creating a short story not only of just fiction, but 

of any kind.  
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2025 Award Winners 

Memoir – First Place 

 

Never Too Late 

Giselle Rodriguez 

 

The Beginning of My Story 

 My name is Giselle, and this is the story of my life - a life filled with struggle, growth, and most 

importantly, resilience. I am 40 years old, and every year that passes, I get closer to my dreams. But my 

journey hasn't been easy, and it wasn't always clear that I would make it this far. I got married at the age of 

14, when life was full of uncertainty and promises I didn't fully understand. I was a child, yet I found myself 

stepping into adulthood far too quickly. But I had no choice. That decision changed everything for me and set 

me on a path that was anything but ordinary.  

 

The Weight of Responsibility  

 I was only 14 when I had my first daughter. I remember holding her for the first time, feeling a rush 

of love, but also fear. The world felt huge and unkind, and I was just a child myself. My own childhood was 

slipping away, and my days were consumed with the needs of my baby. Going to school became difficult 

because I couldn't bear to leave her. I knew I had to be there for her. My heart long to go back to school to 

finish what I had started, but being a mother was my top priority. I promised myself that one day, when she 

was old enough to go to school herself, I would go back to finish my education. 

 

Loving But Struggling 

 Just as I was beginning to adjust to motherhood, I found out I was pregnant with my second daughter. 

The news filled me with both joy and anxiety. Now, I had two children to care for, and my dreams of 

returning to school seemed farther away than ever. How could I juggle my family responsibilities with my 

education? The answer was clear: I couldn't. I made the difficult choice once again to put my education on 

hold. Each day was a battle to ensure my children were loved and cared for. I worked hard, but I also 

wondered if my dreams were slowly slipping away with every passing day.  
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A Time of Loss and Self-Reflection 

 Years passed, and before I knew it, my children had grown up. They went off to college, started their 

own families, and moved out of the house. For the first time in my life, I was alone. The house was silent, 

and I felt empty. I had spent so many years caring for my children that I hadn't realized how much of myself 

I had lost in the process. I fell into a deep depression. The joy I once felt from taking care of my family now 

seemed like a distant memory. My identity had been tied to being a mother, but now, with no one to care for, 

I didn't know who I was anymore. My dreams of going back to school felt unreachable. I had nothing to 

focus on. I had lost my way.  

 

Looking for Hope 

 As the months passed, I realized something - I couldn't let go of my dreams. The thought of going 

back to school, of getting my education, kept nagging at me. I started looking into schools, but every place I 

found required tuition I couldn't afford. It felt like another dead-end. I felt like a failure. How could I, after 

all these years, still be stuck? But deep down, I knew I couldn't give up. I knew there had to be a way. I 

couldn't let life pass by and give up everything I had wanted. I began to look for options, and I refused to 

stop searching until I found the right opportunity.  

 

The Spark of Hope 

 One day, I was talking to my younger daughter about how stuck I felt. She could see the sadness in 

my eyes and the uncertainty in my heart. I told her that I had been searching for schools but couldn't find 

anything I could afford. I had almost lost all hope. That's when she told me about Newark Evening School. 

She said it was a program that could help people like me - people who wanted to go back to school but 

needed a flexible schedule and it will work for me. When I heard about this program, something inside me 

clicked. Finally, I saw a glimmer of hope. My daughter's suggestion changed everything for me. It was as if a 

door had opened, and I was ready to walk through it.  

 

The First Step 

 The next day, I enrolled in Newark Evening School. It felt surreal at first. Was this really happening? 

Was I really going back to school? The excitement I felt was overwhelming. For this first time in years, I was 

doing something for myself. I couldn't wait to start learning again. The path ahead wasn't going to be easy, 

but I was ready. The feeling of hope was like a new beginning. I was no longer just a mother or grandmother 

- I was a student again, and this time, I wasn't giving up.  
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The Spark for Teaching 

 As I started classes, something amazing happened. I discovered that I loved teaching. I had always 

enjoyed helping others understand things, and I had a particular love for math. Math had always been a 

subject that I excelled at, and now I realized that I wanted to help others feel the same way about it. I 

dreamed of becoming a math teacher, of showing students how powerful math could be and how it could 

open doors for them. I had found my passion, and that passion drove me to keep going, to keep learning, and 

to keep striving to be the best I could be.  

 

Focused on the Future 

 Now, I study with a fire in my heart. Every assignment, every exam, every grade is a step closer to 

my goal. I'm not just going to school for the sake of it  - I'm going to school to become a teacher, to inspire 

others, and to show my children that it's never too late to achieve your dreams. I want to set an example for 

them. I want them to see that no matter how old you are, no matter what challenges you face, you can always 

start over. You can always chase your dreams. Education is the key to breaking any barrier, and I'm 

determined to unlock every door for myself and my family.  

  

The Road To Becoming a Math Teacher 

 With each passing day, I'm getting closer to earning my degree. My ultimate goal is to become a 

certified math teacher. I want to work for the Newark Board of Education, to teach and inspire students, and 

to show them that learning is the key to success. I know the road ahead will be hard, but I'm prepared for it. I 

plan to continue my studies even after I earn my degree. The world of education doesn't stop, and neither will 

I. I'm not just doing this for me - I'm doing it for my children, my grandchildren, and every other person who 

has felt like their dreams were too far away.  

 

Feeling Proud of Myself 

 There's a feeling I get every time I accomplish something in school. It's a joy unlike anything I've 

ever felt. When I get a perfect score or finish an assignment that I've worked hard on, it's like a victory. It's a 

reminder that I can do this, that I am capable. This joy is not just about grades - it's about the progress that 

I'm making towards my goals. It's about knowing that I'm building a future for myself that will allow me to 

help my grandchildren and make a difference in the world.  
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The Power of Education 

 I love teaching, I love math, and I love the feeling of being in school. Every step I take toward 

becoming a math teacher is a step closer to my dream. I know that teaching is my calling, and I can't wait to 

help students learn. Math is more than just numbers to me - it's a way to understand the world, a way to solve 

problems, and a way to open doors to a better future. I want to share that love of learning with others and 

make a difference in their lives.  

 

Never Giving Up on Your Dreams 

 This is my story. It's a story of never giving up, of always moving forward no matter what life throws 

at you. It's a story of hope, of determination, and the power of education. My name is Giselle, and I am proof 

that no matter where you start, no matter how many obstacles you face, you can always achieve your dreams. 

It's never too late.  
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2025 Award Winners 

Memoir – Second Place 
 

The Meaning of Moment 

Riccia Fernandez 

 

 Upon entering my office, I was surprised to see Jacky sitting there waiting for me. It was my first 

year working in New York, and seeing my friend from Venezuela after two years was a huge surprise. We 

had worked together at a nonprofit organization that helped children, women, and families. Jacky was a 

psychologist and she was a great support to everyone in the office; she was a very kind, consistent, and 

caring person. She was a tall, white woman with long red hair and a constant smile. When I decided to live in 

the United States, she was one of the people who encouraged me to continue with my decision. After work, 

we would go out for coffee and philosophize about life. During one of those conversations, we discovered 

that she had been a classmate of my older sister, and as life would have it, 10 years later she would become 

one of my best friends. 

 It was Jacky's first time visiting New York. She was very excited because she'd always wanted to 

know the Big Apple. When I saw her, I was surprised by her very short hair. I asked her about her new look, 

and without going into details, she told me she'd just finished chemotherapy. She'd been battling cancer for 

approximately 13 years and had undergone several surgeries. Jacky didn't talk much about it; she preferred to 

talk about happier things and maintain her characteristic good humor. That afternoon, she asked me to 

accompany her to see New York, and so I did. We walked along Fifth Avenue, Broadway, Times Square, and 

all the way to Central Park. She was fascinated by the idea of riding in the horse-drawn carriages there; she 

said it felt like she was in a Hollywood movie.  

 Although I didn't find it all that exciting, I got into the carriage to fulfill Jacky's wish. She was a 

woman in her forties, however she looked like a little girl enjoying her first carriage ride. She told me she 

had several wishes to fulfill in New York City, and visiting Central Park was one of them. She also wanted to 

visit a famous jazz bar in Manhattan where “Gato Barbieri”, one of her favorite jazz musicians, was 

performing. Once at the bar, we had a few drinks, and she delighted in listening to her favorite music. It was 

actually exciting for me to experience those moments with her, but I felt that for Jacky it was something 

special; I could see it in her face lit up with happiness. When the artist finished playing, Jacky asked me to 

accompany her to meet the musician, and so we did. We took some photos with him while she told him how 

much she admired him.  
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 The next day we had dinner together, and she agreed to go to my house in New Jersey. However, 

things got complicated, and we couldn't see each other again; she had to continue her trip and return to 

Venezuela. A few days later, I received an envelope from her with the photos of that special day. 

 Jacky and I always kept in touch by email, and when my first daughter was born, I sent her photos, 

and we agreed that when I went to Venezuela, we would meet up so she could meet my daughter. When I 

arrived in Venezuela a few months later, I called Jacky, and we agreed that she would call me to meet up and 

meet the baby. I was surprised when she didn't call me back, as she was a very consistent person with her 

friends. However, in the rush of the trip, I didn't pay much attention to the matter.  

 A year later, a friend from work called to tell me that a woman was trying to contact me, but he didn't 

give me many details about who she was. A few days later, I received a call from Jacky's sister. I was 

surprised because I barely knew her. She told me that she had been trying to reach me for two months to tell 

me that Jacky had died. She told me that the visit to York had been very special for Jacky; she always 

showed the photos to her family and friends and commented on how much fun she had. She explained to me 

that during my trip to Venezuela, Jacky was very ill and she didn't want to be seen in that situation; she 

wanted to be remembered, joyful, happy, and full of life. With a broken voice, she told me, "Jacky left full of 

love, surrounded by her family."  

 When I hung up the phone, I remembered a night when I was sleeping and felt someone hug me, and 

I woke up. I was alone in my bed. I don't know why, but in that moment, I felt it had been Jacky, coming to 

say goodbye to me and meet my daughter. That day, I understood why that trip to New York was so special 

for her. She knew it would be her only time in New York, that perhaps she wouldn't have enough time to 

repeat it, and she decided to enjoy it to the fullest, taking advantage of the time she no longer had.  

 That morning changed the meaning of those days with Jacky. It stopped being a simple reunion with 

a friend and became the last moments I shared with a great human being, sensitive to the problems of the 

most vulnerable people. Now I think about how the same moment has such different meanings for each 

person: for the musician, it was just another fan who came to listen to his music; for me, it was a few days 

spent with an old friend; and for Jacky, it was a dream come true.  

 I learned the importance of enjoying life to the fullest and understanding that happiness lies in 

savoring every moment as if it were the last. Sharing more smiles with our families and friends. Stop judging 

people, because we often don't know what they're going through. Waking up with joy and being grateful for 

every sunrise, every glance from our loved ones and understanding that happiness is now. In the present, 

enjoying the simplest and the common things of life, understanding that the perfect moment is the one you're 

experiencing today. 
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2025 Award Winners 

Memoir – Third Place 
 

The Tooth Fairy 

Pat Dunstan 

 

 Nene and I share a grandson name Constantine, but we call him Costa for short. He is 8 years old. He 

loves sports and plays tackle football, flag football, baseball and wrestling. In addition, he goes to Kumon for 

academic enrichment. He is reading above grade level and unlike me, can do math problems in his head. One 

of his grandpas is an engineer, one a surveyor and the other is a successful business owner. Therefore, I’ll say 

his math skills are from genetics or by osmosis.  Costa has a job. He advised me that his job is to go to 

school. 

 At times when he visits grandpa at the business, he is given a job in exchange for money. However, 

Costa has told me money doesn’t make you happy. When I asked him who told him that he said his parents. I 

think what’s wrong with them…it can certainly make life easier. In talking with Costa’s mom, she relayed a 

conversation where she asked him what would he do if he had a million dollars. Costa initially said he would 

buy a house but changed his mind and said he would buy a business.  What type of business? Who knows? 

 I went to visit him recently and noticed that he had lost a tooth. I had also read an article entitled, The 

Tooth Fairy is Tightening the Purse Strings. According to the article, the average monetary gift left by the 

tooth fairy has decreased by 14% over last year, dropping from $5.84 to $5.01. The article also said the South 

was the only region to experience an increase of $5.51 in 2024 to $5.71. The West, Northeast, and Midwest 

saw a drop, but the Midwest continued to significantly trail the national average for under $4.00 per tooth.  

 With that in mind I asked Costa if he had placed his tooth under the pillow in his room for the tooth 

fairy. He told me no. He looked me directly in the eyes and said he is going to wait until he goes to Nene's 

house because the tooth fairy pays more over there.  
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2025 Award Winners 

Memoir – Third Place 
 

A Lesson in Love and Generosity: My Mom 

Miriam Ferreira 

 

 My mom passed away in 2014. She was a public school teacher in the Amazon region of Brazil. We 

lived right in front of the school where she taught, which meant she had the privilege of coming home for 

lunch every day. Without fail, we would eat lunch together. Almost every day, a different child from the school 

would knock on our door, asking for food—whether lunch or breakfast. 

 My mom always welcomed them with a warm smile, invited them in, and set a place for them at our 

table so we could all eat together. At the time, I didn’t understand what she was doing.  I often felt jealous 

because she gave these children so much attention. She would talk with them about their day, ask what was 

going on in their lives, and really listen. After the children left, she would share with us some of their stories—

how sad it was that many of them didn’t have food at home or someone to talk to. She wanted to give them 

not only a meal but also a moment of care, a happy memory to hold onto from their childhood. 

 Looking back, I now see that she was thinking far beyond the confines of her classroom. She found 

ways to educate and support these children outside of school, offering them kindness and hope. She loved her 

job deeply, and I love her for the person she was. I’m so proud of the memories she created for those children, 

and for the example of compassion and generosity she left for me. 
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2025 Award Winners 

Non-Fiction – First Place 
 

Cultural Differences 

Ariana Pinzon 

 

 I was born and grew up in Colombia. I decided to live this experience, called “Cultural Exchange.” 

Basically, you live with American family, take care their children and they pay you weekly and provide you 

with food and a place to live (with water, energy, etc.). 

 First of all, my first month here I felt my stomach hurt every day. The sensation was terrible, then I 

went to the doctor and he told me that the food in USA has many hormones- it is fake food and doesn't have 

a flavor because American people don’t care what they eat. The most important thing for them is make 

money every day, since the life in USA is expensive. Normally American people put food on the microwave 

oven for 1 minute and eat. On the other hand, in Colombia we love to cook, and we prefer to wake up early 

and prepare our food. In Colombia the most common people make their own food, it is not common to buy 

it. People only buy food if it is an emergency or they didn’t have time to cook.  

 The second thing here is the people live fast. Every day is work and they don’t enjoy life, their 

children or their family. Their only interest is in money. I think money is important but my question is; if you 

have a lot of money but you can’t enjoy that money, what is the reason to live? In Colombia the people work 

Monday to Friday but they rest on weekends. They share moments with the family on the weekend or during 

the week. When they arrive home, they enjoy their time and forget about their Jobs. 

 The third thing is about raising children here in USA. Parents use respectful parenting. They “talk” 

and “talk” with their children, even when they have a tantrum. Respectful parenting doesn't exist much in 

Colombia. We were raised with rules, and if you don’t respect the rules your parents will probably give you a 

punishment, or time off.  

 But not all is bad in America. America is the country of a lot opportunity. There is a community who 

tries to help you and there is a lot of employment for all the people. The problem is if you are legal or illegal. 

If you are legal, you can find a job whatever you want, but if you are illegal, it is really difficult find it any 

job, or have an opportunity to grow up in this country. I recommend coming here with legal permission - it 

will be easier for you. 

 My experience live here is really good, but the most difficult thing is leaving my family.  Nobody 

tells you how difficult it will be to live in a country where you don’t know anyone and you don’t know how 
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speak the language. But you have to keep your goals clear in this country, so that you can enjoy this 

experience of living in a country different from yours. 

 Don’t give up! 
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2025 Award Winners 

Non-Fiction – First Place 
 

The Feeling of Starting Over 

Vianna Gomez 

 

 Sometimes I question myself, is this real, or am I just in an endless dream? Waking up and seeing 

that my bedroom is not my bedroom anymore. The walls are off white and unfamiliar. I can’t hear the voice 

of my mom in the kitchen making my lunch for work, or my father asking me to hurry up because he needs 

the bathroom. Now I am alone and conforming to see them for just a couple of minutes every day through a 

pixelated video call.  

 Since I was a child, I have always been very attached to my parents. I’m the first child, the most 

protected, the most listened to. My opinion was always valuable, always heard. I grew up in a house full of 

warmth and routine, with everyday homemade lunches, birthday surprises, family dinners, and TV nights 

where we all fought for the remote. The day I told them I was moving out, they cried. And to be honest, so 

did I.  

 A lot of people talk about how hard it is to start over, but only those who live it truly understand what 

it means. It’s not just about getting on a plane or changing your address. It’s about watching your life turn 

into something you no longer recognize and trying to stay grounded when everything around you are 

changing. It's hard to leave behind everything you know: your customs, your language, the comfort of 

knowing exactly where to go when you're lost, even just knowing where to get your favorite food or who to 

call when you don’t feel like yourself. You start to build new ones, piece by piece, but nothing feels quite 

right at first.  

At first, even the smallest tasks felt like climbing mountains. Grocery shopping took twice the time. The 

streets didn’t make sense. I missed the sound of my mother calling my name from the other room. I missed 

the way my father would joke to cover up his emotions. I missed being someone who belonged somewhere 

without having to try.  

 I’ve learned that starting over isn’t just about adapting to a new place, it’s about rediscovering 

yourself. You begin to question who you are without the familiar voices, the safe spaces. And yet, in that 

vulnerability, there’s something quietly beautiful. A strength you didn’t know you had. I learned to be patient 

with myself. I learned to appreciate small victories like understanding a new accent, making a new friend, 

cooking something that tastes like home.  
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Some days, I feel proud of how far I’ve come. Other days, I just want to be back at the dinner table with my 

parents and siblings, laughing about something silly after my job. And that’s okay. Starting over doesn’t 

mean forgetting. It means carrying pieces of home with you, wherever you go.  

 Starting over is scary. It breaks you down in ways you don’t expect. But it also rebuilds you. And in 

that process, you realize that you don’t leave your old life behind, you carry it with you quietly, in the way 

you smile when you remember something funny your sister said, or in the way you cook just the way your 

mom taught you.  

 You never stop being part of where you came from. And maybe starting over isn’t about becoming 

someone new. Maybe it’s about becoming more of who you are.  
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2025 Award Winners 

Non-Fiction – Second Place 
 

My Successful Friend 

Luz Chacon 

 

 My friend, Gloria, is the most successful person I know despite having faced many difficulties in her 

life.  

 Her family was of peasant origin and very poor in Colombia. Her father passed away when she was 5 

years old, and her mother, very young, needed to take care of her and her younger brother.  

 With her mother’s effort and her own, she finished her studies in high school and moved to the city. 

There, she started working and studying at the university and graduated with a degree in languages.  

 Gloria wanted to improve her life and applied for residency in Canada. After a 3-year selection 

process, she was granted the opportunity to immigrate.  

 When she arrived to Canada, Gloria faced many obstacles because she didn't know anyone and didn't 

speak French fluently either. She found work in a company that makes fireplace logs and after in IBM, 

where she met her husband. She was determined to study and so she got a French Spanish certificate.  

 Currently, she works as a university professor in Granby (Quebec) and as an official liaison counselor 

with foreign workers at Granby Industrial.  

 I truly admire my friend.  
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2025 Award Winners 

Non-Fiction – Third Place 
 

Life Skills I Wished I Learned In School 

Pallavi Jain 

 

 Looking back, I realize that school didn't teach me everything I needed to know. Besides academics, 

there are practical skills that I wish I had learned.  

 One super useful skill is learning how to "get stuff done on time"! This means knowing how to make 

a schedule, prioritize tasks, and avoid putting things off until the last minute. Mastering this skill would have 

saved me from a lot of stress and headaches!  

 I also wish I had learned basic financial literacy, like how to save, spend, and invest. Understanding 

how to read food labels and make healthy food choices would have been valuable.  

 Knowing how to "save a life in a crisis" is crucial! This means learning basic skills like CPR, how to 

stop bleeding, and what to do in an emergency. It's amazing how many lives can be saved with just a little 

knowledge!  

 I wish I had learned how to "be kind to the planet". This means understanding how our daily choices 

impact the Earth and learning simple ways to reduce, reuse, and recycle. Every small action can make a big 

difference!  

 Furthermore, learning basic car maintenance, repair, and safety would have been practical. 

Understanding how to change a tire, check oil levels, and perform basic repairs would have saved me time 

and money.  

 Lastly, I wish I had learned that making mistakes is a natural part of learning. Understanding that 

failure is not the opposite of success, but rather a step towards growth, would have helped me develop a 

growth mindset.  

 In conclusion, while school taught me academics, I believe learning these practical skills would have 

better prepared me for adulthood. By teaching these skills, we can empower future generations to become 

capable, independent, and responsible individuals.  
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2025 Award Winners 

Fiction – First Place 
 

Behind the Metal Door 

Manal Gafour 

 

 Three years ago, I started teaching in the small village of Bido, located in Sidi Bel Abbés. My first 

days at the school were pleasant. The children were kind and eager to learn, and the administrative staff was 

supportive. However, there was one major challenge: the distance. It took nearly two hours to commute to 

the village each way. With such a demanding schedule, I was exhausted every day.  

 Seeing how tired I was, my father suggested I stay in the village during the week. It seemed like a 

good idea, so I decided to find a place to stay. I was advised to check out the high school’s residential 

building, where other teachers lived. When I went to inquire, the secretary told me there were three available 

rooms and offered to show them to me.  

She led me through a large metal door into the building. The moment I stepped inside, a strange, burnt smell 

hit me. The hallway was dusty, and the bathrooms were in disrepair—dirty, with no doors. I couldn’t 

imagine living here. All three rooms were empty and bare, with scribbled-on walls and blocked windows. 

My unease grew.  

 When I told the secretary I couldn’t stay in such conditions, she insisted I make a quick decision. The 

rooms were in demand, and others were waiting for their chance. She urged me to at least choose one and 

take the key, promising I could leave if it didn’t work out.  

Just then, a girl in a hijab entered and asked about Room Number 1. The secretary told her she could bring 

her things the next day. After she left, I asked about Room Number 2, the one in the middle. The secretary 

handed me the key, and I went back to school.  

 When I spoke with the other teachers, they advised me to give it a try—just clean up the room, and if 

I didn’t feel comfortable, I could leave. I decided to give it a shot.  

 Over the next fifteen days, I couldn’t decide whether I could stay in that room. Then, one day, a 

colleague mentioned that a new English teacher was looking for a place to stay but all the rooms were taken. 

I reached out to her, and after a brief conversation, we agreed to share Room Number 2. I gave her the key, 

and the next day, we cleaned the room together. We scrubbed the floors, fixed the bathroom door, and even 

painted the walls. By the end of the day, it looked livable. The administration provided us with beds, 

blankets, and some basic furniture. We decided to stay there the following week.  
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 On Monday morning, my father dropped me off at the high school, and I left some of my things in 

the room before heading to work. It was a long day. I saw Fatima, my new roommate, and she was excited 

about the place. I explained that I couldn’t stay that night because I hadn’t brought all my things yet. She 

reassured me that there was another teacher who had been living there for three days, so she wouldn’t be 

alone.  

 I felt more at ease knowing she wouldn’t be alone. After work, I took the bus back home.  

That night, around 11 p.m., I received a strange message from Fatima: “Why did you give me the keys?”  

 Confused, I replied, “Because I’m nice, and you needed help. I just wanted to help you.”  

 At 11:30 p.m., another message came in: “Manal, you’re going to see.”  

 I was startled, but tried to call her. When she answered, I could barely hear her voice, but the only 

thing I caught was her saying, “I’m not alone.” Then the call abruptly ended.  

 The next day, I asked the other teachers if they had seen Fatima. No one had. She didn’t come to 

work, and when I tried calling, her phone was off. When I finished work, I went back to the high school. On 

my way there, I ran into a girl named Imane. She said she had been living in the building for four years and 

that she didn’t just stay on weekends but all year long. Her room was upstairs, and she didn’t have any 

neighbors.  

 Imane gave me her number and left.  

 When I entered my room, I was shocked to find that Fatima was gone. Her things were gone, too. I 

didn’t expect this at all. But I was busy with lesson preparation, so I pushed the thought out of my mind for 

the time being.  

 By 9 p.m., I was done with my work. My mom called, and we talked for a bit. I ate dinner, brushed 

my teeth, prayed, and went to bed.  

 At 11 p.m., I woke up to the sound of running water. I got up, opened the door, and checked the 

bathroom. The tap was off. Everything seemed fine. I returned to my bed.  

 A few minutes later, I heard the sound again. Water. This time, I went back into the bathroom, but the 

tap was still off. I couldn’t understand what was happening.  

 I called Imane to ask if she knew anything about it. Her response was eerily calm: “If you want to 

live here, go back to sleep and don’t disturb the others.”  

 I froze. I didn’t ask who the “others” were. I hung up the phone and tried to pray, my heart pounding. 

I lay there in the dark, the sounds of running water echoing in my mind. I was terrified but stayed in my bed, 

feeling more alone than ever.  
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2025 Award Winners 

Fiction – First Place 
 

The Painting 

Ekaterina Seregina 

 

 I’ve never been an artist. One day, bored at the office, I opened an AI website and typed in a request: 

Draw a painting that makes anyone in the World who sees it will desperately want to own it. 

 It drew one. 

 It was hard to fully appreciate it in the browser, so I decided I wanted an oil version. I sent the file to a 

print studio, and they promised to deliver the painting within three days. 

 A week later, I had to call them. They said the painting had been lost in the warehouse and promised to 

send a new one. Then it turned out the original file had been destroyed, and they couldn’t print it again. I 

wanted to send the file again—but I couldn’t find it either. 

 Suddenly, I regretted not taking a closer look at the painting on the screen. I comforted myself with the 

thought that at least I’d get a refund. But three days later, I began shaking with rage I couldn’t even explain. I 

flew to the other state where the print studio was located. 

 To my surprise, my painting was hanging in their reception area. They were no less surprised to see me 

and immediately took it down from the wall and packed it in a box. They apologized profusely. As I was 

leaving the office, the owner ran after me and offered me a check for ten thousand dollars for the painting. I 

thought he was messing with me and declined. 

 I hung the painting in my living room. My body relaxed, the rage disappeared, and I called my friends 

and invited them over for drinks that Friday night. 

 We drank, played video games, talked about recent events, and they left around midnight. The first to 

call was Alex. He asked where I got the painting. He said his wife’s birthday was coming up and he wanted to 

give her one just like it. I told him the story. He went quiet for a moment and asked if I would sell it to him. I 

said no. 

 Michael didn’t call—he came over the next day. He circled around the painting for a long time and, 

after learning I wouldn’t sell it to him either, asked if I’d want to show it in a gallery owned by his friend. 

 I was amused. I didn’t believe anyone would agree to display my painting, but when the exhibition 

director saw it, his face changed. He said he’d issue a special press release for it—whatever that meant. 
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 The gallery designers placed my work in a small, bright room. To my surprise, it was the only piece 

there. Under my name was a note: “A painting that makes anyone in the World who sees it desperately want 

to own it.” The painting was covered with a curtain, so visitors had a choice—whether to look at it or not after 

reading the description. 

 Two days later, I woke up famous. People were writing about me, talking about me, filming reports. 

My phone wouldn’t stop ringing. Most calls were for two reasons: either they wanted to buy the painting, or 

they wanted it in another gallery. I turned off my phone, quit my job, and locked myself at home to try to 

process what was happening. 

 I learned from the news that the painting had been stolen. I rushed to the gallery. It had been insured 

for a hundred thousand dollars, but the money was the least of my concerns. That same rage was rising in me 

again, and I couldn’t think of any way to deal with it other than to personally take part in the investigation. 

 I found the painting in the basement of the very detective assigned to the case. As the investigation 

later revealed, he found the thief almost immediately—but after seeing the painting, he couldn’t help himself. 

He took it home and let the thief go after making him swear to keep quiet. And the thief wasn’t even a real 

criminal—just an assistant accountant who’d never imagined he was capable of such a thing. 

 Once the painting was back with me, I felt at peace. I reinsured it—for ten million dollars this time—

and went on a world tour with it. 

 After two years, the director of a prestigious auction house called and asked if I’d consider selling it. 

At first, I wanted to refuse, but then curiosity got the better of me. I wondered what people would offer for my 

creation. 

 The news that the painting was going up for auction shook the world. It felt like all media focus 

thickened around me like molasses. To my surprise, there were only twelve bidders. But there were billions of 

viewers—the auction was livestreamed worldwide. 

 One million dollars. 

 Ten million. 

 Fifteen. 

 Forty-eight.  

 Four hundred fifty million. 

 That was the world record—Salvator Mundi by Leonardo da Vinci had sold for that price in 2017. I 

couldn’t believe what was happening was real. 

 Four hundred fifty-two million. I pulled the painting from the sale. 
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 I couldn’t bear the thought of anyone else owning it. I couldn’t imagine someone else touching it, 

calling it theirs. 

 They pleaded with me. They threatened me. They tried to invoke pity, fear, anger. But I didn’t care—I 

was the owner of the greatest treasure on Earth. 

 Then they tried to kill me. After the second attempt at assassination, I sold everything I owned and 

bought a house in a small European village. I outfitted the basement and hung the painting above the fireplace. 

I don’t leave my house, and I don’t accept visitors. I have no job, no family, no friends. I just sit on the couch 

and look at it. 

 I am the sole owner of the painting that everyone in the World is desperately wanting to possess. 
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2025 Award Winners 

Fiction – Second Place 
 

Leeah and the Seed 

Sonia Wolfrey 

 

 In the not-so-distant future, humanity had reached a fragile equilibrium with technology and nature, 

crafting cities that blossomed with greenery and skyscrapers woven with vines. Amongst this utopia lived 

Leeah, a gifted botanist known for her unparalleled ability to communicate with plants. One night, while 

exploring the depths of Lumina Forest, she stumbled upon an ancient relic shaped like a radiant seed, pulsing 

gently with a soft glow.  

 Drawn by its brilliance, Leeah reached out, and the moment her fingers brushed the surface, the 

world around her transformed. Colors intensified, and the air shimmered with unseen energy. She felt an 

overwhelming connection to the life forms surrounding her-trees whispered secrets, flowers sang in 

harmony, and the very ground beneath her resonated with pulsations of wisdom.  

 Leeah discovered that the seed was no ordinary artifact; it was a key-a long-lost connection to an 

interstellar network known as the Arbor Nexus, said to govern the thriving of plant life across galaxies. 

Legends spoke of beings called the Arborians, ancient guardians of flora who had traveled through the 

cosmos, nurturing life on far-flung planets. The seed had lain dormant, waiting for someone worthy to 

unleash its power. 

 Tentatively, Leeah concentrated her thoughts, calling upon the wisdom of the forest.  

 Responding to her intent, the seed released a cascade of light, projecting a vision of distant worlds 

teeming with vibrant, alien ecosystems. Stars twinkled to life, and Leeah saw the Arboreans, ethereal beings 

made of shimmering leaves and flowering vines, tending to crops of bizarre shapes and colors, each a marvel 

of engineering and nature.  

 As she delved deeper, Leeah realized that humanity had been disconnected from 

these wondrous ecosystems, relying instead on artificial means to cultivate life. With the potential 

knowledge from the Arbor Nexus, she felt a surge of determination; she knew she could restore this lost 

relationship.  

 Grappling with the enormity of her discovery, Leeah set out to unite the worlds 

around her. Using the seed, she began to impart the techniques of the Arboreans. Communities gathered to 
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learn from the flora, nurturing a symbiosis of technology and nature. Sustainable cities emerged, pulsating 

with life, while forgotten traditions of herbal medicine and ecological stewardship flourished once more.  

 Yet, not all welcomed this return to natural harmony. Shadowy factions, driven by 

their own motives, were determined to harness the seed's power for profit, threatening to disrupt the vibrant 

revival.  

 Leeah stood firm, rallying her allies-friends, fellow botanists, and even members of 

the community who had been skeptical of her ways. Together, they vowed to defend the seed and its legacy, 

bolstered by the wisdom imparted through the Arbor Nexus. 

 United, they confronted the forces that sought to exploit nature's magic, 

demonstrating the strength of their bond with the intricate web of life. As the battle raged, the Arboreans 

emerged, their presence a testament to the age-old alliance between people and nature, a reminder of what 

was possible when both exist in harmony. 

 In the end, the power of the seed was reestablished as a living connection, a bridge 

to the cosmos. And as Leeah continued her journey, she realized that the real magic lay not merely in the 

artifacts of the past, but in the relationships nurtured in the present, forging a future where humanity could 

flourish alongside the mysteries of the universe.  
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2025 Award Winners 

Fiction – Third Place 
 

The Clashing of Two Generations 

Blandon Fene 

 

 Mr. Elder is an 80 year old, who with straight white hair, wears tailored pants instead of Jeans. He 

owns a business. 

 He still drives to work, but on this particular Friday, February the seventh, he took the train at 

Intergenerational housing station. 

 On the train platform, was a young guy too. “Good morning. Where are you going today?” Mr. Elder 

greeted him. 

 “Hey, old man. I’m off to college. What about you? “ 

 He said, “Why are you calling me an old man, since I have a fairly young face?” 

 The young man laughed and said: “It’s your hairstyle, your style and the way you dress that gives you 

away. Enlightened youths like me don't dress like that.” 

 Mr. Elder moved forward and answered. “There is nothing wrong being old. We made the most of our 

youth.” 

 The young man swayed his body and said, “This new era is more interesting than yours was”. 

 “More interesting than mine, what do you mean by that?” 

 “Yes, because we have nicer clothes, new technologies and more spaces to relax.” 

 “Is it not the elders who direct us to achieve new things, things were there, there is an adjustment in 

your generation. If the ancients did not start creating fabrics, ways of doing agriculture, creating tools to 

facilitate teaching, education, it would have been worse for you.” 

 Finally, the train arrived 5 minutes late. The two went up together and sat in the same row to continue 

the discussion with a lot of emotions. 

 As the train was preparing to leave for another station, the young man continued to speak. “Our new 

generation is more creative, we make more roads, more beautiful houses and more beautiful means of 

travel.” 

 “Listen, I'm a businessman, I gave jobs to 10 young people. As someone who is part of it, I did a 

positive thing for your generation and I did not criticize the before me and there was more respect. We lived 

longer, we were healthier. We lived with more peace of mind, but now you post everything on social 
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networks, you waste a lot of time. Our time was devoted to reading, writing, participating in knowledge 

challenges.” 

 “My era is better, thanks to it you can communicate more easily with your employees and your 

family. Access to information is instantaneous.” 

 “If the elders had not started, you will have more problems in your period. They showed you what is 

good to eat, how to cook, and ways to wash and dry your clothes. They are your sources of research and 

motivation.” 

 “No matter what you say, my generation is the best.” 

 “No. The old ones were better.” 

 A lady who sat very close to them heard the chatter. She decided to put in her two cents worth. She 

said, “Please excuse me if I have disturbed you. I was listening in on your discussion. What is new today will 

be old tomorrow. The world we live in is dynamic. And it is balanced too, so in every generation, in every 

time we can find good and bad things. The important thing is not to stay on discussions like this, but we can 

do it in a constructive way by identifying what we can keep and reject in each generation so we will be 

happier and stronger to solve problems and continue creating. Let us unite for a peaceful, fairer, happier and 

more prosperous world. We must honor the elders and we must honor young who are creative and we must 

accompany those who are also confused for a better world. Thank you for your attention!” 

 They thanked the lady for her intervention while agreeing with her. The train arrived at the station 

where Mr. Elder was arriving. After exchanging names and phone numbers, Mr. Elder shook the young man's 

hand and also did it for the lady saying “thank you, it was a pleasure let's unite for a world of peace and a 

better world.” 

 After looking at each other, the three smiled together. 
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2025 Award Winners 

Poetry – First Place 
 

Hope 

Manjeet Kaur 

 

 

What do you think! 

should we lose hope 

No.... No ...... Nope 

 

What if you fall in well! 

find some rope... 

but don't lose hope. 

 

Will I get up! 

yes, you will come up. 

please! don't lose hope. 

 

What if you're are blue! 

find a clue. 

 

What if you're broken! 

find some glue 

 

If the day is gray 

just pray... pray .... pray.. 

 

If you're in doubt 

God will help you to cope 

but don't lose hope. 
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If you're hungry 

He will send you crops  

so, don't lose hope. 

 

If you're rejected 

take it as joke 

 but don't lose hope.  

 

If you're knocked down 

no need to mope 

Never ever lose hope. 
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2025 Award Winners 

Poetry – First Place 
 

No Matter What 

Manjeet Kaur 

 

Accept people  

who and how they're  

No matter what... 

 

Embrace life 

whatever It brings  

No matter what... 

 

Accept challenges 

how tough they're  

No matter what.... 

 

Take life as it comes 

whatever it comes with 

No matter what..... 

 

Understand others 

how strange or weird they may sound 

No matter what... 

 

Laugh everyday despites 

whatever you've faced today 

No matter what.... 
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Listen to your heart 

whatever it says 

No matter what... 

 

Learn to dance in rain 

how strong the storm is 

No matter what.... 

 

Keep going firmly 

even if the wind is against you 

No matter what... 

 

Love unconditionally  

whatever the conditions are 

No matter what.... 

 

Always remain positive  

how negative the situation is 

No matter what.... 
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2025 Award Winners 

Poetry – Second Place 
 

Untitled 

Tatiana Barros 

 

I was then, without looking for your face,  

and without knowing, fell into your embrace,  

only to watch you leave without a trace.  

 

With your departure, you tore away  

the silhouette of your warm embrace,  

still imprinted within my arms’ soft space,  

the sigh of your lips once traced, 

still trapped between my hands, encased.  

 

And the oblivion in the shadows 

of that love already forsaken, 

of that passion that has been shaken.  

 

Did the heart deceive and lie...  

or was my love not worth the try?  

Perhaps old wounds had yet to die.  

 

It wasn’t worth the final fall  

just to be left with none at all.  

 

I fade into the loneliness 

of that love that never came to be, 

of that farewell that was never set free,  

and that forgiveness drowned in tears at sea.  

  



Insight 2025 

 29 

2025 Award Winners 

Poetry – Second Place 
 

Criminal? 

Paula Estupinan 

 

They call you a criminal 

for being illegal 

for facing fear 

for choosing and asking for a new beginning 

for fighting for yourself and your family 

for wanting a better future 

 

Then carry that label with honor! Each one interprets what is in their heart. 

You alone walk, and with your reflection, you will show the world that faith, hope, and love still move this 

world. 
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2025 Award Winners 

Photography – First Place 
 

 

Summit 

Priyanka Jain 
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2025 Award Winners 

Photography – Second Place 
 

 

Light and Stone (At Antelope Canyon) 

Chang Myung 
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2025 Award Winners 

Photography – Third Place 
 

 

Whispers of Fall 

Vianna Gomez 

 

  
Whispers of Fall 
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2025 Award Winners 

Art – First Place 

 
 

Eiffel Tower: My Dream on the Wall 

Pallavi Jain 
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2025 Award Winners 

Art – Second Place 

 
 

In the Groove 

James Preston 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

  

In The Groove was drawn using  
paper and pencil. I was inspired by 
my love of music and memories of 
sketching during class when I was a 
teenager.    

James Preston 

I n  T h e  G ro ove  
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2025 Award Winners 

Art – Third Place 
 

 

Mom’s Pink Dream Bouquet 

Bo Lin 
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Honorable Mention - Memoir 
 

Coaching Chronicles 

Jihad Aaron 
 

 I started coaching in 2008 from the stands as a parent, meaning I yelled at the coaches to take a 

timeout so then can calm the players down, granted I knew the coach so that's how I started to coach and he 

asked me did I want to come and help and I said yes.  

 Coaching was something I always wanted to do after I finished playing football. I played football for 

35 years between pop warner high school college and semi pro football. Football was my first love my only 

love for a very long time I eat sleep football my goal was to play in the NFL but things didn't pan out that 

way.  

 I had a few injuries that put stop to my journey towards the NFL. After playing 10 years of semi pro, 

I've won 2 championships, 1 MVP of the championship and 1 league championship. I retired from football in 

2017 and solely put all my focus into my son who wanted to play football like me so I made it my business 

to train him teach him and most importantly, I got the opportunity to coach him throughout his early years of 

playing. My son started playing flag football and he was ok, he needed to get better, and I was the one to do 

that. After his first year of playing organized football, I was done I made it my business to make him a better 

player for his upcoming season with equipment.  

 My son has really made me want to really start a career in coaching. I've coached my son all through 

Pop Warner where we won 4 championship and a state championship. The experience I received coaching 

and learning from previous coaches and most importantly the kids I've coached was unbelievable experience.  

 During my last 3 years of coaching pop warner, I knew this was something I wanted to do for the rest 

of my life. I don't only coach kids on the field I also coach kids off the field with life lessons communication 

skills school and any other skill that will help them become men. I believe my purpose on this earth is to help 

kids in every possible way, being a coach to a kid really helps get a kid in the right direction.  

 Coaching has changed me a lot of it showed me how to care for kids more than I ever did. Coaching 

has taught me to how to coach the correct way how to coach kids that needs to be developed and coach the 

ones that doesn't need to be developed as much as the other kids. I'm still very new to coaching I only know 

the basics of coaching due to me playing watching and studying the game for so long. Coaching clinics are 

very important and are worth attending.  

 Coaching pop warner football for several years, it taught me a lot about coaching. I owe a lot of my  

experience for the late great coach Ralph Steele - he was like a second father to me. He coached me, he was  
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a mentor as well. He showed me the correct way to coach. He is the real reason why I started coaching, I'm 

very thankful for him for all of the knowledge and advice I've received from him and a few others.  

 Now that my pop warner coaching days are over I've finally gotten a chance to coach at my alma 

mater and thankful for the coaching staff we have. I'm thankful for them because they showed me things I 

didn't know about high school coaching. 

 Coaching high school was something I've always wanted to do and to do that at my alma mater mean 

the world to me. High school will get me prepared for the next level as well. This experience is a once in a 

lifetime opportunity and I want to take this experience and opportunity to learn and just get all the 

knowledge I can while I'm in school trying to get that degree so I can get to the next level and coach college 

football one day  

 Best part of coaching is learning, high school football is very competitive and worth every bit of the 

experience. The most fulfilling part for me is the lives we save the young men; life is football and football is 

life. While coaching high school football is to help keep these kids out the streets teaching them how to be 

men and help these kids go to college.  

 I love to help kids and coaching football is a great way to get close to a kid and help them out in any 

way I can. When you're a coach you're not just a coach, you're a father figure, a role model, friend etc. A lot 

of kids trust coaches because they look up to us because they might not have that at home and they get 

coaches and teammates as being a family. Football is a multifaceted role that goes far beyond teaching 

technical skills. It requires strong leadership, effective communication, and a deep understanding of the game 

itself. A coach must be able to inspire their players, foster teamwork, and create a positive yet disciplined 

environment. Success lies not only in developing strategies and preparing for matches but also in nurturing 

players' growth both on and off the field. Ultimately, the basics of coaching football involve balancing the 

physical, mental and emotional aspect of the sport while instilling values and that extend beyond the game. 

It's about building a foundation of trust, motivation, and perseverance to help athletes achieve their fullest 

potential.  

 Beyond the technical aspects, coaching football also emphasizes personal development. Coaches act 

as mentors who inspire athletes to grow both as players and individuals. The lessons learned from football—

such as accountability, perseverance, and sportsmanship—often have a lasting impact that transcends the 

sport itself. By fostering a supportive yet competitive environment, coaches lay the foundation for lifelong 

skills and values. Ultimately, coaching football is more than shaping a winning team; it is about shaping 

character, instilling confidence, and empowering athletes to unlock their full potential, both on and off the  

field.  
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My Journey 

Georgina Ramirez Alzaga 
 

 I am from Mexico, and I’ve been living in the United States of America (U.S) for 9 years. As an 

immigrant, I’ve been seeing my journey as a cumulus of challenges that I embrace. 

Some moments have been unforeseen, shaking me up with wonderful and magic times, bittersweet, painful, 

hard, unforgettable, unique, desired, hard, and much more. 

 Leaving behind my Mom, and my Nana, who were two of the most important pillars in my life. Also, 

some of my friends are still in my Country, but it is hard to have the same relationship as before. Our 

connection has been changing as life changes every day. 

 In this country I started a new life with my adorable kids and my husband. Together we’re working as 

an amazing team. We support each other, we are resilient and brave. I embrace this stage in my life as a part 

of my grow. 

 My family has been playing a vital role in my success. They give me many reasons to keep going and 

be a better human being. I know I’m not a perfect mom or wife but I’m still working on my own challenges.  

 I’ve been learning life lessons that sometimes at the beginning, I don’t understand, at the end I know 

there is a positive impact in my life. Even though there have been tragic moments, losses, and deceptions, I 

try to analyze every situation and keep the positive lessons. These lessons that I know are part of my journey, 

and part of my maturity. 

 I cannot control everything around me, but I can learn what things I want and what things I don’t 

want. 

 During my journey I’ve been helping different nonprofit organizations and I’ve been learning many 

things from them. I really appreciate all the people from different countries and cultures who have been 

involved in my life. They’re leaving a mark and special place in my heart. Then from them I observe, learn, 

add, and practice their lessons, advice, wisdom, and support.  

 I know, for sure, my family and I will have more magic moments to grow together. Always being 

grateful, don’t give up, and at the same time enjoy what life has for me and my family, also ready to share 

and help others. 

 I enjoy every little moment that life gives me such as: hearing the stillness of the night, hearing frogs, 

grasshoppers, and horses. The sound of the palms and trees when they are touched by the air. Amazed by the 

beauty of the sunset, and the sea. Hearing different birds like some cardinals that I saw every day in my 

backyard. Seasons and nature around us with their changes where I can see and discover new colorful 
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flowers in bushes and big trees. Learning by scientists, when they tell us how to use a telescope to see the 

beauty of the moon, how the constellations align, how many stars you can find in the sky, also their names 

and figures. 

 Laughing and talking with my kids when we are riding our bicycles or when we are eating together 

and sharing their school memories. Spending time together, seeing them growing in a safe and beautiful 

environment and neighborhood. 

 Sharing with my kids’ classmates how I learned to do crochet toys, how this activity is my best 

therapy and how I started and created my own small business that I called: Dot and Love.  

 Starting a new crochet project, such as making a blanket for kids with cancer. Writing my memories 

to share with others and if someone likes what I write, that is a plus.  

 Teaching English for adult and Hispanic community where I still learning from them and where I do 

my best in every lesson to give them my advice and helping them as much as I can.…because these little 

moments give me happiness and my heart is full…because I do what I do with my Heart,  LOVE and 

Passion.  

 Thank you everyone. Thank you, God, for all my gifts. 

 

 

A New Mom...For a Second Time 

Litvian Bolivar 

 

 Last August 28, I became a mother for the second time. It’s a wonderful experience. Also, it’s been a 

little stressful with sleepless hours plus the obligations to my other daughter. I’m still adjusting to this new 

lifestyle. 

 The baby wakes up 2 to 3 times each night. He usually stays awake I hour before sleeping again. In 

this time, I give him the bottle and change his diaper. My daughter is sleeping in these hours. Sometimes the 

baby cries but he doesn’t do it for a long period. 

 I try to adapt to this new life by sleeping earlier in the night. My husband helps me when he comes 

home from the restaurant where he works until 2 a.m. My daughter helps me in the day with easy things. She 

is a wonderful daughter. 

 I hope my baby will sleep more during the night. 
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His Dream Would Come True 

Carlos Brito 

 

 This story is about Juan who lived in Venezuela and always dreamed of being in the United States. 

When Juan was a little boy, he used to see a lot of commercials of New York and the stadiums they had but 

never did he think things were going to change out of nowhere. Venezuela went on strike due to political and 

economic issues in the country, this led Juan to look for new opportunities in other countries. 

 Time passed and Juan was already in the university. He was studying accounting he was happy. When 

he was almost finished, suddenly something happened in his country Venezuela that would lead Juan to make 

a decision that would change his life. 

 It turns out that the universities of Venezuela went on strike due to political and economic issues in 

the country, this led Juan to consider emigrating to other countries. 

 In the course of Juan leaving Venezuela to Colombia he had to learn many things about life. He got 

his first job in another country that was not his dream. He learned what responsibility was. While Juan was in 

that country, he got the idea that he wanted to go to the country of his dreams, the United States. But that 

process was very complicated, and they asked him for requirements. Juan looked for a solution but could 

never find the right one. As time went by, Juan was now settled. Then a new law came out in his country 

with an opportunity that would change his life once again. But this time, the change in his life was the dream 

he had always wished for. 

 It turns out that Juan had a relative, Elana, in the United States. She contacted Juan and decided to 

help him with the requirements so that Juan can enter the United States. Juan couldn't believe his dream of 

going to the United States would come true. Elena needed help with some work and Juan was the perfect 

person, a young man with a lot of energy and enthusiasm. Finally, Juan's trip to the United States took place. 

He was very nervous again starting over in a different country and this time he had to learn a new language. 

While Juan is in the United States, he was learning English. Sometimes, it is a bit complicated, but he does 

his best. He is happy because he is in the country of his dreams. He is working, getting married, and starting 

his family-- everything he once dreamed of when he was very young in Venezuela. 
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The Soul That Lives in Me 

Viviana Diaz Cortes 

  

 Thirty summers ago, I remember the morning scent of coffee, the barking of dogs, and the crowing of 

her favorite rooster, who had been with her all her life. Her voice filled the air with songs from yesteryear as 

I eagerly awaited my delicious coffee with milk and country cookies at the table. From early on, she would 

dress in her dresses, perfectly made by her trusted tailor. Pastel colors were synonymous with the sweetness 

that reflected her soul. Her hair was well-combed, not a single strand out of place; impeccable shoes and 

stockings; and her smile, as perfect as her makeup. She would send me to dress in my best clothes just so we 

could sit outside, watching people go by from a wooden rocking chair that creaked with age.  

  At noon, I knew the food was about to be ready by the strong smell of charcoal, and woe betide me if 

I ventured into the kitchen while she was there. What a delicious meal; I still close my eyes and imagine its 

smell and taste. With great charisma, she would sit in her room in a rocking chair, yes, different from the one 

at the beginning, and there she would ask me to pull out her gray hairs, one for a peso. Then, I would play 

with the dough sticking out of her arm, and she would laugh playfully. Between stories and tales, night 

would fall, and we would watch programs that bored me, but she made them fun with her way of correcting 

how they spoke, “as if they were going to listen to her.” Before going to sleep, there was no shortage of life 

advice that today has helped me to be the woman I am. 

  With her personality, she taught me that life is lived second by second, that the singing of birds, the 

sunlight, and being with someone who truly loves you are the pleasures of life worth experiencing. That’s 

why I dance, sing, and enjoy each day just as she did. 

  She lives in every part of my being. My dear grandmother, she is the soul that lives in me. 

 

A Man Who Impacted My Life 

Stepher Dereme 

 

 I grew up in Haiti in a lovely family. Our parents gave us rules and principles to live correctly. We 

have a good education. In my Family there is someone who impacted my life. I want to take some time to 

talk about my history with him. 

 The man I’m talking about was my father. His name was Stephen DEREME. He grew up in Haiti in a 

little community name 'Poste – Metier” near to Port-De-Paix. He was black and handsome. He had a 

charming smile. He was strong, brave, affectionate, polite, friendly, courageous, nice honest, sympathetic, 
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generous, sincere and loyal. He was a teacher and a farmer. He was religious and loved God with all his 

heart. He was married and had four children. 

 He was a good father and a good husband too. He took good care of us. He was present in our life. He 

always took responsibility toward us. He took good care of us when we were babies. When we were in age to 

go to school, he was there helping us with lessons and homework. He cooked for us and played with us. He 

offered us support, encouragement and understanding when sick, sad or hopeless. When we grew up and 

became adults, he was our advisor. 

 In 2019, I was living in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, something bad happened to me. I was scared and 

depressed. I went to the doctor, and I was still depressed. My father lived here in New Jersey with my mom 

and the other children. When he knew my situation, he left New Jersey and went to Haiti to helped me. He 

spent eight months with me. He accompanied me, helped me rebuild my life, found happiness and self-

confidence. 

 In March 2022, he had a stroke. He died after 10 days in a hospital. I was in Haiti I cannot came to 

assist the funeral. That was very sad. My father was a good person. The nicest person I ever knew. His 

departure to eternity was hard for me to accept but I know he will be in my heart forever. 

 
 

Memoir 

Elena Dolotina 

 

 I want to tell you about a kind and sincere person – my English teacher and writer Patricia Palermo. I 

attended her conversation class and library club from September 2023 to April 2024. She wrote a book, 

Message from the City: Dawn Powell’s New York Novels, 1925–1962. This book explores Powell’s satirical 

depiction of New York life in her novels. The years 1925–1962 marked Dawn Powell’s most active writing 

period, spanning the Jazz Age, the Great Depression, and post-war America. 

 Unfortunately, Patricia passed away last year. 

 Patricia dedicated her life to teaching English. She truly loved her job and cared about her students. 

She helped students with tests, essays, and learning English as a second language. Since she knew us well 

enough and understood each of our personal qualities, she wrote letters of recommendation for employment. 

For those trying to find their first job in the US, this is very important. She felt responsible for each student. 

 She knew how to motivate us, build our confidence, and encourage us to continue. 

 Even when she had serious health problems, she continued to work. At the same time, she was 

cheerful and often shared stories from her youth. She was kind and sensitive, always understanding people's 
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feelings. She often sent supportive messages. Her lessons were enjoyable, and many students made friends 

there and are still in touch. 

 After Patricia's death, we wanted to honor her memory, found her brother. We met with him and 

shared memories, emotions from friendship with Patricia. He showed us photos of Patricia and told us about 

her life, sent Patricia a short memoir about her childhood. 

 I often think about Patricia. I miss her. I promised myself to learn English well enough to read her 

book in the original. 

 

The Power of Believing In Yourself  

Vianna Gomez 

 

 When I was in high school, I made a decision that changed the way I see the world. I joined an after-

school club called Model of United Nations (MUN). A close friend was already in the club, and I remember 

he traveled during our first year to an international MUN in New York. I was inspired. I had never been on a 

plane before, and I wanted to do something exciting like that too.  

 I’m from a small island in the Caribbean called Dominican Republic. There, opportunities like 

studying abroad or being part of international programs for people that don’t have money are rare. For many 

young people, getting the chance to represent our country outside is not only a dream, but also a big 

achievement. It means breaking barriers and showing the world that we are competent, even when we come 

from a place with limited resources.  

 After joining the club, I became very interested in everything about it. I learned how to speak in 

public, something that used to make me nervous. I practiced how to share my ideas and speak with 

confidence. I also found a lot about world problems like human rights, the environment, and politics. It was 

interesting to see how one topic can be so important to one country and not to another.  

 After many local and national competitions, I was selected for an important interview. It was about 

general culture and current events. I knew it was a big opportunity. In the past, the person who passed the 

interview got to represent our country in an international MUN. I really wanted to go.  

 So, I prepared every day. I studied for hours, read the news, and practiced my answers. I even asked 

classmates who did the interview before. I looked at the Facebook profiles of the students who had been 

chosen in other years. I wanted to be like them. I kept telling myself: “This is your time. Don’t waste it.”  

 Before the interview, I was very nervous, but I also felt ready. I dressed well and tried to stay calm. I 

answered every question the best I could. I wasn’t perfect, but I worked hard.  
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After that, I waited and hoped for the best. I asked myself every day, “Will they call me? Will I be the 

chosen one?” And finally, the answer arrived, and it was a YES!  

 I got on that plane, and it was no longer a dream. But flying wasn’t the most important thing 

anymore. The most important part was everything I learned before that moment. I grew a lot. I became 

stronger and more confident.  

 Being in the international MUN in Mexico was an amazing experience. I met people from different 

places. I listened to their ideas and shared mine. I felt proud to be there and represent my country. MUNs 

didn’t just teach me facts. I learned that my voice matters, and that talking and listening to others can help 

solve problems.  

 This journey taught me that big opportunities don’t come easily. You must work for them. You must 

believe in yourself, even when things feel hard or far away. I used to think the best part would be flying to 

another country. But now I know the best part was the journey to get there.  

 

The Art of Small Steps 

Svetlana Gribovskaia 

 

 The art of small steps. Every day is so important! 

 The big goal consists of small things that are creating a great future.  

 The changes are always scary, especially when you are an immigrant. When I came to the United 

States, I was around 40 years old. I left my home, my big family, my work and made a big step by a new 

chapter in my life. 

 We started a new life here in the USA with my husband and son, and our dog and 4 cats, which came 

with us from another country.  

 I didn’t speak English, and my first step was learning English. ESL classes are very helpful and very 

awesome for me. The big thing is to learn and find a new friends between classmates.  

 I want to share one funny story about the metric system and different dates. In the USA the metric 

system includes the month at the beginning, after that is the day and at the end is the year. In my native 

country the metric system is different. The day is always first.  

 For example, 11.06.2025 - this is 11th of June. When I came to the US, I had an appointment at the 

DMV department on 11.10.2022. And I came to the office and was surprised, because it was closed! I was 

thinking about the reason, because it was hard to get an appointment and I used the online form. When I 

came home, I realized that I came on October 11th, and instead I had to come on November 10th.  
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 I got my DMV visit successfully another day, but this story I will never forget.  

 It’s very important to support yourself every moment, because a lot of times we make mistakes and 

It’s normal. We learn every day. And everything will be fine, one way or another”.  

 

Friendliness 

Beverly J. Hair 

 

 Reflecting on my childhood took me back to the yearly visits to Farmville, Virginia to visit cousins, 

uncles, aunts, grandma, and grandpa. Leaving the Bronx, New York to go to the South for a family gathering 

was always exciting. It was a happy time.  

 Once incident that is etched in my mind forever was the day my mother and I took a walk to the 

store. As we passed the houses, you would see folks on their porches and as we passed you would hear... 

“Howdy!” “Good day! How are you?” or “Hello!” with big smiles on their faces. I remember looking up at 

my mother while holding her hand and saying “Mommy, why are those people talking to us and they don’t 

know us?” Mother looked down at me and said “Honey, this is the way it is down South, people are very 

friendly – not like in New York.”  

 Hmmmm... Southern hospitality! You know even the Bible speaks of being hospitable to one another. 

It also says, “In order to have friends, you must show yourself friendly.” However, today love, kindness, 

gentleness, and caring are somewhat a lost practice – often replaced by bullying, hate and violence. “I don’t 

like the way you look”, I don’t like the way you dress or talk”, You cut in front of me”, etc. I find you only 

experience friendliness when you are in a specific circle, ethnic or mixed group, or committees. And, 

unfortunately, sometimes that does not always exemplify genuineness. People become strangers.  

 I tried saying hello to a person in line at the store and I was looked at as if to say “How dare you, I 

don’t know you!” I also was introduced to someone and reached out to shake their hand; my hand was left 

hanging in the air. One year during the St. Patrick’s season, I volunteered to cover for my daughter at my 

grandchildren’s school for their St. Patrick Day Pub Event until she got off from work to take over her 

responsibility. There must have been 100 people there... and not - even - one - hello! I felt strange, they were 

looking at me as if to say, “why are you here?!” Anxiously, I kept texting my daughter to confirm when she 

would arrive. I also remember when my children were young and bullied in school. Now they are grown up 

with their own children and I hear the same thing, as adults, even now on their jobs and their uncomfortable 

experiences.  
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 I confess that not all my day-to-day experiences are bad, thank God there is always a positive that 

overshadows the negative. Friendly and helpful people exist.  

 The problem is that no one wants to take the time to get to know who we are. The preference is 

“judgment by appearance.” Cell phones and computers have isolated humanity. I believe these song lyrics 

are true - “Reach out and touch somebody’s hand... make this world a better place if you can.”  

 Observation: Most of the mass killings are done by a person who is described as a loner.  

 My desire is to do my due diligence, showing myself friendly, caring for others, and helping when I 

can because I truly believe a better world begins with me. My thoughts and actions are important, especially 

because I know who I am and that will never change.  

 

The Power of a Positive Mindset 

Charlie Hayes 

 

 In life sometimes our perception dictates our experience. So instead of viewing things through 

negative lenses, do yourself a favor and choose to see life for what it is, an opportunity to give thanks 

because it could always be worse.  

 On a random day in 2009, I was ejected from a moving vehicle on NJ Turnpike, Rt.10 to be exact, I 

cracked my skull broke bones and my life was completely thrown off track. It was once I woke up in the ICU 

a month later, that I adopted this mindset. I was confused, angry, alone, and hurt. When I say alone, I don't 

mean physically.  

 My girlfriend at the time was there with me but that kind of trauma you can't share. Frustrated that I 

couldn't speak, due to the metal breathing apparatus lodged in my throat that helped me to breathe properly, I 

was forced to communicate through a pen and pad. I was grateful that I hadn't lost the ability to do that.  

 I've seen traumatic brain injuries do some unfair things to people's minds but my mind was still my 

own. Confined to a wheelchair for several months. Life was depressing. My family and friends were all 

supportive. I worked hard to gain the independence that was snatched from me and I was quickly transferred 

from the hospital to "The Brain Trauma Unit" rehabilitation at JFK Hospital, where I spent several months 

before being transferred again to the Extended Recovery Unit at Hartwyck at Oak Tree, which is a subacute 

long -erm rehab in Edison NJ.  

 My time at Hartwyck was short, it felt much longer at the time but I suspect it always does. I made 

the most of time, focusing on my recovery.  
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 By 2010 I was independent enough to be discharged home, but I continued therapy at an outpatient 

facility in Livingston NJ. I spent several years at the outpatient facility before being discharged in 2015. I 

tried to enroll at Essex County College and was met with resistance, due to being pushed through the 

Education system without having the adequate credits I needed to graduate.  

 According to my High school transcript I needed to take Physics and Chemistry, so I enrolled in 

Newark Evening in 2024 expecting to only have to take 2 classes in order to be eligible for graduation. When 

has my life ever been that simple though? I took the classes iI was assigned my first year and was shocked to 

learn that I only had 30 credits after that semester. Newark Vocational had never sent over my transcript. So 

here I am, doing high school over as 38 year old man, but as a man on disability who spends most of his time 

alone.  

 I look forward to school Monday through Thursday, besides, the workload is easy, and after this year 

I'll have accumulated 85 credits, which means I'll only need 30 more to graduate.  

 

A Question of Survival 

Harry Jacques 

 

 In Haiti, hope is a currency. I learned to ration mine carefully. 

 I was born in Gonaïves, a city in Haiti constantly shaken by both human and natural revolutions—

hurricanes, riots, and upheavals. Here, disasters take thousands of lives, leaving behind ruins and scars that 

never fully heal. 

 Yet, amidst the chaos and strife, there exists a serene beauty—the golden beaches, the mountains that 

cradle the horizon, and the vibrant markets alive with the rhythm of our culture. The warmth of our people, 

their resilience and spirit, are the true treasures of this land. 

 I am the eldest of six children, and like any firstborn, I wanted to be a beacon of hope for my brothers 

and sisters. Those innocent faces that looked up to me with eyes full of expectations were the reason I pushed 

forward every single day. I wanted to be the one who excelled, who paved a path they could follow. 

 But the road was never smooth. At school, my goal was always to be among the best—even if it meant 

studying by lamp and candlelight every evening, pushing myself beyond exhaustion. My hunger for success 

burned brighter than the constant hardships we faced in this "cursed" land. 

 My father, a pastor, guided us on a path of faith and hope. In Haiti, dreaming isn't a luxury afforded to 

everyone. But I continued to collect my dreams, photographing sunsets over the Artibonite River, scribbling 

poems in Creole, praying for an admission letter to university after finishing my primary education. 
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 Then, in 2018, one of those dreams came true: I was admitted to the State University of Haiti to study 

Social Communication and Public Administration. This was my chance to amplify the voices of those who had 

been silenced in a country where stories are often buried by corruption and despair. 

 It was done. I accomplished it. But now, I had to leave. I had to leave my family behind because this 

success wasn’t just mine—it belonged to them, too. This was our shared opportunity. Yet, as the day of my 

departure approached, a heavy sense of responsibility settled in my chest. But I knew that my departure was 

necessary—it was my duty to set an example for them, to show them that despite the hardships, success was 

achievable. In that moment, I realized that hope and responsibility could coexist. 

 Carrefour-Feuilles, a neighborhood in Port-au-Prince, became my new home. It was a place teeming 

with chaos, where the streets were alive with the energy of survival. They say, “Never give up!” But the more 

I tried to adapt, the more the world around me became suffocating. The gangs grew in power, strangling the 

life out of entire neighborhoods. The roads to Gonaïves became increasingly dangerous. Even a simple errand 

felt like a game of chance—risk and reward. 

 I lied to my family. “I’m safe,” I told them. “Don’t worry about me. Focus on the other kids.” But deep 

down, I knew things were getting worse. 

 Then, the unthinkable happened. Our neighborhood was attacked. Armed men set houses on fire, their 

laughter ringing in the air, sharp as the bullets that flew through the streets. In the chaos, I grabbed what I could.  

Behind me, smoke and flames swallowed the life I had built in Port-au-Prince. 

 What now? What happens to my dreams? Should I still hope? Port-au-Prince was falling apart, engulfed 

by violence. The gangs controlled the roads; the university closed indefinitely. My father’s calls became more 

urgent: “You have to leave. We’ll find a way.” My parents, already struggling to feed my younger siblings, 

sold what they could, sending every dollar to me. I booked a flight to leave Haiti, a cost that consumed their 

sacrifices. 

 I packed a single backpack: my passport, my transcript, and the photograph of my family. My mother’s 

last words haunted me: “Pa gade dèyè.” Don’t look back. 

 At the airport, I handed over the ticket—paid for with their hunger—and stepped onto a plane that 

would take me far from home. I didn’t look back. 

 Then, in Tapachula, Mexico—lost in immigration queues and on hostel floors. I waited for my parole,  

surviving through odd jobs: washing dishes, moving goods, trying to make enough to eat. Hunger was  

constant, but the violence, at least, was not. The gangs didn’t chase me here. 
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 The parole process for the United States was a lottery—a game of hope. I refreshed my emails 

obsessively, watching as others gave up, exhausted by the waiting. When my approval finally came through, I 

didn’t feel victorious. I felt guilty. This wasn’t a moment of triumph. It was a moment of survival. 

 Now, I’m in the United States. The border agent stamped my parole papers without looking me in the 

eye. “Welcome,” he said. But it felt hollow. 

 Even though I am now with family- an uncle and aunties- the warmth I long for feels distant, replaced 

by a cold, transactional existence. English feels foreign, jagged on my tongue. I work minimum-wage shifts in 

a warehouse, sending half my paycheck back to Haiti. 

 Haiti is what I am. Haiti is in my bones. Haiti isn't merely a place—it's a canvas of my childhood, 

painted with the hues of resilience, love, and relentless hope. Haiti, where I once thought I could succeed, now 

exists only in fragments—distant memories I feed on to keep going 

 I’m not a success story. I’m a frayed knot in a global chain of displacement. But I write. I study. I send 

money. The gangs may own the roads, but they don’t own my resolve. 

 

I’m A Very Outgoing Person 

Smith Jocelyn 

 

 I’m a really outgoing person. I spend a lot of time with my friends. Often, we party together, go to the 

cinema or theater, to the concerts - we are very popular. I like comedy movies, science fiction movies and 

dramas movies, action movies, and evangelical movies. 

 I like popular music, compas music, troubadour music, gospel or evangelical music, music country 

(USA) such as gospel music and classical music but my favorite types of music are: compas, evangelical, 

gospel and troubadour. Sometime, I don’t like stay home because I like to explore other places and have new 

adventures.  

 My friends and me usually go to the stadium to see a soccer or basketball, but our favorite sport is 

soccer. We take vacations to travel through cities, sightsee and explore, especially our landscape. 

 I’m very active. As you can see, I’m a very outgoing person. 

 It’s always a pleasure for me to talk about my life. I’m Smith Jocelyn. I was born and grew up in 

Haiti. From the past until now, the major part of my life was lived in Haiti. I’m very proud to be born and 

grow up in Haiti although I wish that very soon Haiti will become my home country or country of origin. 

When I lived in Haiti I grew up in a family of twelve person, my parents, my five sisters, my four brothers 

and me. I finished my high school in 2009. I took one year without going to the college because I don’t have 
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enough money to finance my study. During this year I went to teach in school, the story to preparing to enter 

college. After this year, I entered college and studied accounting and picked up my degree as an accountant 

after four years of study. 

 From 2017 to 2021, I went to study at a theological college and picked up another degree because 

God called me in a ministry as a Christian. 

 I’m married since 2021 with my wife. My spouse’ name is Sophonie and I have two children. The 

first son's name is Joshua and he was born in Haiti in 2022. My second son is Christian. He was born in 

U.S.A in 2023. 

 When I was in Haiti. First, I worked as accountant in the main office of the Church of God in Haiti. 

Second, I worked part-time officially as a multi-skilled community health worker at the Ministry of Public 

Health and Population. 

 As I already told you, I’m an outgoing person because every year I visited other cities in the country 

to do God’s work and also enjoy exploring other regions of my country. 

 Now I live with my family in U.S.A, while leaving a life already well built to start another one in a 

different language that is not mine and with different cultures. That why, my first goal, it’s about being able 

to speak English as well as the others. And, my second goal - it’s to enter college to study a field, to find a 

good job in order to rebuild my life from several angles and to be able to meet the needs of my family. 

 

“Per Aspera ad Astra” (To The Stars Through Difficulties) 

Alexander Kudryashov 

 

 I was a regular schoolboy, one of many students who didn't have extraordinary study skills.  

Nevertheless, I grew up in a small scientific center. That's why, as I figured out later, a spirit of curiosity and 

research was present in the air. That spirit helped me a lot and gifted me a couple of memorable moments 

connected with the highest marks (A+), which I got sometimes at school, and once more, guess where else? 

In college! 

 For example, once in middle school, we studied the stars and planets and had to prepare interesting 

stories about constellations as our homework. My family’s home library included a remarkable book called 

“The Treasures of the Starry Sky.” It was about stars and planets, and it was not a children’s book.  

 Most of the students took the easy way out and just drew pictures of constellations and told the class 

a few words about what they had drawn.  My approach was different because I decided to surprise the 

teacher with a big story about the Orion constellation. Almost for the whole lesson, I told the class about the 
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Greek myths connected with the constellation, the huge stars that denote it in the sky, and the famous Orion 

Nebula. It was an amazing story, and the highest mark in that case was extremely pleasant. 

 A few months later I was walking somewhere on my childhood business in the winter evening. The 

snow was crunching under my feet, and above my head was a cloudless sky, strewn with an endless 

multitude of stars. At some point, I looked up at it and beamed with joy. Right in front of me in the middle of 

the marvelous dark sky, the huge Orion was sparkling with all its beautiful stars that I had memorized. It was 

a great moment in my life! The moment of happiness because of discovering something new and previously 

unknown. 

 Several years passed. I started studying in college, and sometimes I smiled at the memory of my 

childish contests with myself for the highest grade. Little did I know that one day there would be a time and 

place for it. But Plato helped me. We studied his famous dialogue "The Republic,” written 2400 years ago. 

No one else in the class had set a goal of reading the dialogue but I did.  

 In addition, I discovered the notable book "The Open Society and Its Enemies,” where Karl Popper 

explains how Plato's ideas could influence the emergence of totalitarian states in the middle of the 20th 

century. I explained all this stuff at the workshop, which brought our professor extraordinary delight. The 

result? My somewhat forgotten grade of A+! 

 Another 30 years have flown by. I came to America six months ago, with the great desire to become a 

decent member of the Open Society.  I feel like a curious schoolboy again, who must overcome himself, 

learn a lot of new things, and discover the unknown as he tries to get his ‘A+ grade’ once more. 

 

Watching the American Independence Day Parade in Washington 

Yuhua Li 

 

 July 4, 2022 was the 246th anniversary of the founding of the United States.  

 It was also the first fully resumed Independence Day Parade in Washington since the outbreak of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

 My wife and I had the pleasure of watching the American Independence Day Parade in Washington. 

 It was a warm sunny day on the 4th of July, we arrived at the parade viewing location near the point 

of departure of the parade at 7 o'clock in the morning, and waited for the parade to begin. 

 At 9 a.m., the parade kicked off on time. 

 After brief speeches by the President of the United States and several senior officials, the grand 

parade began. 
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 Symbolizing the firmness of the army and the majesty of the country, the majestic and dignified 

American soldiers escorted the American flag to the front of the parade to the powerful drums, loud horns 

and majestic national anthem played by the military band.  

 After that, various processions followed. 

 The parade included military bands, honor guards, cultural groups, and school representatives from 

various U.S. states, as well as official or civic cultural exchange groups and individuals from many countries 

around the world, including the United Kingdom, Australia, Canada, Japan, South Korea, and Ukraine. 

 The parade was huge and spectacular, with a total of more than 30,000 people attended the parade. 

 The procession consisted of dozens of phalanxes of different styles and forms. 

 Each phalanx had dozens to hundreds of people, and generally included stage cars, bands, and 

parades. Actors performed famous figures and stories from American history on stage cars, and bands and 

parades played and performed local and ethnic music, singing and dancing, martial arts, taekwondo, and 

more.  

 Each parade was a street walk-and-perform performance, and the spectators on both sides of the 

street applauded enthusiastically for the parade and its wonderful performances. 

 Floating above the streets and in the procession were giant cartoon balloons and balloons with Statue 

Liberty, Uncle Sam and the Star-Spangled Banner, symbolizing the American spirit, inspiring people to stay 

true to their original aspirations and forge ahead. 

 The parade route unfolded along Constitution Avenue and starts at 7th Street NW and ends at 17TH 

Street NW, covering a distance about 1 mile. 

 More than 30,000 people attended the parade and more than 300,000 spectators watched the parade 

live. 

 The parade lasted more than three hours and ended in a celebratory atmosphere. 

 As a Chinese, I have seen (mostly on TV) the grand National Day parades of many countries, and this 

time in one of the most developed countries in the world, the United States, the capital Washington, D.C., 

came to watch the Independence Day parade in person, and I was full of emotion. 

 I was surprised: 

 This parade did not display the national army and any advanced military equipment like the national 

day parades of many countries in the world, and showed the world the country's military strength. 

 I was also surprised: 

 During the parade, only a few police officers were seen to maintain order, and the procession of more 

than 30,000 people was organized in an orderly manner, and more than 300,000 spectators were in good  
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order. There were no terrorist and criminal activities in this large-scale activity. 

 I was even more surprised: 

 Great convenience and freedom for hundreds of thousands of viewers. People from all over the 

United States, as well as foreigners traveling and residing in the United States, were free to come to 

Washington, D.C., to watch the parade. There was no need to show any documents and no security checks. 

You were freely to bring personal items such as food and drinks, to choose the watching location and to take 

photography of the parade on the spot. 

 Through this viewing parade, we deeply felt the charm of American multiculturalism and the free 

environment. From the smiles and cheers on the faces of groups of Americans wearing holiday costumes and 

holding American flags, it can be seen that they love the life of democracy and freedom and their homeland 

incomparably. 

 Watching the grand Independence Day parade in Washington, the capital of the United States, left a 

very deep impression on us and deepened our understanding of the United States and American people.  

 We had a very enjoyable day. 

 

A Letter to My Future Self 

Vy Linh 
04/04/2025  

Princeton 

 How are you doing, Vy?  

 It’s so nice to see you again, today, after five years! You kept your promise. You haven’t forgotten 

me!  

 How do you feel now? Are you smiling in happiness and satisfaction with yourself?  

 I will tell you why I wrote this letter to you later.  

 Do you still remember? One day, Susan, our teacher gave me homework with the topic “Who 

inspired me in my life?”. Oh wow, this was a tough question for me! It took me some days to think about it. 

But honestly, I didn’t think about the question who inspired me, I thought about my actual life.  

 Usually, when one sees me, they will see a person who always smiles and looks confident. But it's 

not really true. After I moved to the USA, I felt depressed and helpless very often. Even when some friends 

or family members just asked me “How are you doing? What do you do in the USA now?”, I'm scared to 

answer them and become depressed to face the fact that I just stay home and learn English. I don’t have a 

job, while my friends have all settled down in their lives. And look at me! Aha, I got a degree, but what do I 
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do here? Nothing! It seemed more serious as my mom called and told me about my grandma’s slip and fall. 

Although nobody put pressure on me, I lived with the thought that I need to be responsible for everything 

that happened to my family’s life in Vietnam. But I can do nothing! And so, I felt helpless, I was mad at 

myself and even hated it ...  

 One day when I searched for podcasts to practice my English listening comprehension, I found by 

chance a podcast with the name: Stop Caring What People Think. It was a really bright light in my current 

life, like being struck by lightning. I was enlightened in my brain and my feelings.  

 I have nothing. NO! I have my family, who lives far away from here but is also happy if I'm happy. I 

have my husband, who loves me and is always there for me. I do nothing. NO! I have never stopped working 

hard to improve my English. I have gone to English classes and built nice friendships by myself. From a 

person who once thought I could never communicate in English, I can now use it, chat with friends and 

express my opinions more confidently. YES, I did it! You did it, Vy! How could I forget everything I have 

and do my best to get it?!  

 While writing this letter, I'm crying with a variety of mixed emotions, sadness, happiness and full 

motivation... I don’t know how to describe it. Are you feeling them? You know Vy, you weren't lazy at all, 

not because you don't have a job at this time, but because you are trying to make yourself better day by day. 

We know that clearly life is not easy and also not a straight line. Challenge is a part of our journey. Of 

course, there are so many stressful things in life that don't let us rest. Of course, living far away from family 

is still a fact and not an easy choice. Sometimes the sadness comes and stays. Sometimes we forget how 

strong we are and feel depressed... You and me, we're allowed to have this bad feeling. But don't let it  

live with us forever and take us down! Keeping this negative feeling just makes us far away from every 

beautiful moment around our life, our goal and our beloved.  

 So, I decided to change myself into a positive person. I stop complaining about going to bed at 10 

pm. I wake up earlier and go running while listening to podcasts. Yeah, it's not bad, it's awesome! I get a 

clear head with powerful energy for starting a new day. April is now. Spring is coming. One day, I walked 

around campus, along the street from where I live to Princeton Station. Why hadn't I ever noticed before how 

beautiful the flowers were, how nice the chirping of birds was and how lovely my life was? I felt peaceful in 

my heart and fell more in love with this new home.  

 I remembered, we read about Meals on Wheels in English class. I was interested but never really 

looked into it. Then suddenly a decision came to me. I looked around in my area and got to know the 

ArmInArm organization, where I've been working as a volunteer. Here I can not only help other people, but I 

can also help myself to get involved in a new community where I meet new friends, train to speak English. 
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And the most important thing is, I don’t feel helpless anymore. People came to pick their food bags up, but 

they left me a lovely smile. Someone told me, to face difficulties you have two choices: do your best or give 

up. I choose the first one, stand up and go on. At least I already do my best and have no regrets.  

 So, this is the longest letter ever that I wrote for a very special person in my life. It is for you, Vy! I 

want to write it to remind you about one thing, how strong you were in the last five years. Whatever happens 

to you, even the worst thing, don’t stress yourself so much. The sky isn’t always blue. The grass isn’t always 

green. Nothing is perfect and also nobody is perfect. You either. Just live in the best way that you can, stay 

positive, believe in yourself and keep going forward.  

 I’m on the way to do my part well for the next five years. And now it's your turn, you finish it. 

Promise? We make it all and you're doing great!  

 Thanks for all your efforts. Go girls! ^.^  

 An extra big hug, Your Vy  

 

P.S. I chose this day to celebrate my tenth wedding anniversary (04/04/2020- 04/04/2030).  

 

The Uneducated Mother Who Raised Two Students at a Prestigious University 

Jason Liu 

 

My mother came into this world when China was absurd—a time of grand slogans like “Surpass 

Britain, Overtake America,” of fervent communist ideals painted in bold reds and golds, promising a utopia 

where hope crackled in the air like static. She was the fifth of six sisters, followed by the youngest brother, 

born in a small village with fertile land called a hometown of fish and rice. It should have been a place of 

plenty. But the era’s radical experiments—communal canteens, collective farms, and not allowing people to 

have own land and private assets, —turned abundance into ash. My grandfather, a wiry man with calloused 

hands, brought home scraps from the collective kitchen, a pitiful ration meant to stretch across six hungry 

mouths. It never did. Starvation gnawed at him until he collapsed, leaving my mother—an infant then—to 

survive on her eldest sister’s milk and the charity of neighbors. He’d once knelt by her cradle, whispering, 

“You’ll go to school like your brother one day.” When he died, that promise withered with him, buried 

beneath the cracked earth. 

Her sisters took up the mantle, a relay of care that pulled her through childhood. They braided her 

hair, mended her patched clothes, and saw her into womanhood. She married, and I arrived—her first child—

in a time when survival demanded every ounce of grit. My parents bent their backs for the commune, 
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planting rice under a relentless sun, while at home we scraped by. My grandmother raised me, her gnarled 

hands stirring thin porridge over a smoky fire. I toddled after her, then grew sturdy enough to haul water and 

stack firewood alongside my parents. When I turned six, the village’s lone school loomed—a crumbling 

shack with a tin roof, run by a stern principal and his soft-spoken daughter-in-law. “He’s too young,” the 

principal barked, peering down at me through smudged glasses. My mother, her hair tied back with a frayed 

scarf, squared her shoulders. “He’s a few months shy, sure, but he’s ready. Test him if you doubt it.” I sat on 

a wobbly stool, pencil trembling in my hand, and scratched out answers. I passed. They shoved me into the 

back of the first-grade room, no desk, no book—just a corner of cold floor. For weeks, I squinted at the 

chalkboard, copying notes on borrowed scraps of paper. My mother’s faith had wedged the door open, and I 

pushed through, rising to the top of my class. 

She couldn’t read a character, couldn’t write her own name, but she poured wisdom into us like water 

into parched soil. Her lessons weren’t inked on pages—they lived in her voice, her actions, her unyielding 

spirit. I was nine or ten, in fourth or fifth grade, when a fever sank its claws into me. The nearest doctor was 

hundreds of kilometers away, a journey with no bus, no car, just dust and distance. My mother flagged down 

a rattling truck, its bed piled with sacks of grain. “Climb up,” she said, hoisting me onto the splintered 

planks. We jolted along, wind whipping her scarf, until we reached the clinic. Hours later, medicine in hand, 

I stared at the empty road home. “How do we get back?” I asked, my voice small. She grinned, her eyes 

crinkling. “Don’t fret, son. We’ve got mouths, don’t we? I can’t read, but you can. Spot the trucks with ‘Su J’ 

plates—our hometown mark. I’ll do the talking.” So, I stood there, skinny legs planted on the roadside, 

waving at every truck that roared by with those familiar characters. She’d stride up, fearless, and call out, 

“Heading back to our town? Can you take us?” Drivers shook their heads, engines growling, until one—a 

grizzled man with a cigarette dangling—nodded. “Hop in.” We clambered aboard, bouncing home as she 

laughed, “See? There’s always a way—more ways than troubles.” 

Middle school meant boarding 40 kilometers away from my village, in a squat dormitory with 

peeling paint and creaky bunks. My mother couldn’t stand the thought of me hungry. She’d pedal her rusted 

bicycle down winding roads, a sack of steamed buns or pickled meats strapped to the back. I’d spot her from 

the window, hair damp with sweat, and rush out, pleading, “Ma, it’s too dangerous—40 kilometers on these 

roads!” She’d wave me off, her voice firm but warm. “You need to eat properly. I’m fine.” I’d watch her ride 

off, a speck against the horizon, my chest tight with worry and gratitude.  

High school came, and I clawed my way into a top-tier 985/211 university, my name on the honor roll 

a quiet triumph. One day, a professor mentioned a program: study abroad, government-funded tuition, but 

living costs were on us. I laughed it off in a call home—our family didn’t have spare cash; overseas study 
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was for the wealthy. The next day morning, my parents rang back, their voices crackling through the line. 

“Try it,” my mother urged. “You’ve got the brains—don’t let money stop you.” I aced the interviews, sailed 

through the exams, and clutched an offer to the UK. Then reality hit: 400,000 RMB (≈today’s 87,713 USD) 

for the visa and living expenses, a fortune in 2001. I faltered. She didn’t. “You figure out how to deal with 

the visa deposit,” she said. “I’ll handle the rest. I’ll go door to door—relatives, neighbors—borrowing what 

we need.” I trudged to every bank in town, pleading my case, until one manager relented, handing me a loan. 

Meanwhile, my mother knocked on doors, her pride tucked away, collecting 5,000 here, 10,000 there—small 

sums that grew into enough. In the UK, I studied by day, washed dishes by night, and sent money home to 

reduce my family's debt. In 2007, my parents mirrored that sacrifice, piecing together funds to send my sister 

to graduate school in the US. 

My mother never held a book, never traced a letter, but her optimism was a beacon, her tenacity a 

steel thread woven through our lives, and her never giving up is the driving force of our lives. She faced 

famine, loss, and a world that dismissed her, yet she built a legacy with her bare hands—two children 

chasing dreams across oceans. That’s a wealth no Ivy League degree can confer, a lesson etched not in 

lecture halls but in the dust of a roadside, the creak of a bicycle, the echo of her voice saying, “There’s 

always a way.” Life demands such spirit—bright, stubborn, unbreakable. It’s what turns the ordinary into the 

extraordinary, and it’s a gift she gave us. I hope others can also find inspiration in her story, and more stories 

about my mother are coming. 

 

Getting Older is a Trip Worth Taking 

Margaret Minatee 

 

 GETTING OLDER IS A TRIP WORTH TAKING because you see what “you see” and you know 

what you know, but you can never think you know it all. Interesting dilemma.  

 You want: world peace, for children not die of hunger or abuse, for men/women not to have to die or 

be maimed in war or fit them not to have to do things to others that the nightmares won’t stop. You want for 

everyone’s gifts and abilities to be used for the betterment of the world, and for the nations to appreciate one 

another and to know that we can work this out. 

 I remember being in the yard playing and two officers came through the front gate. You know how tall 

and straight soldiers walk, like people on a mission for only one thing. They were going to my best friends 

house. I was young, maybe nine years old, and didn’t understand what was going on but the incident was 
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forever burned in my memory. I was never to see Oakley again, (my friend’s brother-who was killed in war), 

but remembered him taking me for a ride on his motorcycle and the friendly way about him. 

 Getting older shows you that the more things change the more they remain the same; people being out 

for just themselves, didn’t work before and it’s not working now. “No Justice, No peace” means to me, when 

one of God’s children hurts, we all hurt. 

Getting older can be so wonderful, if my, if your Children can get older also. 
 

Discovering a New World 

Alexandra Peña 

 
 More than three years ago, I arrived in this part of the hemisphere, hoping to continue learning 

English and help my family achieve their goals. My dream is to one day be able to understand and respond 

fluently in this language. Perhaps one day I'll be able to dub movies because I love it. A big dream, right? To 

truly be able to do what you want, not what life offers you only because of the lack of what blinds those who 

have a lot and afflicts those who don't. Money, whether we like it or not, is the key that opens all the doors 

that many will never be able to open because they don't have it. We always have dreams since we were 

children, but with the passage of time and the needs of everyday life, we lose sight of them.  

 Today I realize that I'm not only learning another language far from my homeland; I'm also learning 

about new cultures through which I've seen the world in different ways. Every culture teaches you how to 

value yourself and what you believe in, expressing your point of view without fear of being judged or 

rejected for thinking differently, because in this part of the world you feel free and can be yourself. How 

wonderful it will be when I return to my homeland and share all my experiences with my loved ones, 

although I feel a little homesick because my older sister, who rejoiced in all our achievements and lessons, 

will no longer be with us. I miss her so much.  

 Family is the most precious thing you have and what you're always fighting for, but sometimes the 

people you love the most are the ones who disappoint you the most. I don't think that's anyone's fault; it's 

simply that we think with our hearts and don't see the harsh reality, which is that each person has and must 

seek their own destiny. No matter what experiences, advice, or adventures we would like to offer our loved 

ones, in the end, they are the ones who decide their destiny, whether good or bad. This is how it has to be. 

We cannot decide or do things for anyone else, just as no one did for us. It is the law of life. These are cycles 

that we must close. But sometimes it is difficult to resign ourselves to seeing how some people's intelligence 

or talent is wasted. In short, the only thing we can do is pray in solitude and ask our higher self that 
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everything they do is for their own good, and that in the end, their path and destiny will be the one we always 

dreamed of for them, because they are the continuity of our existence and our reason for being.  

 Having come this far and having expanded my cultural knowledge fills me with joy. This is another 

stage of my life that I do not regret, despite some bad experiences and the unpleasant things I experienced 

here. But in the end, what I will always carry in my heart is all the good, the beautiful and kind people I met, 

and the splendid places I visited, like Niagara Falls. I will no longer be the same person I used to be. Here I 

have lived countless moments and done things I never thought I would. Because at the end of our existence, 

this is what counts: meeting many people, praying a lot to God, traveling to many places, getting to know 

other cultures in your own country and abroad, loving many people who are and are not to your liking. You 

have played, danced, laughed, cried, enjoyed, you have fallen and gotten up. Hurt and you have healed. In 

the end, what matters is taking advantage of the gift God gave you, not by accumulating possessions, but by 

accumulating experiences and people who have made life more bearable and have helped you find more 

meaning in your life, making you question and putting life in perspective. Meeting many lives that have lived 

differently but ultimately want the same thing as you. Moving forward into the future and not stopping no 

matter how many obstacles life throws at you. I thank God and all the people I have met, because without 

them this would not have the meaning or value that everyone has contributed to this great experience. Thank 

you, thank you all very much.  

 

A Story of Passion and Perseverance 

Noelia Ramirez 

 

 From a young age I have been driven by the desire to help others. One memory that really marked me 

was when I won a contest for Spring Queen. What initially seemed like a simple ceremonial title at a public 

school in Peru became a platform to promote student community outreach projects. This leadership 

experience taught me that with dedication and a little creativity I could seize any opportunity to make a 

significant difference in the lives of others.  

 Channeling this drive and dedication of helping people and turning this into a profession became my 

next goal. One day I was talking with my dad and I told him that I wanted to go to Dental School. He was 

happy and told me that he could help.  

 When I was in school, I had the opportunity to participate in a lot of community service programs. 

For example, I developed awareness programs for those who had little or no previous exposure to dental 

care. I worked side-by-side with doctors, nurses, and nutritionists to provide a strong, interconnected health 
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care program. This gave me the experience to connect with other people. Although these patients did not 

have much to give in return, they were willing to offer their own animals such as chicken, sheep, and pigs as 

payment. This was one of their local traditions of offering their gratitude.  

 After that, in 2016, I came to the USA. Here, I started my new history. I was scared because a new 

country has new rules and a new language. My first job was cleaning different pharmacies. This was huge 

because at least I had found a job. Unfortunately, one of the companies did not pay me. I was alone and sad 

and cried in my house. It was a day I would never forget.  

 Then I remembered my mom telling me, “When you want something it is never too late to try and get 

it.”  

 So, I told myself that I need to change something. I opened my laptop and started to look for a job as 

a dental assistant. I sent my resume to many dental clinics. On October 19, 2016, I received a call to come 

for an interview at a dental clinic. I was so happy that I forgot to ask the name of the clinic but they e-mailed 

me all the information. I will never forget that day because it was my birthday.  

 I studied all night for the interview and was so nervous about speaking English. When I arrived, the 

interviewer told me she was from Peru! My face changed! Suddenly, I was relaxed and comfortable talking 

with her. Now, almost nine years later, I smile thinking about the opportunity this job gave me and how I can 

continue to improve my knowledge.  

 My 4-year old son has accompanied me on this journey. Because he has special needs, my greatest 

motivation is to help him and other children. I have found my passion working with kids to give them love, 

understanding and patience. I can do this with a career in dentistry.  

 Despite facing obstacles during this journey, I am looking forward to getting one step closer to my 

dream. For this reason, I am applying to Dental Schools in the USA to further my education and grow my 

career. I envision myself working as a dentist, continually learning and advancing my knowledge in 

dentistry, and taking advantage of the opportunity to be trained as an American dentist. I am determined to 

prove that persistence and hard work can lead to achieving goals. I look forward to the day when my son can 

say, “My Mommy is a dentist in America!”  

 

Memoir 

Miriam Ruminez 

 

 To say I am grateful to God for giving me the opportunity to be Frank's mother is an understatement. 

It is also extremely fortunate that he was born in this country. My son was born at twenty six weeks 
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gestation. He weighed only one pound and fourteen ounces. He fit in the palm of my hand. The day after he 

was born, he underwent intestinal surgery. Everyday his diagnosis changed for the worse. He was being 

monitored for so many body functions that all the equipment weighed more than him! This went on for a few 

months. I visited him daily in the neonatal intensive care unit. The doctors were concerned that my son's 

head was abnormally small and microcephaly was a great concern. It would affect his ability to learn, have 

speech delays, have intellectual disabilities, even have seizures and hearing loss. I pleaded with my friends to 

pray for God's healing power. Miraculously the new test results of his brain showed that all was well! He 

continued to be hospitalized and finally allowed to go home when he weighed five pounds, at two and a half 

months old. 

 Today I would not have a 13 year old, vibrant, happy, active, honor society inductee. Had he been 

born in Guatemala, my home country, he would not have survived. I praise God for His mercy and grace. 

 

This Story All About Me 

Mariam Saleh 

 

 I was born in February 2 1993. I’m from Egypt where I went to high school. After that, I moved to 

another place. Before I got married, I worked in a factory making clothes. I married on May 1, 2011. After I 

got married, I gave birth to Marista (in 2012). After two more years, I gave birth to Jaica (in 2014).  After 

one and a half years I gave birth to Mina (in 2016).. 

 I lived 27 years in Egypt. After my marriage, I lived with my family in one house. I came to the US in 

2023. I have lived for two years in Bloomfield. I don’t work in the US. I have two sisters and three brothers, 

my mom and my dad They live in Egypt. 

 I have long hair, and brown eyes. I like to go to the church with my children every Saturday and 

Sunday, I like to drink milk, tea and coffee. I like to walk in the summer. The things that I like are the library, 

the park in the summer, and walking in the summer. I like seasons of summer and spring. 

 I like living in the US I’m glad I came here in 2023, and I like to learn English. When I first came to 

America I don’t know how to speak English, but after learn in the library I can speak a little and share with 

people. I didn't know to shop before, but now I can be happy because I know some English. 

 My daughter Marista has long brown, dark hair, brown eyes and a beautiful face. My daughter Jasica 

have long light brown hair, blue eyes and a beautiful face. My son Mina has soft hair, black eyes and Mina 

has black hair and a beautiful face. My husband has brown eyes and beautiful heart. 
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 I live in an apartment. All of my children go to school. I like to go to the church with my children. I 

love my family.  I have more friends. I don’t have a car. I also learn English in church. I don’t work outside. I 

like sewing.  

 
A New Beginning - A New Life 

Ghada Sayed 

 

 One day, I stood by the window of my small apartment in Bloomfield, New Jersey, gazing at the 

snow-covered streets. It was a stark contrast to Egypt, my home country, where the sun always shines, and 

the weather is much warmer. Experiencing snow was exciting for me, something completely new. Two years 

had passed since I arrived in the United States, yet my journey was far from complete. 

 I still remember the afternoon I arrived at John Fritzgerald Kennedy Airport in New York. As the 

plane landed, I felt a mix of emotions—excitement, fear, disbelief. Sitting in the car, I stared in awe at the 

green trees, the passing cars, the people, the houses—everything felt surreal, like a dream.  

 Back in Egypt, I was a pharmacist, a career I had dreamed of since I was in middle school. I excelled 

in chemistry and physics. Unlike my older sister, who loved mathematics and aspired to be an engineer like 

our father My fascination with the field of Pharmacy began when I accompanied my mother to the 

pharmacy’. 

  I watched the pharmacist interact with patients, offering guidance and reassurance. I believed that 

being a pharmacist was about more than just dispensing medications.  It was about being present for people 

in their vulnerable moments; helping them navigate their health, and ensuring they had the knowledge and 

resources to lead better lives. To me, that was the true reward of this profession. 

 Determined to achieve my dream, I worked hard in high school to earn top grades and gain admission 

to the Faculty of Pharmacy. My parents were incredibly supportive, encouraging me every step of the way. 

With passion and dedication, I earned my bachelor’s degree from Cairo University’s Faculty of Pharmacy. 

But I didn’t stop there. I wanted to enhance my skills, so I pursued a diploma in clinical pharmacy, which 

opened doors to working in hospitals and community pharmacies. 

 The most meaningful experience was my role as a clinical pharmacist in the dialysis department, 

where I spent four years helping patients manage their conditions; educating them about their medications 

and building strong bonds of trust. It was a challenging yet fulfilling role that strengthened my ability to 

handle high-pressure situations and excel in my field. 
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 Coming to the United States was a completely different experience—the system, the weather, the 

language, the food, everything was unfamiliar. The reliance on mailed letters for official matters was new to 

me and often frustrating due to the long waiting times. The cold winters, with the sun rarely appearing, made 

me feel a little down at times. The biggest challenge, however, was the language barrier. I struggled to 

understand fast-spoken English, and it was stressful. I felt lost until I met some friends who introduced me to 

the local library’s LVA (Literacy Volunteers of America) program. The people there were incredibly kind and 

supportive, helping me improve my English. I am so grateful for their help. 

 Now, things are much better. I have gained more self-confidence, adapted to the language, and found 

that people are friendly and patient with my English. Meeting people from different nationalities has 

broadened my understanding of other cultures and taught me to appreciate diversity. At first, I struggled with 

American food, but I later found Arabic markets that sold everything I needed, which made me incredibly 

happy. Adding to the challenge I had two young children who needed my attention and care, leaving me with 

little time to focus on my professional journey. 

 Despite my progress, the path to continuing my career as a pharmacist in the United States has not 

been easy. To practice, I need to have my credentials evaluated and pass a series of exams to obtain my 

pharmacist license. First, I must achieve a high score on the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), 

then pass the Foreign Pharmacy Graduate Equivalency Examination (FPGEE). After that, I need to complete 

an internship and pass the North American Pharmacist Licensure Examination (NAPLEX) exam. This 

process is difficult, expensive and long. It is taking at least three to four years. 

 I have many goals I hope to achieve. I want to become a licensed pharmacist in the United States.  I 

want to earn a good income.  I want to buy a beautiful, luxurious home, and drive a nice car. Most 

importantly, I want my children to receive a quality education better than the one I received. 

 

A Mother's Love 

Patricia Sconiers 

 
 A mother's love can change the way a child feels about themselves. Mentally Physically Emotionally 

and even Spiritually. How can one define a mother's love if they never felt a mother's love? Her mother 

treated her differently while living in the same home with her siblings, in return I felt different living in the 

same home with my siblings while being called "The Black Sheep!"  

 A generational curse they try to blame it on, how can it be generational when one of the four children 

only felt this curse? Her siblings turned out okay yet my siblings are doing great. A child that never heard I 
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love you, I'm proud of you, you can do this or even support me during difficult times and question where is 

this mother's love. Seeking for love can cause a child to look for love in places that comes with denial. A 

female child that longs for her mother's affection, it can seem so simple but yet so hard.  

 The BLACK SHEEP becomes the caregiver to the mother who cared less about her. Not holding hate 

in her heart, she gracefully did what a loving child would do. While suffering in her health the Black Sheep 

is the hero in keeping her alive. Trying to process life I handled a difficult life, never will I be ashamed of it, 

respectfully it made me who I am. Birthing my son, dealing with domestic violence, feeling unwanted I 

thought this was a normal way of living. Looking at my son in NICU really changed my life and I said to 

myself "I Never Wanna Be Like Her". Here I am years later believing the opposite of what I was told. It feels 

good to believe in myself breaking the generational curse they said I hold.  

 September 13th, 2024 a Mini Stroke tried to take the life I do have. Pushing through this painful 

journey I stayed on course, I'll graduate High School June 2025 applying to college with hearing my 14 year 

old son say, "Ma I'm Proud Of You" and that my friend is the true definition of A Mother's Love...  

 

A Lesson In Love and Generosity: My Mom 

Miriam Ferreira da Silva 

 

 My mom passed away in 2014. She was a public school teacher in the Amazon region of Brazil. We 

lived right in front of the school where she taught, which meant she had the privilege of coming home for 

lunch every day. Without fail, we would eat lunch together. Almost every day, a different child from the 

school would knock on our door, asking for food—whether lunch or breakfast. 

 My mom always welcomed them with a warm smile, invited them in, and set a place for them at our 

table so we could all eat together. At the time, I didn’t understand what she was doing.  I often felt jealous 

because she gave these children so much attention. She would talk with them about their day, ask what was 

going on in their lives, and really listen. After the children left, she would share with us some of their 

stories—how sad it was that many of them didn’t have food at home or someone to talk to. She wanted to 

give them not only a meal but also a moment of care, a happy memory to hold onto from their childhood. 

 Looking back, I now see that she was thinking far beyond the confines of her classroom. She found 

ways to educate and support these children outside of school, offering them kindness and hope. She loved 

her job deeply, and I love her for the person she was. I’m so proud of the memories she created for those 

children, and for the example of compassion and generosity she left for me. 
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Here Is How It Happened 

Odile Taonsa 

 

Since I was a little girl I dreamed of coming to America. 

I always loved English. 

I wanted to take a class but it was too expensive, so I decided I would come to America. 

Here is how it happened. 

When my father was young, he left Burkina Faso and went to the Ivory Coast to work on a farm. I went to 
live with my uncle, his brother, because there was no school in the village. 

He was supposed to send me to school, but he did not. 

My aunt took me to work at homes and I didn’t go to school. 

Because my uncle had a neighbor who was an American diplomat, everyday he came to my uncle's house. 

They were good friends. 

My uncle is an English professor. 

When the diplomat's family needed help cleaning, cooking or going to market, I always helped them. 

Because they need somebody in the house to cook and clean, I lived with them for five years 

When my dad visited, he was mad they didn’t send me to school. He wanted me to visit the village and meet 
my grandparents and think what to do with my life. My aunt and uncle said to not come back. 

I left and went to the capital to work with people house cleaning, taking care of the baby, washing clothes 
and cooking. 

I lived with my auntie’s cousin. They treated the dog better than me. 

My auntie’s daughter in law never liked me because she didn’t like to do housework - cooking, cleaning, 
washing take her to the house. 

My uncle always say he's going to put my name as a partner in his big sales company because I was a hard 
worker 

In the morning, I did everything at home. In the afternoon, I go to the braiding school practice. 
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My uncle’s family were jealous of me because he said he is going to put my name as a partner in the 
company. That’s why they accused me. 

One day I was finishing cooking, the daughter in law took charcoal, made a powder and put it inside the 
food. 

They said I wanted to kill the whole family because the uncle wanted to give me the company. 

When I came back from my braiding school, they put the food on a table outside to show people that I 
wanted to kill the family. 

I decided to kill myself because I had nobody to defend me. 

I bought acid and I drink it. 

I vomited blood and a neighbor took me to hospital. 

I stayed in the hospital for 6 months. 

When they released me, I did not go back. I went to my dad’s sister house for one year to recover.  

I went to another salon to finish braiding school. I got my license. 

I saved for two years and open my salon. I was so happy because for the first time my life was changing. I 
rented my own apartment. 

One day one in my client told me, "Why you don’t go to America to do hair?" 

I told her, "I don’t have the money. I don’t have anybody to sponsor me." 

Her husband was in America. She called him and he gave me the information about how to get a visa. It was 
one year to get a visa. Three years later I saved money and get a ticket. 

 

Surrounded By Blue Waters and the Kindness of Strangers 

Rocio Tong 

 

 Life is full of frustration, surprises, and moments of warmth. That’s what makes it truly “alive” — 

sometimes dull, sometimes unpredictable, but always colorful in its own way.  

 After we left our Airbnb, the host messaged us saying their towels were missing. Then, the hotel we 

were supposed to stay at the next night called to say my credit card didn’t work. I had forgotten that the bank 

had replaced it after my card was fraudulently used. Later, at a restaurant in San Juan, we found sunflower 
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seed shells in our food. On the day of our return flight, we were informed it was canceled at the last minute... 

Life always throws challenges at us, and maybe that’s why we constantly need to keep problem-solving.  

 But life also surprises us with beauty. On Vieques Island, Puerto Rico, even the random beaches we 

stopped at had crystal-clear water and stunning blue seas. I didn’t want to close my eyes — it was that 

beautiful. The Bioluminescent Bay there is the brightest in the world, once recognized by Guinness World 

Records in 2006. When you dip your hand into the water and pull it out, it glows with sparkling light, like 

holding stars in your palm. Nature’s magic never fails to amaze.  

 One of the most touching moments of the trip happened in El Yunque National Forest, the only 

tropical rainforest in the U.S. We were at a natural rock water slide, a popular spot with visitors. Suddenly, a 

girl nearby shouted, “You can do it!” We looked up and saw a little girl, maybe five or six years old, sitting 

nervously at the top of the slide. Her parents were trying to calm her. Soon, more and more people started 

cheering: “You’re brave! You can do it!” With everyone’s support, she slid down, and the crowd erupted in 

applause. I felt tears well up in my eyes. It was such a simple but powerful moment of kindness. It reminded 

me how even a small act of encouragement can change someone’s experience — and, in turn, warm the 

hearts of everyone around.  

 Life’s true beauty often shines in the simplest acts of kindness  

 

My Name Is Gladys 

Gladys Vargas 

 

 I never thought I would come to the United States, a country of so many opportunities. 

 When I was in my country Bolivia when I was single, I studied but with great difficulty at that time 

learning computer science was very difficult I had to pay for him to teach me and since I didn’t have money I 

couldn’t learned when I was 15 years old my dad had an accident and I had to work and stop studying. 

 It was the hardest decision I ever made to stop studying but you always find good people. I found a 

job and they made sure I finished studying and them I worked during the day and at night I studied. At first it 

was very difficult, then I got used to it. I had many plans to be a professional. But no, it was possible because 

I had to work to help my parents with food and I couldn’t pay for university and then I made another 

decision not think about being a professional just to work. 

 When I was working, I met my husband and he had come on vacation to Bolivia 2 years passed and 

we decided to live together I had my son and also continued working my husband was working in the United 
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States My husband was the one who brought me to this wonderful country When I arrived here, I couldn't 

believe it, this country is incredible. 

 

Memoir 

Ameyo Wessigbe 

 

 My mother has three children, two boys and a girl. My father died when I was ten years old. I was not 

able to go to school because my mother said that only my brothers would go to school. She had to pay school 

fees for my brothers. My mother and I worked on a farm to earn money for our family. We grew corn, cassava, 

beans, and peanuts. 

 When I turned 15, I told my mother that I wanted to become a tailor. She said, “I don’t have the money 

to pay someone to teach you to become a tailor.” I got a job as a housekeeper. I lived with a family for nine 

months and did their housekeeping. 

 I returned home and studied to become a tailor. I learned the rules of sewing in three months. Then I 

signed a contract to study sewing for three years. 

 After three years, I took an exam and I passed. I got a diploma for sewing. 

 In three months, I opened a shop. People brought their fabric and I sewed their clothes. I also sold food 

such as peanuts, gari (made from cassava), and fruits. My business was successful for ten years. I sent my two 

sons to school and bought clothes for my family. I put food on the table and paid the rent for my apartment 

and my shop. I taught a girl to become a tailor. 

 I came to the United States in 2003. When I arrived at JFK Airport, I did not understand or speak 

English. The people who worked at the airport, their body language showed me how much they welcomed me. 

I felt like I had been lost but now I was found. I thank God for this start of my new life in America. 
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Honorable Mention - Non-Fiction 

 

We Are All Equal 

Yasmine Ahmed 

 
 We are advised not to judge others by their social rank, whether high or low. Rather, it is their character 

and deeds which count. Our society consists of various members. There are the judges, the doctors, the teachers, 

the businessmen, and so on. 
 As long as everyone does their task properly and efficiently, the society will progress. So, their real 

value depends on the services they offer to their nation. They simply win respect and honor not for holding a 

high post but for being devoted to their country. They are ready to struggle hard for its welfare. 

 A doctor is not better than a farmer since both are necessary to the society. What makes us prefer one 

to the other is their behavior. 

 

Do You Know About This Place? 

Georgina Ramirez Alzaga 

 

 Chapala is located on the North shore of Lake Chapala in the state of Guadalajara, Jalisco who has 

the largest Lake in Mexico. 

 Chapala has the largest number of immigrants from the United States entering in the area in the past 

five years.  

 Chapala means place for búcaros or place of small pots (in Spanish: lugar de búcaros o lugar de ollas 

pequeñas). Bucaro means clay vase or clay pot. This place had a goddess and her name was: Michicihualli. 

 The census in 2020, showed that Chapala had a total population of 55, 196 where 51.4 % are female 

and 48.6% are male. 

 In Chapala you can walk through the pier or enjoy a boat road. The area offers recreation and 

relaxing activities. Hiking, cycling, golf, swimming, and fishing where you could find black bass, tilapia, and 

catfish. 

 History says that Chapala was a sea, but different events such as fractures or volcanism are changing 

the area and now it is just a lake. 
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 In Chapala there are some villages:  San Juan Cosala, Jocotepec and Ajijic. It is an exciting tourist 

destination. 

 Ajijic means in Nahuatl place where the water springs fort. It is located 50 kilometers from 

Guadalajara with pleasant temperatures, radiant sun, low humidity, and refreshing breeze from Lake 

Chapala. There are 10,000 American, Canadian, and European residents who are retirees, expats. People call 

this place: the town with more gringos in Mexico.  

 Gringo is a recognized terminology for the Real Spanish Academy (RAE) and is an adjective that 

implies an alien or person who is from other country (extranjero in Spanish), usually an English speaker.  

 This community likes the weather, peace, beautiful natural surroundings, and the low cost of living. 

The average temperature is between 66°F and 73°F. Rainy season is from June to September. 

 The houses have adobe bricks and tiles. Cobbled streets with lots of trees and after it rains you can 

smell wet soil.  

 Around the colorful main square, you can enjoy delicious cuisine, drink regional drinks, and see the 

beauty of the lake. Buy ceramics or regional candies such as hibiscus or tamarind candies, pottery, and 

souvenirs. 

 Ajijic is called a magic town of Jalisco (Pueblo Mágico in Spanish). There are many magic towns in 

Mexico. Towns in this category:  must keep their architecture, culture, folklore, and original history even 

though the modernity. 

 These magic towns also must have local tourist development, offer health services, and public 

security for the tourist. 

 Also, you can enjoy some festivals during the year: 

 * In February, the Carnaval with parade, music, and allegorical cars.  

 *In September is Independence Day and Globo Ragatta where the ballons are making with paper.  

 *In November is Day of the Dead where places are decorated with colorful cut paper (papel picado in 

Spanish) and marigold (cempasúchitl) and other flowers.  

 *In December Posadas with Christmas carols and piñatas for kids. 

 

Communication 

Marie Linda Benoit 

 

Unfortunately, people have to be careful when they are sending a message. Some communication can 

be catastrophic. Some misinformation or disinformation can harmful. The audience can be in dangerous 
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situation when the speaker or the writer send a wrong message to communicate. Nowadays with the 

evolution of technology, eighty percent of the population are sending messages rather than talking, but they 

don’t know how communicating a wrong message could be dangerous. When you are sending a wrong 

message, it can be a subject for critical thinking. Some communications to consider as messages are factors 

of the internet like education and region. 

  First of all, during the period of the corona virus, text messages played a priority role in 

communication everywhere you were located. Gen Z, Millennials, Gen X and Boomers stay home and 

communicate. They’re using text messages via internet and data. The internet allows us to use websites in the 

computer or laptop and other devices like smartphones. Nowadays they don’t need to go place to place to 

communicate. They commonly use text messages via the internet to communicate. With the internet, there 

are some useful apps, for example WhatsApp, Messenger, Facebook, and Tiktok, etc.  WhatsApp is the most 

popular. All generations are using it to text, talk and even play video.  Furthermore, we find out the 

generation who are sending a message by writing or speaking have to make sure when they send information 

to audience they are sending good information and to the right place. I believe that communication can be a 

part of text messages or talk via the internet. 

 Secondly, education plays important roles in generations right now. Gen Z, Millennials, Gen X and 

Boomers have to think and revise before they send a message.  People judge you based on the way you are 

writing a message. Sometimes a fragment, punctuation and wrong spelling words can be harmful.  For 

instance, “shopping” and “chopping” have almost the same pronunciation but they have different meanings.  

In other words, the way you speak can be trouble also even though you are well educated.  For example, 

people who grow up in the south have an accent sometimes different from the north. It is very important to 

review and focus on the personal aspects of communication. When they are going to send the message, some 

misinformation can be catastrophic and even affect other people’s lives. I believe good communication can 

be part of knowledge.  

In addition, people can also send a message in the way they are dressing. In some countries, people 

dress differently than other countries, for instance in Africa they dress differently than in America. Then in 

America some people in central Florida, for example Orlando people, their dress looks different than other 

regions like north and south America. During pandemic, people are wearing masks to send their message. 

That means people want to protect themselves from others but that also means they might have Covid 19.  

People are also even sending a message with colors they are wearing. For example, the Democrats are 

identifying as blue color and red for the Republican party.  I believe that some ways to dress can be 

considered as communication. 
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In conclusion, when people communicate they have always a way to express their feelings about 

what they are thinking. They are using different backgrounds to describe their emotions. Technically, both 

writing and speak are sending a message to the audience. Good communication skills are important for using 

social media and education and to describe the way people interact with others. I think people have to find 

out more about the message.  People have to pay attention when they are sending information. Sometimes, 

some misinformation or disinformation can lead people to wrong feedback. People have to be careful about 

information before they are sending. 

 

Ecuador, My Country 

Tania Bravo 

 

  I am writing about my beautiful home country, Ecuador.  A republic in northwestern South America, 

became independent from Spain in 1822.  The landscape is dominated by the Andes.  The middle of the 

word Monument (Mitad del Mundo) in Ecuador is a tourist attraction that marks the Earth’s equator, where 

the Northern and Southern Hemispheres meet.  Ecuador is bordered by Colombia to the north and Peru to 

the east and south.  Ecuador is home to four district regions:  the Mountains (La Sierra), the coast (La 

Costa), the Amazon (El Oriente), and the famous Galapagos Islands which are a World Heritage site.  Each 

region has its own traditional culture, clothing, language and food, particularly in rural indigenous 

communities.  Ecuador’s official language is Spanish.  The official currency of Ecuador is the US dollar, 

has been used since 2000. Ecuador is a middle-income country.  Its economy is highly dependent on oil and 

agricultural exports.    

 I grew up in Ecuador with my family.  My studies were in my country.  I came to the USA with many 

dreams of getting ahead.  Very grateful to God I am fulfilling my dream.  I have a wonderful family.  I have 

to say thank you to this program in helping me fulfill another goal of learning English and I am improving.  

It is very important to me mention my teacher Janet for her patience and her time to teach me English 

classes.   
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Remembering is Living 

Luz Mary Hernandez 

 

Memories: The ability of the brain to keep information, hold it, and bring it back to the present.  

 

Experience: What a person lives through or feels in a moment.  

 

Isla de Margarita: This is an island in the Caribbean Sea, located in the southeast of Venezuela. It is the only 

island state of Venezuela, called Nueva Esparta. The weather is tropical, and its beautiful beaches and 

mountains make it a special place. It is known as "The Pearl of the Caribbean."  

 

 Between the years 1991 and 2000, I visited Isla de Margarita for work. I went there once a month and 

stayed for a week. Every time I got on the ferry to go to the island, my heart was full of joy! It was such a 

fun experience that I felt very excited. Just smelling the sea made me want to eat fried fish!  

 I could feel the warm sun, the kindness of the people, the big ocean, and the relaxed way people lived 

there. At first, I didn’t understand why they talked so loud. But I learned that it was because of the open 

spaces and the wind. They had to speak louder to hear each other.  

Tourism is the main economy of the island, and local people make you feel like you are at home.  

One nice memory is at the dock, where local kids asked visitors to throw coins into the water. Then, they 

jumped into the sea to find the coins. It was their way to show how good they were at swimming!  

 Some special places to visit are:  

1. BasilicaofOurLadyoftheValley:AbeautifulchurchinthetowncalledValledel Espíritu Santo. It has 

amazing architecture and decoration.  

2. SanCarlosdeBorromeoCastle(Pampatar):Ahistoricfortressnearthe Pampatar bay. It was used to protect 

the island from pirates and other enemies.  

3. MarineMuseumofMargarita:LocatedinthetownofBocadeRío,itshowsthe rich marine life of the island.  

4. LaRestingaLagoon:Anationalparkwithmanymangroveforests.  

5. PuntaBallenaLighthouse:Thisplaceoffersagreat360-degreeviewofthe Caribbean Sea, salt lakes, and 

the city of Pampatar.  

 Also, there are many beautiful beaches like Playa El Agua, Playa Parguito, Punta Arenas, Isla de 

Coche, Isla Cubagua, Los Frailes, Playa El Yaque, and more.  
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 Food on the island is amazing, especially dishes made with seafood. Some popular ones are fish stew 

(sancocho), ray fish pie (pastel de chucho), seafood soup (fosforera), lobster, and shark empanadas 

(empanadas de cazón), among others.  

 I remember one time, in Margarita, the Hotel Laguna Mar, because it is very big and immense and it 

is a lot of fun. For example, it has a water park, gyms, diving classes and boat trips to nearby islands. Also, 

live performances by theater groups and dancing!  

 Isla de Margarita, and its people, called margariteños, stay in your heart. It’s an experience that  

comes back to you when you think about the title of this story...  

 "Remembering is living."  

 

Painting: A New Beginning 

Carla Lobato 

 
 Recently, I have realized how art has been an inspiration for me. Whether it's music, paintings, or 

photography, I love how we can express feelings through these human expressions. Since I was a teenager, I 

have been asking myself, "How does the world work?" and "What makes it this way?". I look for answers in 

every corner, in the stars, and religion. When I reach deep inside myself, I find the human work behind all 

the answers. For me, art comes from human work. With it, we can express how we understand our reality, 

but also build something new. With art, we can portray a moment in the past, but we can also create a new 

one.”  

 

Who Inspired Me 

Chang Yeon Myung 

 

 The person who inspired me the most is my father. 

 My father was very smart, hardworking, humorous and generous man who always encouraged me 

and guided us like a beacon. 

 He was born and grew up in a poor rural village, He once told me that he came to Seoul to take a 

university entrance exam, but he didn’t have enough money to stay at an inn, so he asked his high school 

senior if he could stay for a night. Even though he was a poor student but he never gave up, studied hard and 

accomplished many things. He always did his best to lead our family. So, when I was young, we didn’t have 

much but our family could live comfortably. 
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 The most important thing I got inspired from him is that we need to keep learning in any situation and 

growing day by day. Thanks to his advice, learning became one of my habits, and I also do not stop learning 

even though my learning speed is not as fast as my father. Even though he is now at heaven, I believe he is 

still learning something, and therefore I also want to keep learning as he may be. Because of the habit that 

my father passed down to me, I was able to develop not a small amount of skills and knowledge, and I 

believe I am growing little by little every day. 

 Someday, I also want to be someone like my father who can inspire others. 

 

The Modern Roman 

James Preston 

 

 The Roman Empire was the most powerful empire in the world. Its expansion was very far. Rome’s 

first emperor, Julius Caesar, led the greatest armies in the world. For a thousand years they conquered the 

world.  

 The Romans enslaved the many people they conquered. The slaves were sold to work in the mines 

and the fields. The owners worked them to death. The strongest slaves were sold to wealthy families to be 

gladiators. The gladiators fought to the death for sport. Entertainment was a pastime that included gladiator 

games, chariot races and theater.  

 The Roman Empire grew far and wide. In time, there were many wars and invasions, and many 

people died from disease. People started to rebel against Roman rule, and they tried to fight the emperor. The 

emperor fought back harder against the people. The emperor ruled with an iron hand. The emperor raised 

taxes for wars and expansion. In time, the Roman Empire started to fall from the inside because of disease, 

barbarian invasions, and corruption.  

 The new empire, the U.S., is the new kid on the block. Like Rome, it became an empire to the world. 

In two hundred years, it became a powerful nation. Just like Rome, its armies fought wars for expansion. In 

the U.S. the modern gladiators play football and race cars.  

 In the U.S. there were modern emperors and there were slaves. The U.S. was built on the backs of its 

slaves. The leaders of the U.S. were like the emperors of Rome. Some were good and some were bad and 

like Rome, the U.S. could fall.  
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Who Inspires Me 

Hye Seung Woo 

 

 My friend Jungseon has always been a source of inspiration for me. I first met her at a pharmaceutical 

company when she transferred from the Medical Information team to our Marketing department. When she 

first joined the Marketing department, several product managers were concerned about how she would adapt. 

She had to learn new skills like market analysis, sales forecasting, product planning, and more. To analyze 

the market, she learned advanced Excel skills like pivot tables and using various market data programs. 

Jungseon was sociable, passionate and adapted well. 

 After getting married, she moved to Daejeon. Most pharmaceutical companies have only sales 

department or factories in other cities except Seoul. So, when I moved to Daejeon, I decided to quit my job 

and focus on preparing for my doctorate. On the other hand, Jungseon didn’t quit her job. She transitioned to 

the Sales department. When she interviewed for the new position, the first question was whether she could 

handle sales. But she had a great passion for new role and became the top salesperson in her city. 

 Four years ago, she retired through an early retirement program to spend more time with her child. 

Many of us, including myself, regretted her decision. In Korea, when women in their late 30s or 40s take a 

long break from their careers, it is very difficult to get a new job. We thought she might never work again. 

 However, this February, she called and told me that she would start the PhD course in March. I was 

so surprised and thrilled by her decision.  

 Jungseon still loves herself and her life. She never stops pursuing her goals. Her passion is endless. 

She always fills me with energy when I am with her. 
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Honorable Mention - Poetry 

 

My Path 

Paula Estupinan 

 

Observing and contemplating my path, I have been able to perceive with complete certainty that I have 

always been... 

I have done what my being, my intuition, has dictated. 

I have been me, that is why when I speak of myself and my present, I say: 

I feel happy and content because all the decisions I have made in my life have led me to feel true satisfaction 

within my being. 

I see my past -a girl wounded by love 

I feel that without her, without having felt the pain, and so many not-so-nice feelings, without those scars... 

I would never have been able to be who I am today... 

 

And since God doesn't make mistakes, He has always taken me to better places.  

I speak of places synonymously 

I want to say that makes me eternally grateful and happy 

How gratifying, isn't it? 

Being able to say I love my present, and I love the traces of my past 
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One Meeting That Changed Everything 

Blandon Fene 

 

Forced to leave everything familiar 

Without knowing the real reason 

To become almost cosmopolitan person 

Life in turmoil 

 

Still settling in the same continent 

In another land 

Made up of different states 

A federal republic colored by Stars and Stripes 

 

Mind wavering for my new life 

Questioning all things 

Restoration of balance 

New habits emerging 

 

Youth linked 

With positivism  

Faith our shield  

Sweetness returning 

 

Objectives to achieve 

Language a barrier to overcome 

Networking offers coping strategies 

Opening the doors to new opportunities. 

 

An ideal encounter took place 

Opened a new page in life 

This meeting was, 

Like darkness meeting light 
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Love for education 

Visualizing a secure future 

Attainable, as much as possible 

 

LVA Team 

Tutors  

Awakening my spirit reappearing 
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Frequency of Time 

Jose Giraldo 

 

Always, since a child, 

I`ve loved to behold the sky, 

Birds flying across, 

clouds moving with the wind 

My thoughts wandering through other times.  

 

Usually, my heart beats 

Hoping it's just a dream,  

Longing for strange lands  

Seeing my Family waving hands.  

 

Often, I cry at night 

When I look back 

Vivid memories here with me 

I miss you more than everything.  

Now I am here, all of you far,  

But Always in my heart.  

 

Sometimes, when loneliness beats me up  

I`m an immigrant reluctant to give up  

Here for a reason, it`s not a random issue,  

My life blooming far away,  

Under a starry sky.  

 

Never, forget my goals, 

That`s what I said before 

Learning in my way, 

Even winter turns into better days.  
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Always, since I was a child, 

I`ve loved to admire the sky 

My days feel brighter now 

Shine the sun in uncle Sam`s land.  
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Perfect 

Manjeet Kaur 

 

I am a perfect woman 

Perfect....with my own imperfections  

 

I am completely flawless 

besides all my flaws 

 

In my own ways 

I feel perfectly perfect 

 

I commit perfect mistakes 

and I made them perfectly 

 

Why do I need any recognition from others ? 

Who they're to judge me,  

 

Who knows their definition of perfection 

might be totally imperfect  

 

I don't  match scales made by others 

in order to be called perfect 

  

I have my own scales,  

my own ways of weighing my perfections or imperfections  

 

I know who and how I am 

that's all , we need to know 

 

and I'm glad to know  

how perfectly I know myself 
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Questions 

Maria Perez 

 

When I thought I had all the answers, suddenly something happened to us that hit my heart so hard... 

and you asked, "What happened to me?" 

and we asked ourselves a thousand questions 

and without realizing it, suddenly all the questions changed... 

and inside I felt alone, with nothing  

and with no one to feel this great love  

and this peace, so inexplicable, that it is felt when God touches your heart  

and in that moment, I understood why all my questions had changed. 
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Walker 

Hilda Romero 

 

My little son, now a young man. Who would have thought that in the years to come, fate would separate us? 

You have no idea how nostalgic my heart is. But my nostalgia will soon subside. With faith and God's 

blessing, we'll soon be together. I count the hours and days until I have you in my arms, my little love, and 

my greatest motivation and reason to keep going, like a good walker.  
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Honorable Mention - Photography 

 
A Viewing Through the Fort 

Georgina Ramirez Alzaga 
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Connection With Life 

Viviana Diaz Cortes 
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A Peaceful Moment 

Pallavi Jain 
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Mesmerizing Nature 

Manjeet Kaur 
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Seasons 

Rajpattie Seepersaud 
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Blush in a Glass 

Jihan Thalib 
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Honorable Mention - Art 

 

 

Helping, Growing, Achieving 

Georgina Ramirez Alzaga 
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Neurographica 

Oksana Boyar 
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Dollhouse 

Yasmin Perez De Souza Lebre 


