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This book is a continuation of my first memoir, My Flight to Freedom. My Flight to Freedom II: Shadows and Light – Survival and the American Dream picks up where my journey left off—landing at Kennedy Airport in New York, stepping into an unknown world, and immersing myself in American life. What followed was not just an exploration of a new country but a deeper discovery of self, shaped by the trials and triumphs of starting over in an unfamiliar land.

Life is a delicate balance between darkness and light. Some are born into stability and comfort, while others must navigate a path filled with uncertainty, hardship, and perseverance. This is the story of my journey—a story of resilience, survival, and the pursuit of the American Dream.

Coming to America was not just a change of location; it was a transformation of identity. The transition from one world to another was marked by the struggles of adaptation, the challenge of finding my place, and the determination to build a future against all odds. Every step forward came with obstacles—struggles with alcohol, language barriers, financial instability, cultural differences—but with each challenge, there was also an opportunity to grow, to redefine what success meant, and to prove that perseverance can create new possibilities.

In these pages, I share the moments that shaped me: the struggles of being a refugee, the chaos of navigating a new society, the battles with loneliness and despair, and the triumphs of hard-earned achievements. From the streets of Boise to the dense neighborhoods of New Jersey, from hardship to redemption, this journey is not just my own but one that reflects the resilience of many who have dared to chase a dream.

This book is not just about survival; it is about transformation. It is about the unwavering hope that, despite the shadows that may loom over us, there is always light ahead. It is about finding strength in adversity and discovering that, sometimes, the darkest moments lead to the brightest paths.

I invite you to walk this path with me, to see the world through my eyes, and to experience the trials and victories that have defined my American journey. So fasten your seatbelt—this will be a breathtaking and life-changing ride.
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Chapter 1: The Journey Begins
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After clearing customs, the chaperones from the World Church Service greeted me warmly at the front of the terminal. They held signs with my name written in bold letters, their faces alight with welcoming smiles. The bustling sounds of the airport surrounded us—announcements echoing over the intercom, the chatter of travelers in various languages, the rumble of suitcases being wheeled across the floor. The air smelled faintly of coffee, jet fuel, and the metallic tang of the air-conditioned space. It was my first real taste of America—so foreign, yet strangely exciting.

They welcomed me to this new land with kind words, but my mind was too preoccupied to absorb much of what they said. My senses were overwhelmed by the sheer size of the airport and the constant motion of people who seemed to know exactly where they were going. As we moved swiftly through the terminal, I followed the chaperones like a lost sheep, clutching my sparse belongings.

From the international terminal, we transitioned to the domestic Delta gates, guided carefully by the chaperones. They ensured we were on the right path, as the sprawling layout of the airport felt like an impossible maze to navigate. Before I knew it, we were hurried onto a Delta flight bound for Salt Lake City, and eventually Boise. The second flight felt far different from the first. While the international flight was grand and accommodating, with its wide seats and polished service, this domestic flight seemed smaller and less refined. The cabin smelled faintly of stale air and cleaning products, and the hum of the engines filled the space with a monotone drone that made conversation difficult. The seats were narrower, the aisles tighter, and a subtle unease crept into my mind. Flying suddenly felt less magical and more mechanical, less like a journey and more like a necessity.

The flight to Salt Lake City took four, maybe a little over five hours, it felt interminable. I had never heard of Salt Lake City before, and the name intrigued me. I wondered what kind of place it might be, though I had no frame of reference to imagine it. My friend Bash, seated next to me, shared my curiosity and nervousness. We were both wide-eyed with anticipation, though we tried to mask it with calm expressions. Mid-flight, we decided to ask for a beer. The flight attendant, a smiling woman with a brisk efficiency, handed us two cold cans. But as soon as she did, she mentioned something we hadn’t expected: they cost money. Five dollars, she said, in a matter-of-fact tone. I froze for a moment, startled. On the international flight we drank free. The idea of paying for a drink on a plane was as foreign to me as the country I had just landed in.

I reached into my pocket but found it empty. Not a single penny to my name. Embarrassed, I looked at the flight attendant and muttered that I couldn’t pay. With a polite but firm smile, she took the beer back. Bash glanced at me with a mix of amusement and disbelief. We exchanged a silent understanding: this was not the world we had known. Here, every detail, every interaction, was a lesson in the stark contrasts between our past and this new reality.

The rest of the flight passed in a haze. The drone of the engines, the cramped seats, and the unfamiliarity of everything around me dulled my thoughts. I stared out the window at the dark expanse below, dotted occasionally with clusters of lights marking small towns or cities. My excitement was tempered by exhaustion, and a faint unease lingered as the plane jolted slightly in turbulence. We landed in Salt Lake City late in the evening. The airport felt quieter, though still alive with the muted sounds of late-night travel. The chaperones from World Church Service were there to guide us once again, ensuring we didn’t lose our way as we prepared to board the next flight to Boise. I was grateful for their presence—they were like steady anchors in a sea of confusion. Without them, we would have been utterly lost. The American airport system was bewildering to me. The signs, the procedures, the hustle and efficiency of it all—it was a world apart from what I had known. I didn’t try to understand it; I simply followed and observed, eager to see what lay ahead. The anticipation of arriving in Boise, the place I was told would be my new home, kept me going.

As I boarded the final flight, fatigue and curiosity battled within me. The hum of the engines began again, and as the plane lifted off into the night sky, I silently wondered what awaited me in this strange, vast country that was now my future. The flight was very short, a stark contrast to the lengthy journey we had endured just hours earlier. As the plane began its descent, I overheard the crackle of the intercom. The pilot's voice came through, calm but brisk, delivering instructions to the crew. I caught fragments of his words—something about preparing the cabin for landing—but much of it was too fast for me to fully comprehend. His tone, though, was enough to let me know we were nearing our destination. My pulse quickened as I looked out of the window, eager to catch my first glimpse of Boise.

Outside, the darkness of the night sky stretched endlessly, punctuated by faint clusters of light below. Then, suddenly, Boise appeared—like a small island of twinkling lights in a sea of black. It wasn’t the overwhelming brightness of New York City, which I had seen briefly during my journey, but it had its own quiet charm. The lights were sparse and scattered, a clear sign that this was no bustling metropolis. Boise seemed smaller, more contained—a town rather than a sprawling city. My first impression was of simplicity, of a place untouched by the chaos I had imagined in America’s larger cities. The plane landed smoothly, the tires whispering against the tarmac as we touched down. As we taxied, I couldn’t help but notice how different this airport felt compared to the ones we had passed through before. There were no overwhelming crowds, no endless security lines, no towering terminals filled with hurried travelers. Its simplicity was almost startling. Stepping off the plane onto the open tarmac, the cool night air greeted me, crisp and unfamiliar. We made our way up the ramp and into the terminal, my first real breath of this new place settling deep in my lungs—my first taste of America beyond the journey.

Waiting for us at the gate were four people, standing patiently and smiling warmly as we approached. Among them was a pastor named Jim, his kind demeanor immediately putting me at ease. Beside him was a woman whose name escapes me now, but she was equally welcoming. The other two were our sponsors—people who had volunteered to assist and care for us as we settled into our new life. They explained briefly that they were there to help us with everything we needed, from groceries to orientation in this unfamiliar world. Their support was backed by the World Church Service, but it was clear their work was fueled by kindness and faith.

As we left the airport, we drove down a street I would later learn was called Vista Avenue. The road stretched wide, bordered by occasional streetlights casting soft yellow glows onto the pavement. The city beyond seemed quiet, almost sleepy, as we made our way into downtown Boise. The downtown area was modest, with just a few buildings rising above the rest. Beyond the small cluster of downtown structures, the city unfolded into a collection of older wooden homes, their age evident in the worn paint and sagging fences.We continued north, into an area the locals referred to as the North End. It was a quaint neighborhood, filled with character but not the polished, modern look I had expected of American homes. The houses were unique, yet their yards often seemed cluttered, with fences enclosing patches of grass and scattered belongings. It was a different kind of beauty—one that I hadn’t yet learned to appreciate.

Finally, we arrived at our new home: a modest structure resembling a trailer, split into two apartments. Ours was at the far end. From the outside, it was simple and unassuming, but as we stepped inside, I was pleasantly surprised. The apartment had three bedrooms, a cozy kitchen, and a clean bathroom. It wasn’t extravagant by any means, but it was everything I could have hoped for. The space was well-insulated, warm, and inviting. It felt safe—something I hadn’t felt in a long time. For the first time since arriving in America, I felt a flicker of comfort and hope. That evening, we were given our first meal: fast food. Burgers and fries. It was unlike anything I had eaten before, a mixture of flavors that felt indulgent and foreign at the same time. Our sponsors promised to return the next morning with groceries to help us settle in. After eating, I settled into bed, exhausted but relieved to have a roof over my head. Sleep came easily, but my dreams were restless. I found myself back in the airplane, high above the clouds, the hum of the engines reverberating in my mind. In my dream, I was still crossing the ocean, trapped in the metallic tube that had carried me across continents. Anxiety gripped me as I replayed the journey in my mind, the fear of being so far above the ground lingering even now. Though I had survived the flight, the experience had etched itself into my subconscious. That first night, and for many nights after, the skies haunted my dreams.

When I woke the next morning, the reality of my new life began to set in. The fears of the journey lingered, but so did the promise of something new—something better. Boise was not what I had imagined, but it was where my story in America would truly begin.
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Chapter 2: A New Beginning in Boise
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We woke up early the next morning, long before the sun had fully risen. The faint light of dawn crept through the thin curtains, casting a pale glow across the room. My friend Bash and I had separate rooms, each sparsely furnished with a mattress on the floor, a small nightstand, and a lamp that sat atop it. The walls were plain, painted in muted tones that felt foreign yet oddly comforting. There were no overhead lights in the room, only the small lamps by the beds, and I fumbled for a moment, struggling to figure out how to turn mine on. When I finally managed, the soft, warm light illuminated the space, making it feel a little less unfamiliar.

The air inside the apartment was cool and still, carrying the faint scent of old wood and fresh paint, mixed with the lingering aroma of last night's fast food. I noticed the quiet—so different from the constant noise of the airports and planes we had endured the day before. Outside, the muffled sound of a car passing by reminded me we were in a new world, one we didn’t yet understand. Curiosity got the better of us. Bash and I decided to explore the area, partly out of excitement and partly to avoid getting lost later. We opened the front door and stepped into the crisp morning air. The coolness hit our faces, waking us fully. Behind our apartment, there was a small parking lot with a dumpster tucked into the corner. It wasn’t much to look at, but it gave the area a utilitarian feel. In the other direction, we could see 12th Street, which appeared to stretch endlessly in both directions, flanked by rows of quaint houses.

As we began walking, my first impression of Boise unfolded before me. The houses, scattered along the streets, looked like something out of a storybook. Small wooden structures with colorful exteriors, tidy porches, and some neatly trimmed yards lined the roads. They reminded me of dollhouses, delicate and charming, almost too perfect to be real. It was like stepping into a cartoon dream—so different from the sturdy brick and stone houses I had known in my home country. There, homes were built to last, strong and imposing, but here, everything felt light, almost whimsical. It was fascinating and strange at the same time. The streets were quiet, the kind of quiet that made every little sound stand out—the distant bark of a dog, the faint hum of an engine, the rustle of leaves in the gentle morning breeze. The air smelled fresh, carrying hints of dew-covered grass and the faint aroma of pine from the nearby trees. It was a new kind of peacefulness; one I hadn’t experienced before.

We walked westward for about ten minutes, taking in our surroundings. The streets seemed to follow a logical pattern, something that intrigued us. The houses were neatly aligned, and the streets were numbered systematically—12th, 13th, 14th on one side, and then 11th and 10th on the other. It felt like a puzzle we were slowly piecing together. This new world seemed to have an order to it, something we were eager to understand. Our exploration eventually brought us to a place called Camel’s Back Park. The park was quiet, with open green spaces that looked inviting even in the early hours of the morning. I could see gentle hills in the distance, and paths that wound through clusters of trees. The name intrigued me—it seemed strange to name a park after a camel, something I associated more with deserts than this lush, serene place. We didn’t venture too far, cautious not to lose our way in this unfamiliar city. Instead, we took in what we could, trying to absorb the details that would help us later. The numbered streets, the little homes, the soft rhythm of life in this corner of Boise—it was our first real orientation in this country, our first attempt to understand how things worked here. As we walked back to the apartment, I felt a quiet thrill. There was so much to discover, so much that was new and different. Though we had only seen a small slice of this place, it already felt like an adventure. In those early hours, walking the streets of Boise, I began to see the outlines of a life waiting to be lived, one step at a time.

What struck me immediately that morning was how empty the streets seemed. Back home, mornings were alive with the sounds of people bustling about—walking, chatting, and carrying on with their daily routines. Here, the streets were eerily quiet, with only the occasional hum of a car passing by. My friend Bash and I joked that people in America must even drive to the bathroom, as it seemed they used their cars for absolutely everything. The stillness of the neighborhood was unsettling but also fascinating, as though the entire city operated on a rhythm we couldn’t yet understand.

Around 11:00 AM, our sponsors, Bobby and Paul, finally arrived. They were a married couple, kind but somewhat reserved. Bobby was a petite woman, with neatly styled brown hair tied into a bun and a pair of cute, round glasses perched on her nose. Her soft-spoken demeanor immediately put us at ease. Her voice was gentle and carried an air of warmth and reassurance, her words deliberate and clear, as though she wanted to make sure we understood everything. Paul, on the other hand, was a striking contrast to his wife. He was tall and lean, with fiery red hair and piercing green eyes that seemed to notice everything. His thin face was marked by a kind of quiet confidence, though he spoke less than Bobby. Together, they made an interesting pair—her gentle and nurturing, him watchful and precise.

We were a bit disappointed that they had arrived late, as Bash and I were starving by this point. Our stomachs growled in protest, but we tried to hide our impatience. Finally, they guided us into their car, and we drove through Boise to a store called Albertsons. The ride was short, just a few minutes, but it gave us another glimpse of the city. The roads felt wide and orderly, with occasional clusters of home ahead. Everything seemed spaced out and meticulously planned. As we turned onto 15th and Franklin, the store came into view—a modest yet clean building, its large glass windows revealing aisles of neatly stocked shelves inside. Stepping into Albertsons felt like entering a new world. As we went thru the doors a blast of warm air carried a faint smell of bread and cleaning products. The fluorescent lights inside were bright and almost sterile, making everything look more vivid—the vibrant produce section, the towering shelves of boxed goods, and the polished tile floors that reflected our every step. People moved quietly through the aisles, pushing their carts with purpose, their faces calm and focused.

Bobby and Paul guided us through the store, helping us pick out essentials. They were practical in their choices, loading the cart with bulk items: a bag of potatoes, onions, rice, and a gallon of milk along with other groceries. Bobby explained carefully that we needed to make the food last for the week since we wouldn’t get another supply until then. She spoke gently but firmly, emphasizing the importance of budgeting our food and planning our meals. I remember being fascinated by the French bread they picked out—a long, crusty loaf that looked like it belonged in a bakery window. It wasn’t the soft, flat bread I was used to, but it smelled fresh and inviting. They also suggested something new to us: instant noodles. Bobby explained how to prepare them, demonstrating the process of pouring hot water into the cup and letting the noodles soak. To us, this was incredible—such a simple and fast way to make a meal. When we tried it later, the flavor surprised us. It was salty, savory, and surprisingly delicious for something so quick.

The experience at Albertsons was a strange mix of excitement and unease. Everything in the store seemed abundant, almost overwhelming. The variety of items on the shelves—cereal, canned goods, snacks, and more—was unlike anything we had ever seen. Back home, stores were smaller and carried only the essentials. Here, it felt like there were endless choices for even the simplest items. It was both a blessing and a challenge to navigate this unfamiliar world of consumer goods.

We returned home with our bags of groceries, feeling a little more prepared for the week ahead. Though our sponsors had been late, they had made up for it with their guidance and kindness. As we unpacked the food and stacked it neatly in the kitchen, I couldn’t help but feel a mix of gratitude and apprehension. This was a new way of living, and I wasn’t sure how long it would take to adapt. But as Bash and I sat down to enjoy our first meal of instant noodles, laughing over the simplicity of it, I began to feel a sense of possibility. Maybe, just maybe, we could make this work.

...

Later that same day, Bobby and Paul took us to a place called the Refugee Center. It was an unassuming office building on the corner of Franklin Road and Philippi Street, tucked into a modest part of the city, with a plain exterior that bore no indication of the profound role it played in the lives of people like us. The Refugee Center was the hub of our integration into the United States—a gateway to the resources and support systems that would help us start anew.

Inside, the environment felt utilitarian but welcoming. The walls were painted in neutral colors, beige and off-white, and adorned with posters that displayed smiling families of various ethnic backgrounds and motivational slogans like “Building Bridges, Creating Futures.” The faint smell of paper and disinfectant hung in the air, mingling with the murmur of conversations in different languages. Refugees from all over the world sat in rows of mismatched chairs, waiting to be seen by the staff. Some looked hopeful, others weary, their faces marked by the long journeys they had endured to get here. The staff at the Refugee Center were efficient and kind, though their manner sometimes seemed hurried, as though they were constantly battling the weight of the work before them. This was the place that coordinated the funds provided by Health and Welfare, the agency responsible for supporting refugees at the time. They explained to us how we would receive a limited amount of cash assistance to pay for our rent for the first few months, as well as food stamps to cover our basic needs. Everything was tightly managed, and the resources, though essential, were modest.

One of the most significant aspects of the Refugee Center was its school for refugees. This was where newcomers like us were taught the basics of English and given a foundational understanding of American culture. The classroom was small but functional, with rows of old wooden desks arranged neatly and a whiteboard at the front. Maps of the United States and the world hung on the walls, alongside posters of the alphabet and simple English phrases like “Hello, how are you?” and “What is your name?” Our English teacher, Angie, stood out immediately. She was a petite, thin woman with a kind demeanor and an air of quiet determination. Her dark hair was always pulled back neatly, and she had a warm, encouraging smile that made even the most nervous students feel at ease. Angie was patient and passionate about her work, teaching with a simplicity and clarity that aimed to bridge the language gap for people who had come from so many different corners of the world.

Angie
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