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Parsippany 211 worker heeds First Call for
Help after Katrina

BY JULIE LANGE
SPECIAL TO THE DAILY RECORD

In the wake of Hurricane Katrina, United Way of America put out a call
for volunteers to go to Louisiana, Houston and Atlanta to help staff the
2-1-1 centers. That's where evacuees were told to call for help in
finding financial assistance, shelter, food, transportation, health care,
clothing and all of the other things they needed to rebuild their lives.

| wasfortunateto havebeenone of thosevolunteersKnowing it
would bean unforgettableexperiencel keptthe following
journal duringmy stayin Monroe,La.

Sunday, Sept.11

The prospectof climbing ontoa jet bound fora disasterareaon
the anniversaryf 9/11 wasa little spooky.On theride to the
airport, | noticedthis wasexactlythe samekind of perfect
Septembeday ason that fatefumorningexactlyfour yearsago.
As I'd left the house the memorialserviceat the World Trade
Centersite wason TV, that endlessolemncalling out of names.
| wonderedf someoneavould bedoingthe samething for
Katrinavictims four yearshence.

As themilesslippedpaston Route78, | felt a queasinesdeepin
my belly, andmy eyeswelled up with tears.It wasa melancholy
feeling that perhaps$ wasseeingeverythingfamiliar for the last
time, becausavhenl returned,| would beseeingthem through
different eyes.My experiences Louisianaweresureto change
theway | sawtheworld, andin fact, theworld itself could
changein aninstant,asKatrinahadremindedus all.

After an uneventfulflight, CoganAir depositedme ata single
terminalairportin downtownMonroe,whereall theairport
personneseemedo be on afirst-namebasis withoneanother!
wasamazedvhenthe presidenof United Way of Monroe
pickedmeup inhercar. She wadriendly, gracious extremely
appreciativeandclearly exhaustedShe'dbeenworking very
long hoursalongsideher staff sincethe hurricanehit two weeks
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Julie Lange, marketing communications
director for 211 First Call for Help in
Parsippany, spent a week manning phone
banks in Louisiana to help victims of Hurricane
Katrina.

Hurricane relief

To find out ways to help with the hurricane
relief effort, call 2-1-1 or visit
www.211firstcall.org.

For hurricane evacuees who are now
located in New Jersey, calling 2-1-1is a
good way to find out what assistance is
available to help them rebuild their lives.
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earlier.

She tookmeto the United Way building in which the 2-1-1 S ST EPEEhL O T E B

centeris housedBeforethe disasterthe centerincludedthree  |Lange had a birthday while she was in
peopleon phonesbut the operationhadswollento about25 A e
volunteersworking at rows of conferencedablesin the United birthday cake and helped her celebrate.
Way boardroom.Threeof the walls were coveredwith what
lookedlike white butcherpaper wherelate-breakinginformation

wasscrawledwith markersandfrequentlyupdated.

After a quick tour, | wasofferedhomebakedpeachcobbler still
warm, anddirectedto thetrainingroomwherel satthrougha
60-minute orientationalongwith threeothernewly arrived
volunteersAll of them, Idiscoveredwould bemy housemates
at a beautiful10-acrehorsefarm outsideMonroe,ownedby one
of thelocal United Way volunteers.

Our crashcourseincludedhow to pronouncehe namesof the MARY SMITH / SPECIAL TO THE DAILY
townsand counties suchasthe countywe werein, Ouchita N
(pronouncedvatch-it-awe). It waspretty daunting knowing that] calls and offering help to victims of Hurricane
the spectrunof calls we'd be handling includedeverythingfrom LKatrina at the call center in Monroe, La.
peoplewantingto donatefood to thosewho were contemplating
suicide.Thenwe piled intoa largepickup truck which Kathy

Gzeschinpur host,hadloanedusto getto andfrom the farm.

Thelandin that partof Louisianais beautiful,rolling greenhills
scatteredvith fencedpasturesBut alongsidethis natural
lushnessvasthe harshreality of peoplestandingin long linesto
getfood andice, andsleepingon cotsin thelocal civic center.

Monday, Sept.12

| reportedto the2-1-1 Centerat8 a.m.,full of trepidationabout |SPECIAL TO THE DAILY RECORD
United Way volunteer Kathy Gzeschin of

how well equipped wasto help hurricanevictims put their lives | Monroe, La., far right, hosted some of the

backtogether My roleis typically the PR spokespersorithe one | volunteers who came from around the country
f to help man the relief center including, from
to reporton whathappensn a 2-1-1 centersomeonavho left, Julie Lange, marketing director at the 2-1-

promotesandadvocategor 2-1-1. Buttalking with realpeople |1 Center in Parsippany; Mary Smith, executive
h . . f di o director of REAL Crisis Intervention Inc. in
who were experiencingextremestatesof distress andosswas | greenville, NC: Nancy Almeida, director of the

way outsidemy comfortzone.l didn'twantto let thesgpeople |2-1-1 Center in Hartford, Conn.; and Marisel
Mandry, resource specialist from the 2-1-1

downin their time of greatneed. Center in Hartford.

| wasrelievedwhenthe shift supervisorassignedneto sit next

to a moreexperienced/olunteerand observefor a while. But 17 B (et

less _tharan hour Iat_er, sheaskedrr_\eto put on theheadseand 2-1-1 is a special telephone number
“log in" (call centerjargonfor gettingreadyto takecalls). people can call when they're looking for

non-emergency help or information about
available community resources. Trained 2-
1-1 specialists help callers find help for a
wide varietv of issues. from basic needs

With alumpin my throat,| silently | prayedfor an easyone.
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| got my wish. The callerwantedto know how to apply for like food, housing and health care to legal
financialaid from the FederaEmergencyManagemenfgency. | services, drug treatment, job assistance,
It went OK childcare, disability services,

) transportation, financial assistance and

much more.

The calls got progressivelytrickier, but therewasalwaysa In Northeast New Jersey, this free 24-
helperroamingthefloor, readyto assistwhenevei got stuck, ]'joulz Sle"Y'Cg is PFOV'ded2b1y fﬁ First fila"
which wasfairly oftenat first because wassounfamiliarwith | 2> & :bﬁ’elthsazlﬁgjtnrzfev; J'er;;‘grﬁ”iny
our referencanformation.This ad hoc "databaseincludeda about 50 percent of the country.

threering binder(organizedn away | hadn'tyet figured out),
threewalls full of late-breakingannouncementscrawledon

largewhite erasablesheetsanda pile of typedupdatesheetghat

were distributedabouttwice a day.

Katrina cats, dogs find shelter in
o Morris
| felt completelyoverwhelmedoy thetaskof diggingthroughall Morris response to emergencies

of thisinformationto find answerdor eachcaller,and| longed | locally centered
for the luxury of our automatediatabasdackin New Jerseyand |  Investing after the hurricane
the easeandsimplicity of a keywordsearchBut | gradually Hurricanes' pet victims will get help
cameto realizethat, primitiveasit was, this everchangingpaper| frem Morris.
system-- andthereservoirof humanknowledgethat developed
behindit asvolunteerstaff memberdecameaccustomedo
working in a stateof flux -- wasprobablyan efficient way to

— . . Related news from the Web
manageso muchfastbreakinginformation.Giventheresources| Latest headiines by Topic:
on hand,t would havebeendifficult to updatea computer * Hurricane
databaseso spontaneously. Powered by Topix.net

The calls camefast andfurious. By the endof my first day, we

had handledabout2,500 callsAn amazingcamaraderielevelopedn the bullpen, witheveryoneready
to scrambleto help a fellow volunteerwith a call. The constantensionspawnedmomentsof
spontaneougiddinessaswell asraw burnout.The shift supervisor&ncouragedis to takefrequent
breaksto relievethe stress.

My mostchallengingcall that firstday camefrom a womanwho wasbesideherselfwith fearand
exasperationHer elderly motherwasmissing,andno onehadbeenableto helplocateher. She blamed
the state the National Guard,the White Houseandracismfor the shamefulway sheandso manyother
evacueesadbeentreatedin New Orleansin the wakeof the hurricane.

Thewomansaidshehad pushedher elderly motherin a hospitalbedfrom a nearbynursing homeo the
Superdomen the blazingLouisianasun,andwasforcedto wait for days-- hungry,thirsty, overheated
andwithout the medicalcareher motherneeded.

The callerbelievedher motherhad suffereda strokewhile strandedhere,andthe 82-yearold was
eventuallyairlifted out for medicaltreatmentBut no oneseemedo know whereshe'dbeentaken.My
caller didn'tknow whetherher motherwasalive or dead,but fearedthe strokemay haverenderecher
incapableof telling anyonewho shewas.

Now separatedor morethana weekanddesperatdéor answersmy callerhadphonedeveryhospital

that wastreatingevacueesand shehadeventraveledto Houstonandwasaboutto drive to Atlantato
continuehersearchMy heartachedfor her.I thought,"What if this were my mothef"
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My shift supervisorand| searcheall theregistriesof missingpersongutto no avail.All | could
suggest waso try calling us againtomorrow.| tried to hold out somehopeto the caller, butto meit felt
like a defeat.

Therewerealsomomentof dark humorthat firstday. Oneof my fellow volunteersspoketo a woman
who hadlost herhomeandeverythingin it after beingevacuatedo anothercity. Adding insultto injury,
her motherin-law, who alsohadbeenfloodedout of houseandhome,askedherto go pickup herlate
fatherin-law's crematedemainswhich hadbeenleft at a local funeralhomethe weekbeforethe
hurricane It wasa chorethe caller considerediownrightcreepy,but shedecidedto do theright thing.

But shearrivedat the funeralhomeonly to find a cleanupunderway after Katrina'ssurgehad
temporarilysubmergecdkverythingunder6 feetof water,includingthe fatherin-law's ashesWhenthe
undertakembroughtout the remains they were packagedn a plasticbagthat turnedut to beless than
watertight.He proceededo snipa smallholein the bottomof the bagto let thewatertrickle outand
thenadvisedthe womanto leavethe bagopenasshedrovehomeso that thesoggyashescouldfinish
drying out.

By thetime shefinishedtelling her gruesomestory, boththe callerandour volunteerwere howling with
laugher.

"You know, if you canfind a way to laughat a time like this, | know you'regonnabe all right,” my
colleagueassuredhe callerat the end of their conversation.

Tuesday,Sept. 13

It's my birthdaytoday.l wasblown awaywhenl walkedinto the call centerafterlunchanda big
birthday cakewaswaiting for me. The soundof so manyco-workerssinging "Happy Birthday" brought
tearsto my eyes.And everyonehadsignedmy birthdaycard.Anothervolunteerhasa birthdaytoday,
too, andthere'sonetomorrow.

Wednesday,Sept. 14

Eachday brings anewwaveof humancrises.Yesterdaytherewere manypeoplestill callingthe2-1-1
centersearchingor lost lovedones.Oneman! spoketo wassearchingor his threeyoung childrenfor
whom heandhis ex-wife sharedcustody.Thekids werewith their motherwhenthe hurricanestruck,
andhe'dbeenunableto locatethem sinceHe didn't know whetherto file a missingpersonseportor
chargeherwith kidnapping.

At one point, a big cheerwent up whenwe got word that a29-yearold deafmanhadfinally been
locatedby aparentwho'd beencalling us frantically everyday for the pastthreeweeks.

Thelevel of frustrationamongcallershasbeenrising day by day.By yesterdaypeoplewho had started
out with any resourcest all whenthe hurricanestruck had exhaustedhem, butno outsidefinancialhelp
hadyetarrived.They'dspentall their savings, maxedut all their creditcards,andyet FEMA assistance
andinsurancanoney(if they'dbeenableto getthroughat all on theperpetuallybusyphonelines) had
still notarrived. They'dusedup theiremergencyood stampsandwere beingkicked out of their hotel
rooms forlack of funds,but they didn't havethe meando pay for a permanenplaceto live, if indeed
they couldfind one.
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We heardstoriesaboutpeoplewho settheir alarmsto wakeup everyhourthroughoutthe nighttrying to
getthroughto FEMA to applyfor assistanceOneguy saidhe finally got throughin the weehours,but
in the middle of his conversationthe cell phonebatterygaveout.

Calling the RedCrossfinancialassistancéne wasjust asbad.In factl still haven'ttalkedto anyone
who saidthey actuallygot through.We startedgiving peoplethe RedCrosschapteroffice numbers put
peoplehavecalledbackto tell usthosenumbershaverecordednessagesn theiransweringnachines
telling peopleto dial thefinancialassistancéne.

Today,a few peoplestartedreturningto their homesin areasof New Orleansand surroundingparishes
wherethe waterhasrecededMany calledfor helpin removingtreesthat hadfallen on theirhomes,
were blocking theirdrivewaysor were hangingprecariouslyovertheir roofs. But therewasno help
availableyet becausehe cleanupcrewswere concentratingon clearingcoadsandremovingdangerous
conditions.

Anotherbig problemtodaywaspeoplewho finally returnedto their ravagechomesto find the utilities
turnedoff for nonpaymenbecauseheyhadn'tpaidthe bill sincethey'dbeenevacuatedUnfortunately,
noneof the agencieshat normallyoffer utility assistancen thoseareasvasbackin operationsincethe
flood.

The crisiscounseloravere busierthanevertoday. Thosewho hadthe experienceof volunteeringafter
9/11 predictedthat overthe nexttwo weekswe'll seemoreand moredepressiorand posttraumatic
stressasthe adrenalinesubsidesandthe harshreality of daily life beginsto sinkin.

| continueto be inspiredby thelevel of unswervingcommitment seein my fellow volunteersOneof
my housemates from North Carolina,whereHurricaneOpheliahasbeenhoveringjust offshorefrom
her homefor the pastseveraldays.The TV in the backof theroomhasbeensetto Fox News,and
betweencalls we'vetried to monitorthe storm'sprogresshearingaboutevacuationsn six counties,
including her own. But sheneverfor a momentconsideredeturninghomeearlyto be with herfamily
andto help shoreup theirbelongings.

Thelocal United Way volunteersarealsoamazing Kathy Gzeschinwhosebeautifulhomebecameours
for the week,roseat5 a.m.everydayto carefor herfamily while making runsbackandforth to the
airportto pick up anddelivervolunteerdrom aroundthe country.She'salsobeenin chargeof arranging
homesfor all the out-of-town volunteergo stayin. Lately shehasliterally beengoingthroughher
phonebook tryingto think of morepeopleshecould askto hostvolunteersan their homes.

Meanwhileanothedocal United Way volunteer Kay, hasbeenorganizinghome cookedmealsfor
volunteersin the211 centerwhich is staffed24 hoursa day. Lastnight we hadjambalayafor dinner--
delicious.This Southerncookingmakesgreatcomfortfood, but it's addinginchesto all our waistlines.

I've formeda specialbond withone of the shift supervisorsa volunteerfrom Pennsylvaniavhose21-
yearold sondiedless thara yearago.Having lost a teenagesonmyself12 yearsago,| know all too
well how muchit costheremotionallyto put herselfin the middle of all this angsttragedyandloss.She
committedto a threeweekstintin the 2-1-1 centerandwasrunningon pureadrenalindoy thetime |
met her,but herresilienceis amazing.She almosalwayshasa smile on herfaceandwords of
encouragemerfor everyonesheencounters.
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I've begunto feel a smallsenseof masteryoverthejob I'm hereto do, although it's verfrustratingto
havesofew good answerfor so manyof our callers.I'm alsofeeling a realsenseof communityamong
thosel work side by-sidewith for 12 hourseveryday. As grim asthejob canbe,it's ajoy to be here
togetherwith this sharedsenseof purposel will missthesepeople.

Friday, Sept.16

I'm on theplanefrom Houstonto Newarkandwill be homewithin a few hours.It wassadto leavethat
extraordinarycommunityof volunteers! learnedso muchfrom this experienceand| feel sofortunate
to havegone.

During my lastday in the Monroe211 Centerthe natureof the calls that camen continuedto evolve.
More and morepeoplehadventuredbackinto their devastateseighborhoodso try to reclaimtheir
homes.Thesewerethe peoplewho had seenthe hurricaneat its worst. Their voicessoundechumb, asif
they hadn'tyet allowedthemselvedo feelthe full impactof their trauma.

| spoketo onedisabledveteranwho lived neara leveethat broke He hadremainedn his home
throughoutthe stormandthoughthe washomefree after the worst of the hurricanehad passedbput then
the leveewasbreachednd suddenlytherewaswatercoming inandhis applianceserefloating. He
tried to go outhis front door, but the pressureof the floodwaterheldit shut.He grabbedontothe back
door, hopingto go outthat way,but the door brokefreefrom its hinges,andhe heldontoit like alife
raft until the waterrosehigh enough-- over12 feet-- sothat hecould climb onto his roof, wearingonly
his undershiriandboxers.

Anothermantold me he hadstayedbehindto look afterthreepropertieshe takescareof in New
Orleans.n the midstof the hurricane he wentout to try to anchorthe garageroof by attachingt with
wire to the beamsput while he wasdoing this, the wind tookthe roof andvery nearlytook him with it.
He retreatedo theinnermost reachas the building and spentthe restof the stormin the fetal position,
he said.

Down the block from the 2-1-1 Centerat Milo's coffeeshop,whereseveralus wenton breakwe found
ourselvesstandingin line behinda womanwho wasstayingat the makeshiftshelterin the Civic Center.
She hadbeena nurseat one of the New Orleanshospitalsandher supervisorsiadtold herto throw
togetherenoughuniformsandprovisionsfor herselfto lasta weekandbring them into work. She pulled
her nursing degreeff thewall andthrewit into a wheeledcooleralongwith a caseof bottledwater,her
passportsomeutility bills andfour cansof bearfrom herrefrigerator,and shereportedfor duty.

With the electricityout in the hospitalandno elevatorsvorking, sheandfellow staff hadto carrythe
non-ambulatorypatientsup severaflights of stairsto keepthem aboveheflood level. She ancher
fellow nurseswvorkedall day andnight doingthis without lights or air conditioning.Theywatchedasall
of thewindowswereblown outby thestorm,andthenthey sharedhosefour beersasif theywere
nectarfrom the gods.

She toldus shewasnow living in a shelterin Monroeanddidn'tknow whereshe'llgo fromthere.She
wasstill waiting for her FEMA assistance-erinsurancevouldn'tcoverflood damage- aloophole, she
said.She wadopingto find work somewherelse,andnot anxiousto returnto New Orleans.

We continuedto getmissingpersonreportsyesterdayput now peoplewerelooking for cousins and
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auntsandunclesandgrandchildrerratherthanimmediatefamily. Every oncein a while anotheround
of applausevould go up inthe centerwhensomeonealledin to tell usthey'dfoundaloved onewho
had beenmissing.

Oneof thethingsthat impressede so muchoverthe pastweekwasthe gratitudeand patienceand
civility 1 observecamongso manypeoplewho enduredunbelievablenardshipandloss.Neverthelesshy
yesterdaythe angeranddespairwere beginning tocomeoutin someof the callers.Beyondlosing
everythingthey everownedor valued,beyondthe inhuman livingconditionsthat somehadendured,
beyondthe uncertaintyaboutthe future, beyondthe sadnessverloved oneslost, so manynow felt like
they were beingshuttledfrom pillar to postin searchof the helpthey'dheardwasavailablebut so
elusive.

Somehadbeentrying to call the AmericanRedCrossor FEMA for daysor weeks,to no avail.My
fellow volunteerfrom lowatalkedto a womanwho wasdiabeticandtaking careof herelderly, sick
mother.The callerneedednsulin, but shehadno prescriptiorwith herandvery little money.We had
advisedher,aswell asothersuchcallers,to go tospecificpharmacieshat weresupposedly providing
free medicineto evacuees.

Sothis womanwalked somedistancan the summerheatto a pharmacyin oneof the designateahains.
But shewasturnedaway.By thetime shecalledus back,shehadbeenrationingherlittle remaining
insulin in very smalldoses; hevoice wasvery weakandshesoundedseriouslyill. My colleague
advisedherto getto anemergencyoomassoonaspossible.

It's hardfor meto believethat anypharmacistvould holdbackon lifesavingmedicationduringa
disasterput chaosmakescommunicationglifficult, andhe may not havegotten wordaboutwhatthe
homeoffice had promisedto the public. Thisis one smallexampleof how difficult it canbeto verify
and communicateémportantinformationduringa disaster.

In spiteof suchfrustrationsas| look backon thisexperiencd amstruckby theunbelievableunity,
harmonyandevena kind of peacd felt amongmy coworkerswhile operatingin the midstof a very
chaoticandheartrendingsituation.| neverhearda harshword spokenamongthe volunteersalthough
all of uswereworking 12-hour shiftswith no daysoff. Everyonebentover backwardto support and
encourageneanotherNew peoplewere madeto feel welcomeandappreciatedit wasanincredible
model ofhow beautifulthingscanbe, evenin the worstof conditions.

This mustbe what Native Americaneldersmeanwhenthey say,"Walk in beauty."It's a shamehat
sometimest takesa disasteito put usin touchwith our own humanity.

Julie Lange is director of marketing & communication for 211 First Call for Help in Parsippany. She lives in Hackkettstown.
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