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FEATURE STORY

Women’s EXPO returns to Middle Country Public Library
Long Island women entrepreneurs showcased at annual event

BY KEVIN REDDING

There’s an unattributable quote out
there that says, “Behind every successful
woman is a tribe of other successful women
that have her back.” It wouldn’t be surpris-
ing to learn its source was referring to a
certain annual event at the Middle Country
Public Library in Centereach.

On Thursday, Oct. 5, for the 17th year in
a row, the library will host a diverse group of
women entrepreneurs — from artists to chefs
to designers to craftspeople and beyond —
during its Women’s EXPO, a one-day event
where they can all network with colleagues,
showcase and sell their work at the library
and spread the word about their products.

“The expo’s really always been about
seeing a group of women supporting wom-
en,” said Elizabeth Malafi, coordinator of
Adult Services and the Miller Business Re-
source Center. “Our planning committee is
made up of professional women. We select
exhibitors who are women looking to grow
their businesses and make new connec-
tions. Before and after the exhibit, we try
and facilitate those connections.”

Malafi said shoppers this year should
expect a total of 82 vendors, roughly 25
of whom will be brand new to the EXPO.
And whereas last year, somewhere around
2,300 people squeezed into the library,
this year’s goal is to break 2,500.

“It’s going to be a nice balance of women
that people come to see every year and also
newbies,” she said. “That way the new peo-
ple can be guided by the people that have
been here for a while and those who have
been here awhile get a nice, new perspective
of somebody who might be starting out.”

Malafi continued, “I think ultimately
people should come out to support women
entrepreneurs and the economic engine of
Long Island. We need to keep our money
local so we’re supporting where we live.
This is a great opportunity to do that while
also shopping for the holidays.” Meet some
of the vendors at this year’s EXPO:

Maria Castilla

Coram’s Maria Castilla has come a long
way since making clothes for her Barbie
dolls when she was young. Now, as owner
of ImuGifts, her home-based business, Cas-
tilla designs unique handmade bags, jew-
elry and sewn accessories, none of which
are remade, her website boasts.

“I love getting to make something spec-
tacular and super unique for someone
that nobody else is going to have,” Cas-
tilla said. “Sometimes you buy something
at Target or a retail store and it’s not made
in America or not made by your neigh-
bors. This is something special I want to
share with the community.”

Castilla was raised in Bogota, Colum-
bia, and came to the United States when
she was 10 years old and, although she
always had a love for art, she followed
in her father’s footsteps by studying ho-
tel management and tourism in college.
After several years in that industry, she
said, she felt burnt out and was in need of
a creative outlet. She began to make her

Maria Castilla with some of her unique products

own products, like soap, and then taught
herself to sew through YouTube videos
around 2013. Channeling her childhood
hobby of making jewelry, she delved into
organic handmade beadwork, and soon a
business was born.

“l work full-time so this business is
mostly during off hours and weekends,”
said Castilla, who works for a nonprofit
helping mentally disabled people func-
tion in the community. “It’s awesome to

Suzette Montalvo

Suzette Montalvo, the owner and chef
of a booming Bay Shore-based Puerto Ri-
can cuisine food truck called ANEWYORI-
CANTHING LTD., took a giant leap of faith
in 2015 by quitting her office job to pursue
her dream full time. And it’s paying off.
Montalvo, who was born in Spanish Har-
lem and grew up in Queens, was always
surrounded by her mother’s traditional
Puerto Rican cooking and soon honed her
own skills in the kitchen, eventually sell-
ing heritage-style seasonings and drinks
at farmers markets in 2012.

After 20 years as a purchasing agent
at a building supply company, Montal-
vo, at 50 years old, decided enough was
enough. “I hated my job and I was al-
ways trying to figure out what I wanted
to do when I grew up,” she said with a
laugh. “So I took a chance on my dream.
1 bought a food truck and just focused
on making this a business I could live off
of. I know I've made a good decision.”

Montalvo even recently appeared as
one of four competitors on a food truck-
oriented episode of the Food Network’s
“Chopped.” Although she wound up on
the chopping block, Montalvo said the ex-
perience was worthwhile. “It was such a
huge opportunity,” she said. “I could nev-
er have imagined that’s where I would’ve
ended up. It’s all really bizarre to me how
everything’s been coming about.”

Among the many delicacies Montalvo
and her staff of family members — her

have the opportunity to have the flexibility
to work 9 to 5 and then come home and
do what I love to do. And my husband is
amazingly supportive and helps me do
pretty much everything.”

Of the EXPO, Castilla said, “It’s the
most awesome thing ever ... it’s nice to
know there’s something like this on Long
Island geared toward women empower-
ment and creativity.” Visit her website at
www.imugifts.com.

Suzette Montalvo in front of her Puerto
Rican food truck

husband and three children — serve up to
the hungry public are tripleta sandwiches,
rice and chicken, empanadas, yucca and
coquito, “the Puerto Rican eggnog.”

“I love feeding people, it makes me
happy,” Montalvo said. “People are loving
what I'm bringing to the table here. And
Puerto Rican food trucks on Long Island
— there are no others.” For more informa-
tion, visit www.anewyoricanthing.com.

WOMEN'S EXPO continued on page B30
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