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When 11-year-old Earl Jr. was deciding 
two years ago whether to join the Boys 
& Girls Club of Lawrence (BGCL), 
he talked it over with friends before 
consulting with one final person: his 
mother, club alumna Shirley Garcia.

“She told me about all the cool 
activities and sports, and how great 
the staff is,” says Earl, whose favorite 
activities are playing basketball and 
ping-pong. He also attended YMCA 
camp through a club scholarship. “I’m 
glad I joined. Every day is interesting, 
and it’s fun to make new friends.”  

Shirley is one of several club alumni 
whose children are proudly following 
in their footsteps as club kids. In fact, 
she says her younger son, 9-year-old 
Antonio, is “so obsessed with the club 
that he would live here if he could.” 
In addition to his brother’s activities, 
Antonio helps with the supper program 
and is a member of the New Balance 
Healthy Living Club.

“To see my kids having fun here, and 
knowing they’re getting exposed to so 

many new things, is very exciting for 
me,” says Shirley, who played basketball 
and belonged to the Torch and 
Keystone clubs when she was a club kid. 
A special education teacher and former 
Curry College basketball player, she 
gives back by volunteer-coaching girl’s 
basketball and overseeing study hall.

“I hope my kids return someday to give 
back and volunteer, too,” Shirley says.

Wilkins Victor was 8 years old when he 
moved from the Dominican Republic 
and met Carlos and Raymond Nunez, 
who encouraged him to join the club.

“This place was my second home. The 
staff took care of us, made sure we went 
to school, and taught us how to behave, 
how to treat others, and countless 
other things that have shaped my life,” 
says Wilkins, who was so grateful that 
he asked Program Services Director 
Manny Ayala to be his son’s godfather.

Since Wilkins’s 14-year-old daughter, 
Karelyz, joined the club three years ago, 
she has played on the basketball team, 
attended Camp Marist tuition-free, and 
earned the Montagne scholarship to 
Central Catholic High School.

“The club helped me out in so many 
ways,” says Wilkins, who pays it forward 
by participating in club fundraisers, 
“and now it’s doing the same for her.” 

Shirley Garcia and Earl Jr.

Elvin Joshua, now 14, couldn’t wait to 
join the club as soon as he turned 7 
because his alumni parents, Elvin and 
Yahaira Rosa, enjoyed their experiences 
so much. After a near drowning 
episode, he took swim lessons at the 
club and then joined the BGCL River 
Sharks swim team, Torch Club, and 
Healthy Living Club. A certified junior 
lifeguard and team captain, he dreams 
of swimming for Central Catholic 
which he will also attend this fall on the 
Montagne Scholarship.

Yahaira, who is fondly known as 
“Coach Mom” because of her dedicated 
support of the swim team, says she 
gives back “because of all the club has 
given to my son and the other kids.” 
Her efforts have included volunteering 
at the annual Christmas party, serving 
as a team leader in the Take Action 
Walkathon, and coordinating swim 
team bake sales.

“I tell other parents to go see for 
themselves what a good place the club 
is for kids,” Yahaira adds. “I want my 
son to better himself, and with the club’s 
help, he is doing that.”

Karelyz and Wilkins Victor Yahaira and Elvin Joshua Rosa
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Dear Friends:
 
Recently, I had the opportunity to attend the national conference of Boys 
& Girls Clubs of America in Dallas, Texas. As in past years, this conference 
provided a chance to discuss best practices in youth development strategies 
and to network and learn from peers. It also was the forum for Boys & Girls 
Clubs of America to roll out Great Futures 2025, the national strategic plan for 
the next eight years based on two beliefs: all youth should have the opportunity 
to achieve success, and the club experience makes a difference.

Central to this exciting new direction is the goal of increasing the number of 
youth members reporting an optimal club experience to 75%. In order for kids 
to achieve the desired mix of fun and skills required to succeed in school and 
life, research shows that clubs must foster a safe and positive environment; 
create fun and a sense of belonging; build supportive relationships; set high 
expectations; offer new opportunities; and provide formal and informal 
recognition.

These efforts are worthy of our attention and resources. Research shows 
that youths who report an optimal club experience are 42% more likely to 
volunteer; 41% less likely to get into a physical fight; 40% more likely to be on 
track to graduate from high school; 39% less likely to smoke marijuana; 34% 
less likely to consume alcohol; and 19% more likely to expect to attend college.

In last year’s National Youth Outcome Survey, 37% of all Boys & Girls Club 
youth indicated that their club experience did indeed achieve the desired level. 
The Boys & Girls Club of Lawrence exceeded this figure, with 50% of our 
youth members reporting the highest level of satisfaction.

While our results are ahead of the national curve, the challenge remains to 
move the needle further in the right direction. This will require new and 
innovative approaches, while at the same time continuing to do some of the 
things that have helped our youth members succeed in the past. I know in my 
heart that collectively – with an engaged board, a great staff team, a pool of 
committed volunteers, and dedicated supporters – we are up to this challenge.

Sincerely,  

Markus Fischer

2   Boys & Girls Club of Lawrence    Spring 2017 

Exceeding expectations: A collective achievement
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Grace H. creates braille Rubik’s Cube for club friend Alex R.

Over the past three years, 12-year-old 
Efren R. has completed numerous projects 
as part of a BGCL sewing class: pillows, 
blankets, a plastic bag holder, quilts for a 
club fundraiser and a youngster with brain 
cancer, tote bags as Mother’s Day presents 
for his mother and grandmother, and a skirt 
for his 5-year-old sister.

Efren’s latest project, a multicolored 40” by 
40” quilt, is destined to decorate the nursery 
of his newborn niece. First, however, it will 
be displayed at the 41st annual Vermont 
Quilt Festival from June 23-25. 

The quilt, which is titled “Cubed Emotions,” 
features numerous colored triangles that 
look like cubes from a distance.

“Its brightness makes me think of 
happiness,” says Efren, “and most of the 
time, I’m very happy.”

Efren says he was “speechless” when 
presented with the opportunity to travel to 
Vermont for the first time, as well as attend 

Alex R. has long admired his older brother Nick’s ability to solve the Rubik’s 
Cube so quickly. Due to his severe visual impairment, however, he wasn’t able to 
play with one himself – until Grace H., his friend at the club, designed one with 
braille letters on stickers representing the colors blue, red, yellow, white, orange, 
and green.

“I love it!” says Alex, a third grader at Timony Grammar School in Methuen. 
“Before, all I did was play around with it or mix it up. For once in my life, I can 
solve a Rubik’s Cube now, and that makes me really happy.”

Grace, a sixth grader at Timony, says she and Alex hit it off immediately after 
meeting at his sister Jenevieve’s birthday party last year. After bonding over 
their shared love of animals, nature, and playing outdoors, Grace has waited 
daily for Alex’s van to arrive at the club so she can direct him inside and help 
him get settled in an activity.

“Alex is one of my best friends. He’s very nice, and he never fights with me,” 
says Grace, noting that she enjoys the extra time with Alex – and he feels more 
comfortable walking in with a friend than different people. “We have a lot of 
fun together, but we do our own things, too.”

While Alex has participated in Andover Bread Loaf creative writing workshops 
and Maker Camp, Grace practices with the swim team and participates in the 
Girl Lab! STEM club for middle school girls. They also play games together, and 
Alex recently began teaching the braille alphabet to Grace.

“I feel very happy because Grace is always there for me,” Alex says. “It’s nice to 
have such a good friend.”

Character and Leadership: Efren R. exhibits at quilt festival
his first quilt show. In addition to 36 quilts 
in the youth category, the festival features 
230 quilts by adult contestants and exhibits 
of antique and modern quilts representing a 
myriad of styles, techniques, and fibers.

Robin Heller-Harrison, a volunteer who 
teaches sewing at the club, says she is proud 
of Efren for doing all his own cutting and 
sewing, as required for festival quilts. 

“It really stepped up his learning,” she says. 
“Efren already has a very good sense of 
color, but there’s a ton he’ll be able to learn 
at the festival. Hopefully he’ll also have a lot 
of fun.”

Efren already has a long list of future 
projects in mind.

“I like making things for my relatives, and 
thinking about what colors and patterns 
they would like. Then I realize I’m leaving 
somebody out, and I should make another 
one,” he says.

When asked about the typical reaction to his 

Efren R. will display his quilt at 
the Vermont Quilt Festival.

Alex R. and Grace H. with their braille 
Rubik’s Cube

handmade gifts, he smiles.

“Hugs and kisses.”



One stride at a time: Boston Marathon teams meets ambitious goal
The countdown is over!

Now it’s time to say a collective thank you to 
2017 Boston Marathon team members Katie 
Ciciarelli and Lawrence Police Detective 
Dean Murphy, and all of our supporters 
who made the 121st running of the Boston 
Marathon so exciting and successful.

Congratulations to Katie, who completed her 
first Boston Marathon in 4:10:23, and Dean 
who crossed his 14th Boston Marathon finish 
line in 3:51:44. 

Together, they raised $26,000 to support the 
range of critical programs and services for 
our 4,400 youth members.

Thank you for standing by our club, as well 
as our runners, every step of their 26.2-mile 
journey.

BGCL Promotion: Stephanie Sullivan is 
Director of Athletics

 

In her own words... 

The club is my second home. 
I know everybody here, and 
I’ve been really involved. 
I do dance, and I played 
basketball in the 5th, 7th, 
and 8th grades. I’ve been 
in the Keystone Club all 
three years of high school, 
and I went to the CORE 4 
Youth Leadership Summit twice.

I’m working at the club again this summer, and for a 
week in July, I’m going to the National Youth Leadership 
Forum. We take forensics classes, learn how to conduct 
a criminal investigation, and hold a mock trial. I’ve never 
been to Washington, D.C., so that’s even better.

The tuition is really expensive, so if it wasn’t for the 
club helping me get sponsored, I wouldn’t be going. I 
love watching “Criminal Minds” and “CSI,” and getting 
a chance to try out what I see on TV will help me decide 
if I want a career in law or forensic science. I’m so 
grateful!

    Kia G., Class of 2018

Stephanie Sullivan, an 8-year 
club employee, has been 
promoted to Athletic Director.

In this role, she oversees the 
New Balance Healthy Living 
Club, directs in-house sports 
leagues, and coaches the 7th and 
8th grade girls’ basketball teams.

Stephanie was the Girls’ Physical 
Director since joining BGCL. 
She received a B.A. in Sports 
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Lawrence Police Detective 
Dean Murphy

Management from Sacred Heart University in 2008.

Stephanie says she is proud to be considered a role model 
for students, just as athletic coach Vicki Parady-Guay 
– who was also her basketball and field hockey coach 
at Sanborn Regional High School in Kingston, N.H. – 
mentored her and ultimately inspired her career choice.

“Sports have always been a big part of my life, so I 
know firsthand the difference they can make in terms of 
developing self-confidence and a range of other life skills,” 
she says. “Sports not only keep kids engaged in positive 
behaviors, but they also lead to friendships that can last a 
lifetime.”

Katie Ciciarelli
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Career Fair:  
Presenters inspire 
career aspirations

Alumni Chris Vasquez and Adrian Ayala appointed as staff members

Although it occurred 15 years ago, Chris Vasquez still 
vividly recalls the nerves he felt as an 8-year-old entering 
BGCL the first time without knowing anyone. Then 
Adrian Ayala, who is just one year older, offered a tour.
“From that moment, we hit it off,” Chris says of Adrian. 
“We always said we needed to work together – and the 
fact that now we are is really cool.”

More than 40 presenters participated in 
the second annual career fair at BGCL 
on May 17, sharing information about 
their jobs in computers, engineering, 
health, business, finance, law, 
communications, fitness, and various 
trades with more than 100 students.   
The event was free and open to club 
members and non-members in 7th 
grade through high school throughout 
Greater Lawrence.

Presenters included board member 
John Thomas (engineering); donor 
Ruth Marrion (veterinarian); volunteers 
Lea Daigle (robotics), Jon Glesmann 
(laboratory equipment), Colleen 

Harrington (HVAC), and Meredith 
Monaco (engineering); and alumni 
Natasha Ballou (investments), 
Socrates De La Cruz (law), Max 
Lopez (IT), Jason Martinez (financial 

services), Doug Naffah (accounting), 
Jamie-Lee Rodriguez (airport 
operations), and Marinah Santiago 
(hair salon).

Club alumnus Socrates De La Cruz, Esq. represented the Lawrence 
Bar Association at the second annual BGCL career fair.

Alumni Adrian Ayala (left) and Chris Vasquez have been 
reunited at the club as full-time staff members.

Adrian was named Director of Digital Arts 
in February. Chris began his position as 
Assistant Athletic Director in May.
After graduating from Central Catholic High 
School in 2012, Chris earned his associate 
degree in psychology from Northern 
Essex Community College in 2015, and 
a bachelor’s degree in psychology from 
Worcester State University this past May.
Adrian graduated from Lawrence High 
School in 2012, and attended Middlesex 
Community College. “I believe every child 
has an artistic side,” Adrian says. “I enjoy 
helping them tap into those interests as a 
new avenue of expression.”
While Chris says working alongside his 
childhood friend is “a dream,” so, too, is the 
chance to make a difference in kids’ lives.
“The Boys & Girls Club of Lawrence has 
given everything to me,” he says, “and I’m 
grateful for this chance to give back.”



Alumni
 
‘16   Rosa Reynoso, a civil 
engineering major at Worcester 
Polytechnic Institute, has an 
industrial engineering internship this 
summer at Pratt & Whitney.

‘12   Jason Martinez was a speaker 
at the Catholic Schools Foundation’s 
27th annual Inner-City Scholarship 
Fund Dinner Celebration. A graduate 
of Central Catholic High School and 
Bentley University, he works at State 
Street Corporation. 

‘08   Darwin Almonte is senior 
admissions counselor and 
coordinator of multicultural 
recruitment at Salve Regina 
University.

‘07   Carlos Apostle, Esq. passed the 
Massachusetts Bar Examination. 
He volunteers weekly at the club 
overseeing the weight room.
 

Alumni Notes:  If you have news to 
share, please e-mail Cindy Cantrell at 
ccantrell@lawrencebgc.com.

Stay connected:  Register as an alum 
on BGCL’s website at  
www.lawrencebgc.com.
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Notes...
Looking back, Ceci Reyes 
says joining BGCL at age 10 
provided her with the skills, 
confidence, and resources 
that led to many of the 
accomplishments of which 
she is most proud.

“I’ve only made it where 
I am today because of the 
club’s guidance,” says Ceci, 
who earned scholarships 
to Governor’s Academy 

and Merrimack College, where the senior is triple-majoring in business, Spanish, and 
psychology. “If there’s anything I can do to help the club in return, I’m all about it.”

One way in which Ceci is giving back is through Club Blue, a newly formed group of 
area professionals who are committed to raising awareness and funds for the club. The 
inaugural event, an evening of networking and trivia sponsored by Pentucket Bank at 
the Claddagh in Lawrence, raised $3,300 on April 20.

Club Blue was co-founded at BGCL by Andover native Bill Shaheen, whose family 
members are longtime club supporters.

“Our goal is to help introduce the next generation of donors, 
volunteers, and board members,” says Bill, a CPA at Shaheen, 
Pallone & Associates in North Andover. “I’m excited to see 
what else our group can accomplish.”

Meetings take place monthly with members organizing 
networking, fundraising, and community service events and 
engaging in volunteer opportunities. For more information, 
contact Development Director Andrea Nahigian at 978-683-
2747, ext. 118 or anahigian@lawrencebgc.com.

Alumni Achievement: Inaugural Club Blue event 
raises $3,300 for critical programs and services

After becoming a club kid in 1977, Manny 
Ayala recalls enjoying all the activities the 
club had to offer, from the basketball and 
swim teams to the Torch and Keystone 
clubs that develop leadership skills.

Since becoming an employee 23 years ago, 
Manny has provided those and numerous 
other programs to club kids. In recognition 
of his longtime dedication, he was named 
a Humanitarian of the Year by the Kiwanis 
Club of Greater Lawrence on June 7 at the 
Andover/North Andover YMCA.

According to James Kapelson, president-
elect of the Kiwanis Club of Greater 
Lawrence, Manny was selected for 
his outstanding service and support 

of initiatives 
benefiting 
Merrimack Valley 
families.

Manny, who 
coordinates 
activities for 
500 kids daily 
as Director 
of Program 
Services, says he is 
“humbled” by the 

Will     
You? 

Include 
the Boys & Girls 
Club of Lawrence 

in your will or estate 
plan to forever be 
a part of the club’s 

legacy of doing good 
for kids.

Club Blue members raise club awareness and funds.

Director of Program Services 
Manny Ayala was named a 
Humanitarian of the Year.

Honoring our own: Kiwanis Club recognizes Manny Ayala

recognition.

“I am extremely proud to be considered a role model 
while representing one of the most vital organizations 
for at-risk youths in the state,” he says.



Boys  & Girls Club of Lawrence   Spring 2017   7  

Her two sons are grown now, but 
Norma Ortega still recalls the fear she 
experienced when she became a single 
mother after her marriage of 12 years 
came apart in 2003.

“I constantly reassured my boys that 
everything was fine while hiding the 

Volunteer Spotlight: Norma Ortega gives back

 
Walkers and sponsors are needed for the club’s fourth 
annual walkathon, which takes place this year on Sunday, 
October 15 from 9:00 a.m. to noon. Last year, over 200 
club kids, their parents, alumni, and local employees raised 
more than $34,000 at the event.
The two-mile walk along the Merrimack River begins and 
ends at the club, followed by family activities including 
music, face painting, games, and other family-friendly 
activities. The fundraiser supports the annual operating 
budget for critical programs focusing on academic success, 
healthy lifestyles, and community involvement for more than 
4,400 youth members at two locations.
“Each and every one of our participants raises critically 
needed funds, and also helps us set an example of healthy living for our club kids,” says Executive Director 
Markus Fischer. “We’re grateful for the generous support of those who walk, fundraise, donate, volunteer, and 
cheer us on in our mission of changing kids’ lives.” For more information, contact Sarah Hogue at (978) 683-
2747, ext. 128 or shogue@lawrencebgc.com.

truth that I was falling apart from 
the effort to make ends meet. I was 
financially and emotionally broken, and 
I worried that I was failing my family,” 
Norma says. “The turning point came 
when I heard about the Boys & Girls 
Club of Lawrence. It wasn’t long before 
I knew it was the right place to care for 
my boys when I couldn’t.”

Ortega credits her family’s happy 
ending with the guidance and 
mentoring that all three of them 
received from the club. Today, 25-year-
old Marquez Canery is a graduate 
of Bridgewater State University who 
wants to work with troubled youth to 
pay forward the kindness shown to 
him at the club. Clarkson University 
junior Malaquias Canery, 20, is double-
majoring in communications and 
business administration while aiming to 
someday become one of the club’s top 
donors.

For her part, Norma is forming a 
bilingual support group for club 
parents designed to reduce parental 

stress, isolation, and depression while 
increasing coping skills, social support, 
and a sense of competence. She is also 
ensuring that parents understand all 
the opportunities available to youth 
members, including homework help, 
sports and recreational activities, digital 
arts, the New Balance Healthy Living 
Club, arts and crafts, and supper each 
night.

Norma takes pride in paying forward 
the lessons she learned alongside her 
sons all those years ago at the club, 
which she calls their “second home.”

“Now that I’m on the other side of this 
difficult time, I’ve come to understand 
that the beginning of life does not have 
to determine the ending,” she says. “Life 
can get better – not by chance, but by 
the changes we embrace.”

Volunteer Coordinator Stephanie 
Bryant says there are as many volunteer 
opportunities as there are needs to be 
met. For more information, contact her 
at 978-683-2747, ext. 117 or sbryant@
lawrencebgc.com.

Annual Walkathon: Building on last year’s success

The annual walkathon benefits programs 
focusing on academic success, healthy 
lifestyles, and community involvement.

Norma Ortega and her son, 
Malaquias Canery



Golf Tournament: Support our mission

Coming Events  

Awards Night  
June 15 at 5:30 p.m. 

Golf Tournament 
June 19 
 

Graduation Party 
June 22 at 5:30 p.m. 

3M Summer Fun Fest 
June 29 
 

Summer Program Begins 
July 6 
 

Slice of Bread Loaf Summer Camp 
July 10-21

Summer Program Ends 
August 18
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The board members, staff, and volunteers 
of the Boys & Girls Club of Lawrence 
congratulate our seniors graduating from 
high school, college, and graduate school.

All current and past BGCL members are 
invited to our celebration on June 22 at 
5:30 p.m. RSVP with your mailing address 
to Director of Education Karen Kravchuk 
at 978-683-2747, ext. 147 or kkravchuk@
lawrencebgc.com.

Supported by:

Buy a ticket for the William T. 
Bride Memorial 50/50 Raffle*

 
$10 each, or 3 for $25 

(Your presence is not required to win.)

 38th Annual Golf Tournament 
Monday, June 19, 2017 

Enjoy a day of golf at  
Indian Ridge Country Club  

in Andover. 

Golfers are treated to a fun-filled  
day of gifts, treats,  

contests, and raffles. 
 

For reservations and sponsorship opportunities, contact  
Sarah Hogue at 978-683-2747, ext. 128 or shogue@lawrencebgc.com.

* IRS regulations state that raffle chances are not 
tax-deductible. 

Sponsorship opportunities
available at many levels! 


