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Svetlana Telepun and David Jibaja work a few floors away from 
each other in the West Wing. Their hometowns – Mozyr, Belarus 
and Lima, Peru - are close to half a world apart. Like the County we 
serve, the 500 or so people who make up the Santa Clara County 
District Attorney’s Office come here from all over the globe. Crime 
Lab manager Ian Fitch is from a small East London town near the 
banks of the Thames. Administrative Secretary Elizabeth Simoni 
was born in a small El Salvadorian city at the foot of a volcano. 
There are people working alongside us who hail from such places as 
Belgium, Canada, Columbia, India, Italy, Iran, Iraq, Mexico, Pakistan, 

Portugal, Russia, Taiwan, Turkey, Trinidad Tobago, 
and Vietnam. There’s a gregarious guy from Guam. 
There’s a supervising DA from South Africa and a 
Taipei-born prosecutor in her unit who runs a thriving 
national association of Asian and Pacific Island 
prosecutors. This issue celebrates the rich diversity 
of our Office. What follows are some the stories 
of our peers, spoken in accents from half a dozen 
countries. We come from different cultures, practice 
different faiths, cook different foods. What we share 
are an office and an office-wide mission of helping 
others navigate toward healing and justice within our 
uniquely American criminal justice system.

Svetlana Telepun, Belarus, Senior Paralegal

My hometown is located in south Belarus, close to 
Chernobyl. The nuclear accident happened before 
I was born. My older cousin was affected by it - his 
eyes are different colors: green and brown. My mom 
said that when that happened, in 1986, babies were 
born with four fingers or six toes. Supposedly, now the 
air in our region is clean. When I was ten years old, 
my parents sent me to Germany for a month because 
our area was still infected by radiation. Because of 
that a lot of families from Western Europe would send 
invites to kids – in Belarus at least - to get out, for at 
least a month or summer – however long we can. On 
that trip, we had a translator, who was a young woman 
in her twenties. She became my role model because 
she connected languages and cultural barriers. So, 
I’ve always wanted to be a translator since then. I 
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credibility due to her psychological and 
behavioral issues stemming from being 
raped when she was 4-years-old, a secret 
she kept for 12 years. With the help 
of testimony from the prior victims, an 
expert witness, and lots of argument, the 
jury convicted the defendant as charged 
after deliberating for a half day. He was 
sentenced to 60-years-to-life in prison, 
consecutive to the 16 years he was 
already serving.

--------------

As the defendant snuck up behind his 
wife to shoot her, the gun jammed. The 
defendant cleared the jam and shot his 
wife in the face before she was able 
to escape. Although the victim was not 
available to testify, Deputy District 
Attorney Marina Mankaryous didn’t let 
this hinder her plan to hold the defendant 
accountable. The defendant pleaded not 
guilty by reason of insanity. He claimed 
his unprovoked actions were in the heat of 
passion. His phone call with dispatch and 
conversations with the police at the crime 
scene said otherwise. The prosecutor 
called on officers to describe the scene of 
the premeditated attempted murder from 
December 2013. The prosecutor asked 

the doctor to recount the treatment 
provided to the victim for her gunshot 
wounds to the face and thumb. The 
jury found the defendant guilty. The 
judge determined the defendant 
was legally sane at the time of the 
incident. He faces 32-years-to-life in 
prison.  

--------------

The neighborhood landlord heard a 
rumor of a child sexual assault from 
2011 and felt it was his duty to report 
the incident even though three years 
had passed. Once the investigation 
began it was discovered the victim’s 
mother, aunt, and other neighbors 
knew of the assault but did not come 
forward. Deputy District Attorney 
Deborah Hernandez wasn’t going 
to let this victim go unheard. The 
prosecutor, because of the late 
reporting, focused on getting the 
jury to understand that the assault 
happened to a young child and not 
the developed teenager that testified 
in front of them. The jury deliberated 
for half a day before coming back with 
a guilty verdict. The defendant faces a 
minimum sentence of 30-years-to-life.  
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I moved to San Jose from Cairo 
shortly after my 11th birthday. It was 
the little things I missed the most; 
like the food and family gatherings. 
One of my favorite memories was 
spending time with my grandma, 
drinking tea on the balcony and 
watching the busy streets of Cairo 
with her. At first, adjusting to a new 
language and culture in the U.S. 
was difficult. Over time, I found 
an appreciation for both cultures 
that I grew up in, and today, I try to 
incorporate my Egyptian heritage into 
many aspects of my life. For example, 
my wedding ceremony was a 
traditional Coptic ceremony. I feel that 
my unique upbringing has allowed me 
to better serve the diverse community 
of Santa Clara County.

Vimlesh Prasad, Storekeeper, Fiji

I was born in the Fiji Islands. I grew 
up on a farm with three brothers, one 
sister. The main crop was sugar cane. 
We grew rice and vegetables. We had 
a lot of goats, ducks, chickens. 

went to college and 
studied linguistics 
in UC Santa 
Cruz. Recently, a 
Russian lady was 
referred to me from 
our Consumer 
Mediation Unit. 
She needed help 
understanding 
American law 
because she 
thought that it 

should be different. I love to help 
translate and connect people.

Elizabeth Simoni, Administrative 
Secretary, El Salvador

I moved to the capital, San Salvador, 
shortly after I was born. We lived 
across the street from a park and I still 
have fond memories of playing there. 
But the trips to the park became fewer 
and fewer, because that’s where a lot 
of the violence took place during the 
civil war. It was close to the university 
and a lot of the students would protest 
and it would get pretty loud and 
violent. We would have to sleep on 

After reviewing the defendant’s robust 
history for child molestation, Deputy 
District Attorney Oanh Tran decided 
it was time the sexual predator went 
away for life. The defendant, who had 
previously served five years of a 20-year 
sentence in Indiana for molesting his 
stepdaughters, was now serving a 16-
year sentence for doing the same thing in 
San Jose. Then, in 2014 another victim 
came forward after initially denying that 
the defendant molested her in 2009. The 
defense offered 12 years but Tran wanted 
justice for the victim, not just another 
deal. Deputy District Attorney Dan 
Fehderau’s hard work on the previous 
case helped Tran locate witnesses and 
multiple prior victims to testify. Tran knew 
the victim presented challenges with her 
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the floor with our mattresses up against 
the window because we could hear the 
gunfire in the park. I remember being in 
fear when my mom went to work every 
day that she might not come back. My 
mom had the courage to leave everything 
behind to save our lives and bring us 
here. I will always be grateful to her for 
that.

My mom, she painted this picture in my 
head, that the streets were made of gold 
in the United States. So I was in the 
airplane arriving at the San Francisco 
airport just looking and looking. It was at 
night, so you could see the lights, and it 
seemed like it was true. Of course, we 
stepped out onto the street and it was 
like…. it’s cement, just like everything 
else. I remember being very disappointed.

Although it was a difficult adjustment 
at first, slowly we began to let go of the 
fear that there is danger in the world.  
We now know we are safe in the United 
States - although my mom is still very 
overprotective of me.

Marina Mankaryous, Prosecutor, Egypt



Q: I’m interested in how you got into dancing. Was your mom into 
it?

A: My mom danced until she was seven months pregnant with me. I 
was sitting at home while healing from a gymnastics injury watching a 
ballroom dance competition on TV. The women had these dresses with 
feathers and stones and everything. I told my mom: “Hey, I want to dress 
like that for New Year’s” to wear for festivities. She was like, “Well, if you 
want to dress like that you should go ballroom dancing.” You just don’t 
get a dress for no reason. 

Q: In Russia, how does ballroom dancing fit in? Is it like it is here 
in America - this esoteric thing that some people do? Is it more 
popular there? 

A: It’s more popular. If you look at any ballroom competition finals in the 
world then it’s usually six or seven couples with mostly Russian names. It 
goes along the lines of gymnastics and hockey. 

Q: You only dance with one young man? He only dances with you? 
How do you pick your partner? 

A: That’s one of the biggest pains of ballroom dancing. What 5, 7, 
10-year-old boy wants to ballroom dance. An 8-year-old doesn’t want 
girls…EW! I don’t want to touch your hand. There was a shortage. Also, 
you physically must match. People ask me why I wear heels so much. I 
am much more comfortable in heels than not because with my first dance 
partner, I was barely to his shoulder. His name was Ilya and he was very 
calm and totally the opposite of me. Not crazy at all.

Q: Did you ever have any epic fails? 

A: Yeah. I’ve fallen, my dance partner has fallen. It was Latin, so you’re 
not in constant contact. You have to be aware of where your partner is. 
So once, we were apart and I was supposed to come back and sort of 
sit down with my back to my partner. I went to the wrong dude and I did 
not know where my partner was. This girl was shocked, I’m shocked. My 
dance partner was just cracking up and like, “Get over here.” 

Q: Do you ever think about what your life would be like if you just 
continued with it? 

A: I do. I do wonder a lot. It’s not the missing thing, 
it’s the more like, what if the grass is greener? Law 
school and now this job, it’s challenging.

Q: Dancing, Masha, seems darn challenging. 
You need such discipline. Is that a Russian 
thing? 

A: It’s an approach. Like here in the states, when 
I was teaching, almost all the little kids at the 
competition would get medals, and ribbons. Blue 
for fourth place and green for fifth or something? 
There should be no consolation prizes. Work your 
&*()%$# next time and you’ll get a medal.

Q: You’ve been to a dance club. Do you dance 
like a goofball and pretend you don’t have 
any training or do you launch instantly into a 
double-axel with splits? 

A: So not that obnoxious with a double-axel. But 
you can pick out born dancers at a club. I love 
going to this Salsa club in San Francisco. You can 
pick us out. 

Q:  Does your husband dance at all? 

A: It’s directly proportional to the amount of alcohol 
that he has. Usually at weddings or his employer’s 
Christmas party. I said to him, “Oh my God. You 
are such an amazing dancer.” And he’s like, “Cool.”
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Q & A
...with Deputy District Attorney Masha Gershenovich 

If you think trying drunk driving case against a tough defense 
attorney for a skeptical Palo Alto jury is hard, then try dancing a 
rhumba against 50 other couples for a skeptical panel of judges in 
St. Petersburg. Prosecutor Masha Gershenovich has won difficult 
criminal trials and the U.S Ballroom Dancing Nationals, twice. We 
talk to the native Russian about how she went from the ballroom to 
the courtroom.   
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Everything changed in Fiji after 1987. We had a 
major military coup. So the military government 
took over and after that there was a lot of 
discrimination going on. My uncle came to the 
United States in 1979. Every time he would 
come back to visit us he always brought good 
memories and told us good stories. He brought 
beautiful pictures. Like his kids playing on the 
bicycles, the city of San Francisco, Vegas. 
Now I am an American citizen. I always think 
about Fiji and my family is back there, but I am 
American. This is a land of opportunities. All you 
have to do is open your eyes and work hard and 
grab those opportunities. Sometimes it makes 
me wonder, sometimes you see these people 
coming from other countries, for example 
people who commit suicide bombings. You are 
already in this country, you have everything. 
Why would you do that crazy stuff? It makes me 
wonder. I talk with my kids about it, how this is 
the place that everyone is dreaming to come to. 

Olusere Olowoyeye, Prosecutor, Canada

I was born in Kingston Ontario. My dad, who is 
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iMentor Challenge

Justice Essay Contest Winner

DA Jeff Rosen and Deputy 
District Attorney Paola 
Estanislao’s daughter, Noe, 3, 
at this year’s Take Our Daughters 
and Sons to Work Day.

Christina Cordona, Lead Legal 
Secretary, received the District 
Attorney’s Employee Excellence 
Award for the month of April 
2017. 

Michelle Bell, Criminalist III, 
received the District Attorney’s 
Employee Excellence Award for 
the month of August 2017.

Assistant District 
Attorney Brian Welch 
and Deputy District 
Attorneys Jeremy Avila, 
Grace Kouba, Sandip 
Patel, Bryan Slater (not 
pictured) and George 

Tran at The LGBT Bar Association’s 29th Annual 
Lavender Law Conference & Career Fair.

Explorer Program

Reaching Out to the Community
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a doctor, was doing a residency there. 
We moved to Nigeria when I was about 
13 months old. We lived in Nigeria until 
I was eight and there was another coup 
and so we moved to Newfoundland for 
two years. And then, we moved back 
to Ontario for another year and a half, 
and then we moved to Ohio, shortly 
thereafter. When people ask me what 
my first memories are, they are of 
Nigeria. I consider myself to be more 
Nigerian than I consider myself to be 
Canadian.

As a young child you don’t even 
recognize that other people look or 
sound or are different from you. But 
then I think we may have integrated 
Newfoundland, at least the town that we 
lived in. It was just an absolute shock. 
Everybody looked different. Snow on 
the ground. And even though we spoke 
English, we didn’t speak English like 
everybody else did. I think who I am - 
my cultural mores, my ideas of what’s 
right and what’s wrong, have been 
shaped by every single area that I have 

lived in. From an intellectual 
stand point I consider myself to 
be American first and foremost. 
Although my wife was asking 
me the other day, “Why do 
our kids have to support the 
Nigerian football team?” I’m 
like, “Because we support the 
Nigerian football team.” If the 
Super Eagles are playing, 
even if they are playing against 
the United States, we support 
the Super Eagles. And my wife 
was like, “That doesn’t make 
any sense.” And I was like, 
“That’s just the way it is.”  

For more personal stories just 
like this, please visit us online.

http://www.sccgov.org/sites/da/Pages/DA-office-site-home-page.aspx
mailto:dawestwing%40da.sccgov.org?subject=Subscription/Feedback
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Santa-Clara-County-District-Attorneys-Office-DA-Jeff-Rosen/231160103584871
https://www.sccgov.org/sites/da/publications/WestWingNewsletter/Documents/Justice%20Essay%20Contest.pdf
https://www.sccgov.org/sites/da/publications/WestWingNewsletter/Documents/The%20Americans-Online.pdf
https://www.sccgov.org/sites/da/publications/WestWingNewsletter/Documents/Exploring%20the%20World%20of%20Law%20Enforcement.pdf
https://www.sccgov.org/sites/da/publications/WestWingNewsletter/Documents/iMentor.pdf
https://www.sccgov.org/sites/da/publications/WestWingNewsletter/Documents/Reaching%20Out.pdf

