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Lunch Lady
DIANA ZAMORA
PROJECT LA FAMILIA

Seeing a need when DISD discon-
tinued its free meals for school 
children, Zamora launched Project 
La Familia, creating one-pot meals 
and snacks for students and their 
families facing food insecurity. The 
organization received donations 
from various sources and was 
staffed by unemployed or furloughed 
restaurant industry workers.
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FRONT
LINE
( )A  S P E C I A L  E D I T I O N  O F  B E S T  O F  B I G  D

COMPILED BY  ORIGINAL PHOTOGRAPHY BY 
D MAGAZINE STAFF ELIZABETH LAVIN

HEROES
SINCE 2020 HAS BEEN A YEAR 
LIKE NO OTHER IN OUR HISTORY—
we weren’t around for the last global pandemic, in the early 1900s—we knew we had to 
approach our annual Best of Big D issue in a different way. We threw out the usual catego-
ries and asked readers to nominate people they considered heroes, men and women who 
had stepped up during this crisis to protect and serve. We had no shortage of candidates: 
doctors, lawyers, students, makers, RV procurers, video producers, farmers, feeders, 
letter carriers, leaders. More than 900 submissions in all. It was difficult to narrow it 
down to the names on the following pages. We applaud them all. You should, too.  
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SERVICE
A  S P E C I A L  E D I T I O N  O F  B E S T  O F  B I G  D

{ }F R O M  B U L L I O N 
T O  F A R M E R ’ S  B A G S

W I L L  S A L I S B U RY 
H E A R D  T H AT  F OU N DAT I O N

F ormerly sous chef at the high-end french 
brasserie Bullion, Salisbury co-founded Heard That 
Foundation, a nonprofit dedicated to raising funds for 
hospitality workers with urgent medical concerns. 
But when the pandemic struck Dallas, those needs 

became more dire. The scrappy nonprofit, which also functions 
as an information hub and advocate for issues like health insur-
ance and paid leave, evolved as the situation did. First, it provided 
microgrants to bartenders, baristas, servers, and dishwashers 
to offset rent, utilities, or healthcare costs. Then it created Staff 
Meal, a program staffed entirely by hospitality industry volunteers 
cooking dinners five nights a week for their own service-industry 
family. And, finally, it offered weekly farmer’s bags filled with milk, 
goat cheese, and produce from local farms like Profound Foods. 
Active and fiercely committed, Heard That proved a linchpin in 
the effort to aid a struggling industry looking to uplift its own. 
heardthatfoundation.org 
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HEARD MENTALITY:
“Will overcame his own medical 
trauma and turned around and 

used his experience to help 
others through Heard That,” 

Salisbury’s nominator wrote. 
“Although he is apparently too 
lazy to ever make homemade 

French fries.”

“Coronavirus merely 
exposed the existing 

vulnerabilities of hospitality 
workers: no sick pay, low 

wages, little healthcare, no 
modified work duty.” 

—Will Salisbury
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B E S T  O F  B I G  D  H E R O E S  S E R V I C E

Torres, vice president of his 
father’s Houston-based whole-
sale produce business, which has 
served Dallas restaurants since 
1994, found himself at the center 

of an industry that had ground to a halt. He 
wanted to find a way to stanch the bleeding 
wounds of product loss and employee layoffs. 
The solution crystallized around produce 
boxes, which he sold at cost from his ware-
house to service-industry employees who had 
been laid off or furloughed when their restau-
rants shuttered. 

The first week, he sold more than 1,000 of 
them, as lines stretched down the street. Anyone 

who couldn’t cover the $30 fee still went away 
with full arms. As demand grew, Torres and his 
employees expanded their service to retail cus-
tomers, offering pickups at various locations, all 
restaurants, setting up in parking lots and sell-
ing boxes loaded with produce, eggs, milk, bags 
of jasmine rice, bread, and other products from 
local vendors who were struggling. Ten dollars 
from each sale went to the employee relief fund 
of whichever restaurant hosted the pop-up—
José on Lovers, Taverna Rossa, Homewood, RM 
12:20 Bistro, and others—or to HG Sply Co.’s 
Everybody Eats fund. 

As restaurants reopened in May, the com-
pany shifted back to serving them, having sold 
more than 10,000 boxes to nonindustry folk 
and thousands of boxes to service- industry 
employees. chefsproduce.com

RICHARD TORRES
CHEFS’ PRODUCE

The solution 
crystallized 

around produce 
boxes, which 

he sold at 
cost from his 

warehouse 
to service-

industry 
employees who 

had been laid off 
or furloughed 

when their 
restaurants 
shuttered. 

( )S E RV I N G  T H E 
S E RV E R S

BLUE PERIOD:
When restaurants closed, 

Torres (center) and his team 
started selling produce boxes  

to unemployed industry  
workers at cost.
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The nonprofit FestEvents Foundation 
established the Staff Meal program for 
unemployed hospitality workers in collab-
oration with Steve DeShazo, director of 
culinary programs at Dallas College  
( formerly El Centro), and chefs Nick Walker 
(Virgin Hotel Dallas) and Sharon Van Meter 

(3015 at Trinity Groves). Saturdays became 
pickup days for free meal packs that included 
four breakfasts and four lunches or dinners. 
In July, as more restaurants opened, a new 
phase was started for family meal pickups 
from a different designated restaurant every 
week. staffmeal.org

FREE
LUNCH
ELIAS POPE
EVERYBODY EATS

B R E A K FASTS  FO R  C H A M P I O N S
STAFF MEAL 

Pope, founder of 80/20 Hospitality (HG Sply Co., 
HERO, Standard Service), created Everybody 
Eats to provide free meals to anyone laid off in 
the service industry or other business. With the 
help of Chefs’ Produce, Heard That Foundation, 
and others, the curbside meal pickup operation 
functioned out of HG Sply Co. on Lowest Green-
ville and HERO in Victory Park and provided 
tens of thousands of free meals. dfweats.com

RANDY DEWITT
FURLOUGH KITCHEN 

Along with Jordan Swim 
of Vestals Catering and the 
nonprofit CitySquare, DeWitt, 
who is the CEO of Front 
Burner Restaurants, spear-
headed Furlough Kitchen, a 
pop-up that served lunch box-
style pickup meals Monday 
through Saturday for anyone 
laid off in the service industry. 
furloughkitchen.org

PATRICK BRANDT AND ANURAG JAIN 
GET SHIFT DONE

Brandt and his company Shiftsmart joined 
Jain, entrepreneur and chairman of the board 
of the North Texas Food Bank, to launch Get 
Shift Done, a nonprofit initiative that linked 
furloughed or unemployed restaurant-  
industry workers with volunteer shifts at food 
banks, food pantries, schools, and food-  
distribution nonprofits. By mid-June, Get 
Shift Done had provided temporary jobs and 
paychecks for 11,000 hospitality workers, 
served more than 18 million relief meals, and 
spread its model beyond North Texas to other 
states. getshiftdone.org

PAYCHECK 
TO 

PAYCHECK

SQUARE
MEALS

POPE KNOWS:
“We are in the ser-

vice industry,” Pope 
says. “Our model is 
to serve others, so 

shutting down is not 
an option.” (This isn’t 
Pope, but thank this 
guy if you see him.)

PICKUP ARTIST:
Furlough Kitchen 

served up hot meals 
and hope daily.
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B E S T  O F  B I G  D  H E R O E S  S E R V I C E

PULLED TOGETHER:
Diane and Justin Fourton 

launched The Dinner Bell Founda-
tion to help feed frontline workers 

in need. Partners include Moni-
ca’s, Luscher’s, SkinnyFATS, and 

Maya’s Modern Mediterranean. So 
if you don’t like barbecue, you’re 

not out of luck. There’s just 
something wrong with you.
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Risky Business
You know who you are. You are the 
essential workers who make our daily 
lives livable. You keep us fed, pick up 
our garbage, and deliver our hand san-
itizer. Instead of opting to work from 
home, you must get close to each other 
or to us. You get the least amount of rec-
ognition for doing the most important 
things. We applaud you.

Grocery store clerks
Delivery people
Restaurant employees
Sanitation workers
Bus, train, and truck drivers
Farmers and agricultural workers
Cleaners and janitors
Gas station employees
Phone and internet technicians
Plumbers
Electricians
Factory workers
Childcare workers
In-home caregivers
Pharmacy employees
Water and wastewater employees
Bank tellers
Hardware store employees
Funeral home employees
Law enforcement employees 
Fire and rescue employees
911 and 311 call center employees
Utility workers
Truck stop and rest area workers
Construction crews
Toll takers
Automotive repair employees
Air transportation employees
Educators
Laundromat employees
Dry cleaner employees
Nursing home employees

BARBECUE GIVES BACK 
DIANE AND JUSTIN FOURTON

PECAN LODGE

To the husband-and-wife owners of pecan lodge in deep ellum, 
the onslaught of COVID-19 felt eerily similar to the 2008 economic 
crisis. “It was really scary in that moment,” Justin says. “You went from 
everything being OK to 90 percent of business evaporating overnight.” 
But they were determined to “give back to Dallas everything it’s given 

us,” Diane says.
So the couple launched The Dinner Bell Foundation to do what they do best: feed 

people. They’ve provided free meals to hospital workers, nursing home staff, firefight-
ers, and other frontline workers in need. They’ve served more than 15,000 meals as of 
press time. The foundation also partners with local restaurants to buy their food, keep 
staff employed, and provide financial assistance. “It’s difficult to be in this industry but 
maybe more rewarding than ever,” Diane says. “It’s healing.” dinnerbellfoundation.org

S O U T H E R N 
C O M FO RT
JOE GROVES
ELLEN’S

As the food sector saw record job loss, Groves, 
who co-owns Ellen’s restaurant downtown, 
kept every employee on payroll and covered 
lost income from tips. He sent out stick-
to-your-ribs meals to first responders. And 
for every Ellen’s gift card purchase, Groves 
matched the same dollar amount for donated 
meals to an economically underserved area in 
southern Dallas. gritsrule.com

APPS AND ENTRÉES
AMY AND NICK BONANNO
CURBSIDE NINJA

T
he website development entrepreneurs were determined 
to help alleviate profit-loss woes they heard about from 
restaurant-owning clients and friends. Many were losing sig-
nificant income—sometimes upwards of 30 percent on each 

transaction—to third-party services as they shifted their busi-
nesses to takeaway and delivery models. So the Bonannos secured 
a grant from RevTech Ventures, a Dallas-based startup accelera-
tor, and launched Curbside Ninja, a curbside pickup and delivery 
platform. They were awarded the grant in early April, and, with a 
prototype ready to go, they were able to help restaurants turn on a 
new revenue stream. The duo has been providing the service free 
of charge to restaurants during the pandemic. curbside.ninja

KITCHEN CONFIDENTIAL
ROSEY SULLIVAN
UNDOCUMENTED WORKERS FUND DALLAS

E
arly on, Sullivan, Armoury D.E.’s 
general manager, recognized an 
enormous concern for employees 
of the hospitality industry: none 

of the federal and disaster-related 
funds would be filtered to undocu-
mented workers, many of whom work 

Kids  
Feeding Kids
CHAD HOUSER
CAFE MOMENTUM

 
Having closed its 
doors, the socially 
active nonprofit 
restaurant inaugu-
rated an initiative 
it called Momentum 
E.A.T.S. (Engage. Act. 
Transform.), providing 
meal kits to food-inse-
cure families affected 
by school closures. 
Funded by donations 
and prepared by the 
program’s youth 
interns, the 25,000 
weekly meals reached 
Dallas and Richardson 
ISD students as well as 
private academies and 
nonprofits. The interns 
glowed, Houser says, 
“to be the kids who 
were stepping up.”  
cafemomentum.org

in Dallas’ food and beverage industry. Sullivan put together the 
Undocumented Workers Fund Dallas to help those workers who 
aren’t eligible for unemployment benefits. She built a website, 
attached an online payment system to Venmo, and began taking 
donations and passing them out to applicants in the form of 
small grants. uwfd.squarespace.com
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COMMUNITY

A  S P E C I A L  E D I T I O N  O F  B E S T  O F  B I G  D

{ }S W E E T  D R E A M S
E M M A  R O D G E R S

S T O RY T I M E  AT  B E DT I M E

R odgers, a retiree who used to own black 
Images Book Bazaar in Oak Cliff, decided to help 
both children and parents cope with the pandemic. 
She created a series of YouTube videos with the 
Bishop Arts Theatre titled “Storytime at Bedtime” 

to entertain kids and provide relief for overworked parents. Since 
its founding, the project has grown to include submissions from 
authors around the country, spanning from Connecticut to California. 
“Reading is a wonderful way to travel the world or just to escape,” 
she says. Beyond this project, Rodgers is also an active volunteer, 
working with the Dallas Civil Rights Museum and serving on the 
community advisory board for UT Southwestern Medical Center’s 
DFW COVID-19 Prevalence Study. #batcstorytime
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AN OPEN BOOK:
“Though well over 70 years of 

age, Emma embodies an active 
spirit of community that says 

she will serve to help others 
at all times,” wrote Rodgers’ 

nominator. “She has an untiring 
spirit of community and  

endeavors to show love in so 
many different ways.”
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B E S T  O F  B I G  D  H E R O E S  C O M M U N I T Y

( )J UST  D E S E RT S
DARON BABCOCK

BONTON FARMS

W hen babcock started bonton farms 
in South Dallas, five years ago, the 
nonprofit’s mission was built around 
stability and hope. And when the world 
shut down, his mandate to feed the 

community and keep people employed didn’t change. “It 
required this shift where we’re urgently providing basic sta-
ples to people who have seen job losses, hours cut, and kids’ 
feeding programs at schools being cut,” he says.

Situated in a food desert, the urban farm’s market serves 
nourishing meals to those whose trip to the nearest grocery 
store may take hours using public transportation. And now, 
without restaurants to sell its produce to, Bonton Farms has 
launched a new farmers market where folks can purchase 
fruits, vegetables, and meats. Babcock says they feed 100 fami-
lies weekly and are working to serve 150. “We really take great 
joy in serving people that the world had given up on in a lot of 
regards,” he says. bontonfarms.org

MARKET FORCES:
“Bonton Farms serves nourishing 
meals to those whose journey to 
the nearest grocery store takes 
hours using public transportation,” 
wrote the nominator. “With quick 
thinking and a solid desire to serve, 
Babcock is keeping people, many 
with serious health issues, alive 
and out of harm’s way.” 
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STO C K 
B R O K E R S
NORTH TEXAS  
FOOD BANK

By April, it wasn’t hard 
to find physical mark-
ers from the invisible 
pandemic. But the most 
shocking was the line of 
cars outside Fair Park—
so long it could circle 
the entire 277 acres one 
and a half times—filled 
with hungry people, 
some of whom had lined 
up the night before. 
The North Texas Food 
Bank had 4,000 boxes 
of food to give away. 
They were gone by 
lunchtime. Since March 
15, the NTFB has pro-
vided more than 38 
million pounds of food. 
They partner with 262 
agencies in 13 North 
Texas counties. They’re 
handing out boxes up 
in Plano and down at 
the UNT-Dallas cam-
pus, near I-20. About 
70 percent of recipi-
ents were first-timers, 
meaning a distribu-
tion center that may 
have had 300 clients 
in February suddenly 
had 1,000 in a matter 
of months. Through 
it all, the North Texas 
Food Bank has been the 
supplier, loading box 
after box into car after 
car, restocking shelves 
at nonprofits in West 
Dallas and Oak Cliff. As 
long as there is need—
and there always will 
be need—they can be 
counted on. ntfb.org

C
hamber-
lain heads 
up the 
New Roots 

program at the 
International Res-
cue Committee in 
Dallas. New Roots 
is dedicated to 
connecting reset-

tled refugee farmers to urban growing space in 
Dallas and helping them sell their produce at local 
farmers markets. Since the pandemic started, she 
set up a food distribution hub in the middle of the 
Vickery Meadow neighborhood, in northeast Dal-
las, home to many international and low-income 
people. With the help of volunteers and other IRC 
staff, she has distributed more than 500 bags of 
donated dry goods and produce to more than 700 
people with food-insecurity needs due to layoffs, 
illness, and inability to access grocery stores. 
rescue.org

Jubilant Embrace
OVIDIA EVELYN AMAYA
JUBILEE PARK

From affordable housing to children’s edu-
cation, Jubilee Park and Community Center 
touches so many facets of life in southeast 
Dallas. Amaya, the organization’s community 
outreach coordinator, has worked tirelessly and 
put her health at risk to coordinate various food 
drives, food distribution, and meal delivery. 
During a recent survey of program partici-
pants, who live in an area that already had an 
unemployment rate of three to four times the 
county average before the pandemic, 72 percent 
of respondents had either lost a job or experi-
enced decreased wages due to COVID-19. Amaya 
wrapped her arms around the Jubilee Park com-
munity the very first week of the crisis and has 
not let go since. jubileecenter.org

School’s Never Out
CIERRA COTTON
BEHIND EVERY DOOR

In the under-resourced, low-income Roseland 
community in Old East Dallas, especially for 
those living in Roseland Townhomes, corona-
virus-induced school closures and economic 
fragility worsened the neighborhood’s chal-
lenges. But Cotton, the director of student life at 
Behind Every Door, tackled issues with tenacity, 
from lack of food and income to the obstacles 
of online schooling. She delivered 200 lunches 
daily, distributed basic cooking ingredients, 
and even partnered with other organizations to 
donate cash directly to families in need. When 
virtual education required technology, Cotton 
sent their cache of iPads to help parents and kids 
navigate home schooling. As one mother said, 
“I was surprised that she has continued to show 
up and love on us in this way. We are grateful.” 
behindeverydoor.org

KEEPING KOSHER
ELI COHN-WEIN
JEWISH COMMUNITY CENTER OF DALLAS

WINNING UGLY
DANAË BIBIANA GUTIÉRREZ MARTÍNEZ
HARVEST PROJECT FOOD RESCUE

Even before COVID-19 hit, executive chef Cohn-Wein 
and his small crew fed hot, kosher lunches to seniors 
in need at the Jewish Community Center on weekdays. 
When Dallas’ shelter-in-place order went into effect, 
the team switched to making frozen meals that gloved 
and masked volunteers would put directly into seniors’ 
cars regardless of religion. They’ve distributed 13,000 
meals to 250 seniors and counting. jccdallas.org

You’ve heard of startups that save “ugly” or “imper-
fect” produce from the garbage bin. Martínez did it 
before it was trendy to disrupt food waste streams. 
Since 2014, as the executive director of Harvest Project 
Food Rescue, Martínez has distributed surplus, often 
unpretty, produce to food-insecure communities. 
Now the nonprofit is serving double—and, at times, 
triple—the number of families seeking healthful food. 
harvestproject.co

ROOT CAUSE
ISABELLA CHAMBERLAIN

INTERNATIONAL  
RESCUE COMMITTEE

SEED FUNDS:
Chamberlain connects

 refugee farmers with 
urban food deserts.
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PHILIP HUANG 
AND THE DALLAS COUNTY COVID -19 RESPONSE TEAM

W hen dallas county judge clay jenkins began to 
organize his COVID-19 response team in early March, 
he looked for people from diverse backgrounds with 
varied skill sets who could address the myriad ways the 
pandemic would disrupt day-to-day life. He would need 

health and legal experts, people with experience setting up supply chains 
and expanding the county’s medical equipment capacity, communications 
specialists, emergency response managers, and business leaders. Moreover, 
all these people would need to be willing to work punishing hours in a high-
stress environment. 

To his tireless staff of Lauren Trimble, Ruby Blum, Shay Cathey, and Jhe-
ison Romain, he added Philip Haigh, his former chief of policy, who worked 
weekends to allow the core team time off. Doug Bass, whom team members 
called The Chief, ran the county’s Office of Homeland Security and Emer-
gency Management with Lisa Tatum Brown. Katy Womble headed up a legal 
brain trust—which also included volunteer lawyers Debbie Branson and Tex 
Quesada—that drafted the county’s orders, including the controversial shel-
ter-in-place order. Dr. Brian Williams helped craft the Mass Critical Care 
Plan, and Peter Urbanowicz served as the hospital response czar, coordinat-
ing with all the area hospitals as well as FEMA and HHS. 

Jack Martin, who is on the board of Baylor Scott & White, served as a 
liaison with the business community, working to expand ventilator capac-
ity and chairing Jenkins’ economic recovery task force. The judge tapped 
former Dallas ISD school board chair and mayoral candidate Miguel Solis 
to assist with intergovernmental coordination and create supply chains and 
partnerships to expand PPE capacity, and he hired Patricia Nova to help 
coordinate those efforts with the county’s existing technology and purchas-
ing systems. The judge also brought on Elisa Hernández, formerly with the 
Dallas Regional Chamber, to manage communications; Rebecca Acuña, who 
volunteered to manage Spanish-language communications; and Eugenia 
Castañeda, who served as chief Spanish-language translator. 

At the center of the entire operation was Dr. Philip Huang, the director 
of Dallas County’s Health and Human Services Department and the judge’s 
right-hand man. Jenkins leaned on Huang not only for scientific data and 
medical guidance but also for the confidence and stability projected by 
Huang’s unflappable demeanor. Managing a pandemic response is a thank-
less endeavor that requires navigating constantly shifting information, 
evolving medical guidelines, changing state and federal regulations, and 
demoralizing political headwinds. But early on, Jenkins and Huang commit-
ted to a simple approach. “We need to be able to look at ourselves at the end 
of this,” Huang says, “and say we did the right thing and we saved lives.” 

( )M I S S I O N
C O N T RO L

THE TALENTED DR. HUANG:
The 1978 Lake Highlands 

grad went on to get his mas-
ter’s in public health from 

Harvard, serve as an Epidem-
ic Intelligence Service officer 

with the CDC, and become an 
amateur magician.

Jenkins leaned 
on Huang 

not only for 
scientific data 

and medical 
guidance but 
also for the 
confidence 

and stability 
projected 

by Huang’s 
unflappable 
demeanor.
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B E S T  O F  B I G  D  H E R O E S  C O M M U N I T Y

HOPE SPROUTS:
“I understand that I was raised here in 
South Dallas, and I understand what a 

food desert is,” Day says. “I under-
stand that people need employment. I 

understand that people need a second 
chance. I want to create a bigger hub 

and make more farms, create more 
sustainable, viable gardens, create 

more jobs, healthy lives, and balance. 
That’s what my mission is.” 
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PL ANTING A SEED
TYRONE DAY

RESTORATIVE FARMS

Over the past three years as 
Restorative Farms’ system man-
ager and lead horticulturist, Day 
has been slowly but surely culti-
vating a new crop of urban farmers 

across the city of Dallas. The organization, which 
has a seedling and training farm in South Dallas, 
aims to provide relief in food deserts by donat-
ing fresh produce and teaching residents how to 
cultivate their own food. 

For Day, the mission is personal. He was born 
and raised in South Dallas and grew up working on 
his grandma’s small farm. After being wrongfully 
convicted, Day revisited his passion for farming 
while imprisoned, graduating top of his class at 
Trinity Valley Community College with a degree 
in horticulture and working in the prison green-
house for 19 years. Upon being released and seeing 
the great need for fresh produce in his community, 
he took it upon himself to make a difference. 

So far, Day has worked with Restorative Farms 
to donate more than 40,000 plants to commu-
nity gardens, and with the recently launched 
GroBox program, they’ve donated 220 portable 
gardens to the community. restorativefarms.com

OFFERING SALVATION
BLAKE FETTERMAN
THE SALVATION ARMY OF NORTH TEXAS

PRIORITY MAIL
TITUS BROWN
USPS

THE PROTECTOR 
BONNIE ARMSTRONG 
SHAKEN BABY ALLIANCE

Armstrong is the executive director and one 
of the founders of the Shaken Baby Alliance, 
an organization with the goal of nationally 
ending shaken baby syndrome. During the 
quarantine, child abuse and infant deaths 
have been on the rise across the nation, and 
Armstrong is on the front lines in assisting 
first responders when dealing with these 
cases. Her efforts began in 1994, when a close 
family member nearly died of infant abuse. 
By 1998, she was combating one of the world’s 
greatest tragedies, attempting to stop the  
mistreatment before it happens and working 
with the families who suffer through it.  
shakenbaby.org

Neither rain nor heat nor gloom of coronavirus 
has stayed Brown from the swift completion 
of his appointed rounds in the Casa Linda 
community. “I always appreciated Titus’ smile,” 
says Albert Ruiz, a spokesman for USPS who 
used to work with him. “It didn’t matter what 
was going on, how much mail came in that 
office, he always had a great smile and I think 
his customers can see that, too.” In the past, 
customers took care of Brown by leaving water 
on his route. Now it’s his duty to make sure 
they’re OK. “It makes it more than just a job, 
because they become friends, and they become 
kind of like family,” he says. “Everybody else 
can shut down, but we don’t shut down.”

Fetterman, executive director of the Carr P. 
Collins Social Service Center, went above 
and beyond during shelter-in-place decla-
rations to help North Texas combat poverty, 
addiction, and homelessness. Managing the 
161,000-square-foot facility, our region’s 
largest social service center of operation, is 
no easy feat. With nearly two decades of expe-
rience, Fetterman kept our most vulnerable 
populations safe and healthy. Her foresight 
led to the purchase of 50,000 face masks for 
use in all common areas. Her compassion led 
to all income verification being suspended for 
anyone presenting need to get the help that 
was necessary. salvationarmydfw.org

• 
BANKING

ON IT
BARBARA JOHNSON 

HOPE SUPPLY CO. 

Johnson is one of the founders of Hope Supply Co., the largest 
children’s diaper bank in Texas. The company partners with 
more than 75 nonprofits in seven counties in North Texas, 
including homeless shelters, domestic violence shelters, 
foster care programs, and diaper pantries. Critical supplies 
provided include diapers, wipes, hygiene kits, formula, and 
baby food, helping to reduce the financial stress on families in 
need. Due to the economic impact of COVID-19, the need for 
diapers has increased three times over, and the company has 
begun serving entirely new groups of people who were not in 
need before the pandemic. hopesupplyco.org

Safe Space
TIM GRIGSBY
DALLAS 24 HOUR CLUB

Grigsby is the COO of Dallas 24 Hour 
Club, which has been providing safe, 
sober transitional living for home-
less men and women since 1969. He 
instituted protocols to protect the 
organization’s 92 residents and 20 
staff members. Residents sometimes 
struggle with rule compliance, but 
thanks to Grigsby’s leadership, everyone 
is required to wear a mask from the 
time they wake up until bedtime, sign in 
and out as to where they are going, and 
return to wash their hands and have 
their temperature taken. To date, the 
staff is fully employed, and residents are 
healthy and working a strong recovery 
program. dallas24hourclub.org

Pumped Up Kicks
NICK SUNDERMAN
CENTRE

Sunderman, founder of the popu-
lar sneaker and streetwear business 
Centre, recently partnered with Urban 
Taco to provide 800 prepaid meals to 
feed those in need. He also teamed up 
with Dallas Cowboys running back 
Ezekiel Elliott to launch an exclu-
sive apparel collection that includes 
t-shirts, hoodies, and sweatpants 
featuring doodles and images of Elliott. 
All proceeds were matched by Centre 
to help support the North Texas Food 
Bank; so far, they have raised $80,000 
for the organization. Sunderman and 
Elliott are also working on a collabo-
ration to help pay off student debts for 
local nurses. centretx.com
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WELL HEELED:
Richardson heads up the larg-
est and second-oldest Public 
Defender’s Office in Texas. 
She served as an assistant 
public defender for more than a 
decade before being appointed 
Dallas County’s top defender 
in 2008.
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The attorneys in the Dallas County Public 
Defender’s Office, led by Richardson, have been 
risking their health and safety representing 
indigent clients housed in the Dallas County 
Jail. They have made it their priority to attempt 

to obtain the release of low-level, nonviolent offenders 
to protect them from unnecessary exposure to the coro-
navirus, which is now prevalent in the Dallas County jail 
system. Richardson and the members of her office have also 
partnered with criminal justice advocacy groups and bail 
funds to get inmates who cannot afford to post even minimal 
bonds released from jail.

H
olston has saved 
our sanity more 
than once with 
his “Law Man 

Walking” column for  
D Magazine’s blog, 
showing us where to 
find the many byways 
less traveled than 
the Katy Trail. But 
between hikes, his 
day job as a human 
rights attorney hasn’t 

let up. The government is still pursuing deportations, and people 
are still fleeing torture, persecution, and abuse on a global scale. 
“The most dramatic change has been the social service needs of 
our clients,” Holston says. “They were significantly impacted by 
the layoffs and inaccessibility to benefits. They don’t qualify for 
stimulus funds or unemployment. They were in very desperate 
circumstances very quickly.” Holston and his staff of 16 started 
soliciting donations, looking beyond the legal needs of their cli-
ents to provide direct aid for groceries, utilities, rent assistance, 
and toiletries. hrionline.org

THE ASYLUM
SEEKER
BILL HOLSTON
HUMAN RIGHTS INITIATIVE

LYNN PRIDE RICHARDSON
AND THE DALLAS COUNTY PUBLIC DEFENDER’S OFFICE

( )The
Public

Defenders

T H E  T E N A N T
A DVO CAT E
MARK MELTON
HOLLAND & KNIGHT

A corporate tax 
attorney by trade, 
Melton says he 
became an expert on 
landlord-tenant law 
“mostly by accident.” 
After posting some 
basic information 
about the eviction 
process on Facebook, 
he was overwhelmed by 
the number of requests 
for assistance. So he 
recruited a team of 
more than 100 volun-
teer attorneys, and 
his wife went to work 
managing intake on her 
laptop at home. Then he 
figured he’d better draft 
a whole new eviction 
ordinance for the city 
to address the current 
situation—one that was 
fair to all parties and 
would pass constitu-
tional muster. To date, 
his team has assisted 
close to 2,000 clients, 
and they don’t have 
plans to stop anytime 
soon. “We’ll probably 
keep going for a while,” 
he says. “We wanted to 
address a crisis, but I 
think we’re still in the 
crisis. Just because 
some of the stay-at-
home ordinances have 
been lifted, we still 
have people who have 
been without work for 
two or three months  
or more. You can’t flip 
an economic switch  
and change all that.”  
dallasevictions2020.com
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The Mask 
Makers
When Judge Clay Jenkins first 
advised us to cover our faces, 
numerous businesses jumped into 
service. Here are a noteworthy few:

Bell’Invito
CVR UP
Deep Ellum Denim
Eco Mask Dallas
Envision Dallas
Ferrah
Folklore Las Niñas
Hadleigh’s
Harkensback
Heirlume Couture
Jean Liu Design
Kathy Fielder
Koch
Lizna
Marciante and Company
Mask’d
Mercedes “Mechitas” Cruz Rubio
Mi Golondrina
Mosaic Makers Collective
Nardos Design
Pink Pedi
Quatro y 20
Read Between the Lines
Tribe Alive
XO Breathe

TACTICAL URBA N
TR ANS FORME RS

KRISTA NIGHTENGALE
AND THE BETTER BLOCK TEAM

During the first days of the pandemic 
lockdown, the urban activists with Better Block, 
including Nightengale, the group’s managing 
director, shifted from staging conceptual demon-
strations of improved environments to making 

real-life changes that could support struggling businesses and 
sheltered residents. They lent wooden market stalls to an Oak 
Cliff restaurant to transform it into a pop-up outdoor market. 
They turned their fabrication studio into a PPE manufacturer. 
They created a “parklet” model that reclaimed street space to 
provide socially distanced outdoor seating. They worked with the 
city to create a program that allows neighborhoods to shut down 
streets to traffic and create more recreation space. When the 
pandemic subsides, look for many of these urban innovations to 
become permanent. betterblock.org
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KEEPS ON GIVING
JEANNIE BARSAM
GIFTING BRANDS

THE FUNDRAISERS
NORTH TEXAS 
CARES

THE PRODUCERS
LOLA LOTT 
CHARLIEUNIFORMTANGO 

The Woodrow Wilson High School 
Performing Arts program has a 
long-standing and very proud musi-
cal tradition that spans six decades, 
and this year’s production of Mamma 
Mia! would have marked the 63rd 
season. As with many other events, 
the COVID-19 pandemic closed the 
curtain on the program. As parents, 
teachers, and kids scrambled to find 
an outlet for creativity, the program 
received a boost from CharlieUni-
formTango, a post-production house 
whose owner, Lott, found out the 
school was looking for ways to do a 
video in isolation. She offered her 
resources to help. The professional 
producers and video and audio 
engineers, along with a few parent 
volunteers, spent a week turning 
the kids’ isolation videos into a 
performance that captures the love 
of community, arts, and musical 
tradition. The eight-minute virtual 
musical has more than 65,000 views 
and 600 shares on social media. 
charlieuniformtango.com, vimeo.
com/415341176

For understaffed and overworked 
nonprofits, applying for multi-
ple grants to deal with depleted 
resources during the pandemic was 
a herculean task. In response, 31 of 
our region’s biggest foundations, 
such as Communities Foundation of 
Texas and United Way, joined forces. 
North Texas Cares was created to 
offer support to nonprofits that serve 
vulnerable communities affected 
by COVID-19. Instead of spending 
days applying for emergency grants, 
nonprofits can submit a single appli-
cation, which is then sent to all 31 
funders for consideration. Over $98 
million in emergency grants has been 
requested, and over $35.5 million has 
been distributed. “I am so grateful for 
the efficiency North Texas Cares pro-
vided,” says Kevin Pranoto of Mission 
Oak Cliff. “I couldn’t imagine how we 
would have fundraised in the midst of 
the pandemic. We received [grants] 
from four funders, and that gave us 
the time and resources to continue 
doing the work we are devoted to.” 
cftexas.org

For high-end retailers, liquidating 
excess and out-of-season inven-
tory without devaluing the brand 
has always been a challenge. Gifting 
Brands was created to offer a sus-
tainable and charitable alternative 
to destroying excess goods. Retail 
companies donate their products in 
exchange for tax benefits, and the 
pieces are then sold at a slight discount 
on Gifting Brands’ online platform. 
All of the profits are donated to local 
and national charities. The concept 
was created by Barsam, a retail veteran 
who once held leadership roles at The 
Gap and Zales. The company launched 
in April, and profits are already pro-
viding much-needed support to Dallas 
charities. The Family Place, which 
provides safe housing for domestic vio-
lence victims,  was the first to receive 
funding. “We needed to be able to help 
every person who called us, especially 
during a frightening time of confine-
ment at home,” says Paige Flink, The 
Family Place CEO. “The funding from 
Gifting Brands [immediately helped 
us] save lives.” giftingbrands.com
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SPACE FORCE:
(left to right) Nightengale with archi-

tectural designer Dylan Adams and 
founding director Jason Roberts. 

The core team also includes project 
manager Kristin Leiber.  Their 

nominator wrote, “Krista and Better 
Block’s entire being is focused on 

improving places and lives by bring-
ing communities together.” 

Feature_BOBD_Community_Aug20.indd   77Feature_BOBD_Community_Aug20.indd   77 7/2/20   12:20 PM7/2/20   12:20 PM



August 2020 dmagazine.com78

HEALTH
A  S P E C I A L  E D I T I O N  O F  B E S T  O F  B I G  D

{ }T H E  W H E E L  D E A L
H O L LY  H AG G A R D  A N D  E M I LY  P H I L L I PS

RV S  4  M DS

Phillips, the mother of three young children 
and an 18-year-old stepson, was worried about hav-
ing her husband, an ER doctor in Frisco, in the house. 
One of her children is less than a year old; another has 
asthma. But as the pandemic started, hotels in Frisco 

were closing down and weren’t an appealing option because the 
family would have to separate. So she put up a post on Facebook 
looking for a trailer or mobile home to rent. A friend who saw the 
post put her in touch with Haggard, a mother in Prosper with an 
RV to spare. Haggard said she didn’t want any payment. She just 
wanted Phillips to pay the favor forward. From there, the two cre-
ated the RVs 4 MDs Facebook page, which works to connect owners 
of trailers, campers, and RVs with frontline workers who need safe 
and affordable housing. 

The page has more than 31,000 members, and it is making matches 
throughout the United States as well as in Canada, Australia, and 
Dubai. Joshua Smith, a close friend of Haggard’s, says, “Holly is 
the reason why so many doctors, nurses, and first responders, not 
just nationally but worldwide, are able to safely return home after 
their shifts.” facebook.com/groups/rvs4mds 
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BIG RIG GIG:
Holly Haggard (right) loaned her sweet 

ride to Emily Phillips, who needed a place 
for her husband, a Frisco ER doctor, to 
stay. Thanks to their model, others are 

now donating their idle RVs to strangers.

“Holly is the reason why so 
many doctors, nurses, and 
first responders, not just 

nationally but worldwide, 
are able to safely return 
home after their shifts.” 

—Joshua Smith
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{ }The Marine 
Who MacGyvered 

A Ventilator
DR. ROBERT RENNAKER
UTD

W hen utd started having  
employees work from home, 
Rennaker began looking for 
solutions to the problems created 
by the coronavirus pandemic. 

The former Marine is the chair of the bioengineer-
ing department at UTD, and he was contacted by 
the deputy medical director for BioTel EMS at UT 
Southwestern to work on a potential shortage in 
ventilators. Just a week later, Rennaker developed a 
machine that could be mass produced with readily 
available resources: a motorized device that simu-
lates a hand squeezing a manual resuscitator, which is 
a self- inflating bag that is compressed to help patients 
who are not breathing. The speed can be manipulated 
on the motor, and the air volume can be shifted by 
adjusting an attached rod.  

The small machine has an arm attached to a wheel, 
and as the wheel turns, the arm pushes into the bag 
and backs out, forcing air through a tube and to the 
patient. While bag valve masks are functional in emer-
gency situations, they require a healthcare worker to 
inflate them at all times, so if a patient needs sustained 
oxygenation and ventilation of CO2 to be able to 
breathe properly, as is often the case with severe bouts 
of COVID-19, a machine is needed to keep the airflow 
steady. A normal mechanical ventilator can cost as 
much as $50,000, so being able to mimic its activity 
with easily obtainable supplies can make a difference 
when treating those with critical respiratory issues. 
Rennaker’s Manual Resuscitator Assist Device can 
replicate the ability of the mechanical ventilator at a 
time when budgets are tight, supply is short, and need 
is greater than ever.  

In addition to the ventilator, Rennaker took on the 
mask shortage that was impacting so many health-
care facilities around the world. Masks were difficult 
to find, but they are also irritatingly hot and uncom-
fortable. Rennaker developed a clear face mask that 
blows fresh air down from the top of the mask and 
doesn’t obstruct one’s view, providing safety and 
comfort. And a doctor at Baylor asked him to build a 
filtered face mask. He’s working on that device now. 
utdallas.edu

Rennaker’s Manual 
Resuscitator 

Assist Device can 
replicate the ability 

of the mechanical 
ventilator at a time 
when budgets are 

tight, supply is short, 
and need is greater 

than ever.  
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ELECTING
TO HELP

The Inventive
Patent Agent
JOSEPH FINAN
GREENBERG TRAURIG  

STRONG
LINK
CHAIN REACTION ROBOTICS TEAM
PLANO SENIOR HIGH SCHOOL  

At Dallas-based Baylor Scott & White Health, the largest health system in 
Texas, Patefield stepped up to solve their PPE problem. With supply chains 
strained and hospitals, governments, and individuals competing for a limited 
amount of equipment, Patefield was responsible for finding masks for the 
system as one of four strategic sourcing directors. Beginning in January, she 

worked 16-hour days, 
seven days a week to 
make sure the system’s 
28 hospitals were ready 
for whatever would 
come.  

Short supplies and 
tenfold price infla-
tion weren’t the only 
challenges. She had to 
root out scammers and 
eliminate middlemen 
trying to profit from the 
crisis and had to identify 
vendors and exporters 
who could get supplies in 
from China. In just three 
weeks, she set up 150 
new vendors, work that 
normally would have 
taken several months. As 
the pandemic raged on, 
Baylor Scott & White’s 
hospitals were well 
stocked and prepared to 
keep patients and staff 
safe from the disease. 
bswhealth.com

DR. D.J. VERRETT
INNOVATIONS FACIAL PLASTIC SURGERY  

Verrett runs Innovations Facial Plastic Surgery in 
Plano, but when the pandemic ended elective surger-
ies, he stepped up and began working his connections 
to secure PPE for members of the Collin-Fannin 
Medical Society who were still seeing patients. He 
obtained PPE and distributed it from the parking lot 
of his office, giving out more than 10,000 KN95 masks, 
61,650 N95 masks, 168,400 face masks, 336 gallons of 
hand sanitizer, 180 gallons of bleach, 9,250 disposable 
isolation gowns, 4,430 face shields, 20,000 gloves, and 
much more. innovationsfps.com

Finan, a patent agent, stepped up to fill 
a supply chain gap with a grassroots 
effort that harnessed the 3D printing 
community to produce splash shields 
for medical workers. Using open-source 
designs, he produced 10 per day and also 
began printing ear savers, which protect 
against irritation for those wearing face 
masks all day. The reusable equipment 
was donated to frontline healthcare 
workers. gtlaw.com

C U T T I N G  O U T 
T H E  M I D D L E M A N
MARY PATEFIELD
BAYLOR SCOTT & WHITE HEALTH

W
hen Baylor Scott & White’s 
Catastrophe Response Team 
made a public request via 
Facebook for help repairing 

the hospital’s powered air purifying 
respirators (PAPR), Plano Senior 
High School’s Chain Reaction robot-
ics team jumped in to help. PAPRs 
purify air for healthcare workers 
when they need a more complete seal 
from contaminated air and are an 
essential part of a hospital worker’s 
PPE. The team got to work making 
new face shields for the PAPRs, and 
one member was even able to make 
a computer model from one of the 
old face shields, which allowed them 
to cut new face shields with their 
construction equipment. Function-
ing face shields with PAPRs can be 
a game changer, replacing up to 100 
masks per day for a hospital. In all, 
the team repaired 232 PAPR face 
shields for 12 Baylor Scott & White 
hospitals. chainreaction6171.org

HAND IN GLOVE:
“Patefield and the supply 

chain organization have 
a passion to get the right 

product in the hands of 
caregivers,” wrote her 

nominator. 

COUNTY LINE:

Verrett and volunteers made 

sure Collin and Fannin coun-

ties got the goods.
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PARKLAND MEMORIAL HOSPITAL

A s dallas county’s public 
safety net hospital, Park-
land knew in February that 
it was about to be tested. Dr. 
Matthew Leveno, head of 

the Intensive Care Unit, was put in charge 
of planning how the hospital would handle 
the onslaught. Dr. Satyam Nayak created a 
task force to devise a protocol for admit-
ting patients. First move: create one large 
negative pressure area where COVID-19 
patients could be isolated. Facilities staff 
took just five days to do it. That space, with 
more than 100 beds, is now the Tactical 
Care Unit, affectionately known as the 
Red Box. A team of about 200 staffers 
rotates through 12-hour shifts—nurses, 
critical care physicians, infectious disease 
specialists, anesthesiologists, respiratory 
therapists, chaplains, and palliative care 
specialists. Parkland has since added two 
additional dedicated wards, expanding 
its capacity to 168 patients. It also has 
the ability to house dozens more in other 
specialized negative pressure rooms 
throughout the hospital. At this writing, 
at the end of June, Parkland was caring 
for 132 COVID-19 patients, more than any 
hospital in the area, while producing one 
of the best survival rates in the country. 

Meanwhile, as the virus spreads and 
Dallas County tops with alarming fre-
quency its own records for daily new cases, 
a team of about 150 providers from Park-
land is out on the streets, testing people in 
difficult conditions. Parkland runs three 
of the largest testing sites in North Texas. 
Masked, gloved, and gowned, these staffers 
spend long hours on their feet, working in 
the heat with nervous people lined up in 
their cars. Dr. Donna Persaud and nurse 
Dolores Diaz were the first to suit up and 
begin collecting samples. If not for their 
efforts and the work of countless other 
Parkland staffers, the numbers and graphs 
would look far grimmer than they do. 

GROUND
ZERO

At this writing, at the end of 
June, Parkland was caring 

for 132 COVID-19 patients, 
more than any hospital in 
the area, while producing 

one of the best survival 
rates in the country. 
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A s modrykamien monitored the steady 
march of COVID-19 through China and Europe 
and then into the United States, he knew his 
hospital had to completely make itself over to 
handle what was coming. How it looked, how its 

nurses and doctors acted, how everything functioned. And it 
had to happen soon. 

Modrykamien, head of critical care for Baylor University 
Medical Center, was here in 2014, when Ebola threatened the 
city. But this was a bigger task. The number of ICU beds would 
need to be increased dramatically. Patient rooms had to be 
converted to negative pressure to limit the spread of the virus. 
They’d need storage areas for ventilators and other specialized 
equipment, spaces to safely put on and remove personal pro-
tective equipment, and pathways to transport patients from 
the emergency room to the COVID care unit without putting 
anyone in harm’s way.  

( )C H A N G E  AG E N T
DR. ARIEL M. MODRYKAMIEN  

BAYLOR UNIVERSITY MEDICAL CENTER

They built a 36-bed COVID-19 ICU—with the flexibility to 
expand to 100 beds— in just 48 hours. But being ready went 
beyond having enough beds. Modrykamien and his team had 
to adjust to specific roles and responsibilities. For example: 
since no visitors were allowed, someone on each team was 
designated to communicate with patients’ loved ones. Proto-
cols and checklists were established for things as complicated 
as dressing and undressing with PPE, or as seemingly simple 
as which nurse pushes the elevator button or opens the door 
when transporting patients between the emergency depart-
ment and the COVID unit. Modrykamien talked to the ER 
doctor who cared for victims of the 2017 Las Vegas shoot-
ing, the first to use one ventilator on multiple patients, and 
his team combed through medical journals for answers and 
new ideas. The result of all this preparation and attention to 
detail: not a single member of the ICU medical staff con-
tracted the coronavirus. And they were able to save lives.  

Modrykamien 
talked to the 
ER doctor 
who cared for 
victims of the 
2017 Las Vegas 
shooting, the 
first to use 
one ventilator 
on multiple 
patients.
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GUA R D I A N 
A N G E L
EMILY CARTER 
TEXAS HEALTH DALLAS

Even though the man was medically para-
lyzed and sedated, and on a rotoprone bed 
(which turns patients on their stomach to 
help improve lung function), hospital staff 
would walk by and hear nurse Carter in the 
isolation unit, gowned up and giving him pep 
talks every shift. Most of the medical team 
thought that he was so sick he wouldn’t 
make it. Carter ignored them. She knew he 
could pull through.   

With permission from the patient’s wife, 
Carter went through his phone and read 
hundreds of texts to him from friends saying 

that they were pulling for him. She played 
his favorite Pandora stations in his room 
to create a familiar environment. His wife 
mentioned he hated having scruff, so Carter 
donned her PPE and went in to shave his 
face. Nightly, she would FaceTime his wife 
from his phone inside the room so that she 
and his kids could say goodnight. And she 
called again every single morning to give his 
wife updates on how the night had gone. She 
did all this and much more, while the man 
struggled through a month on life support. 

Carter was right. He made it.

Facing 
The  
Facts
DR. MASOUD SAMAN
THE MEDICAL CENTER OF PLANO

Director of Head and Neck 
Surgery at The Medical 
Center of Plano, Saman 
trained in New York. He 
thought the pandemic 
might take him back 
there. New York Gover-
nor Andrew Cuomo sent 
him an email saying that 
he would possibly need his 
help. Although Saman was 
not eventually summoned 
to New York, he realized 
he could do his part right 
here in Dallas. Due to 
the quarantine, cases of 
domestic violence rose, 
and Saman was called on to 
provide facial reconstruc-
tive surgery for victims. 
His volunteer efforts in the 
emergency room exposed 
him to the crisis firsthand, 
as he was forced to use the 
same mask for two and a 
half weeks as he performed 
surgeries to save patients. 
“In the middle of Plano, I 
felt like I was in the worst 
medical system in a tiny 
village or underprivileged 
area,” he says. “It was just 
an interesting, scary time.” 
dallasfacedoc.com

THE BEAT LIVES ON:
“As much heart and 
effort as she put 
into this one COVID 
patient, you wouldn’t 
think she has much 
more to give,” wrote 
Carter’s nominator. 
“But she does.”
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FRONT 
PORCH 
ROCK STAR

B E S T  O F  B I G  D  H E R O E S  H E A L T H

ZACHARRI POLYAK
TEXAS HEALTH ARLINGTON

Polyak, a critical care 
nurse at Texas Health, 
moved out of his home at 
the beginning of the pan-
demic to protect his wife 

and two sons and to focus on caring for 
patients in the hospital’s COVID ICU. 

That’s where he met the woman. She 
came into the ER 30 weeks pregnant 
and so sick that doctors decided she 

KAREN SCHOLANDER
VISITING NURSES ASSOCIATION OF TEXAS

S
cholander created the VNA’s music therapy 
program in 2015. With the pandemic, though, 
she had a challenge: how to play guitar and 
sing for homebound hospice patients while 

maintaining social distance. The Front Porch Concert 
Series allows hospice patients and caregivers to watch 
through a window as she performs. “Sometimes I only 
see the patient one time,” she says. “I need to make 
the most positive impact I can make in the short time 
I have. There are no do-overs.” vnatexas.org

needed to be on a ventilator. The baby was delivered via C-section 
and sent to the NICU, while the Spanish-speaking mother—when 
she was stable enough to be moved and after she had officially 
tested positive—was transferred to the COVID ICU. There, she 
was alone, surrounded by doctors and nurses who mostly spoke 
only English (one ICU nurse, Rose Guzman, was able to spend 
time with her, encouraging and comforting her in Spanish). She 
hadn’t seen her baby. She had no postpartum support or lactation 
consult; Labor and Delivery would not come because they were 
afraid to carry the virus back to the babies and moms on their 
floor. She got mastitis and became withdrawn and depressed once 
she was finally awake enough to realize what had happened. 

Polyak knew at least a little of what she was going through. Last 
year, his wife gave birth to a son who spent his first 17 days in the 
NICU. So he went to work. The NICU manager said she’d need 
two negative tests and seven days of the mother being symptom 
free before she could see the baby in person, so he got her set up 
with the Angel Eye app, allowing her round-the-clock viewing 
access. He got someone from lactation to call and talk to her in 
Spanish. Members of the ICU even brought her cabbage leaves 
and a binder to help dry up her milk. 

But more than anything, he was just there. He got someone  
to come in and translate, then he sat with the woman and told  
her his story, how he and his wife had their baby by emergency  
C- section, too, the nights they spent in the NICU.  

He told her that she was not alone and that he would do every-
thing he could to support her. 

A F I E R C E 
A DVO CAT E

BATTLE CRY:
“I can’t count how many times 
he has been one to two hours 
late getting home from work 
because he was coding a patient 
who didn’t make it and stayed 
to comfort the family after their 
loved one was gone,” wrote one 
of the many nominators for 
Polyak (left).
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From Russia 
With Love
KLAVA ST. JOHN 
TEXAS HEALTH SOUTHWEST 

T
he 88-year-old patient was waiting for test 
results for COVID-19 and not doing well. 
Not only was he in a terrifying situation, 
but he spoke only Russian and couldn’t 

grasp what his caregivers, anonymous and 
practically faceless in their personal protective 
equipment, were trying to communicate. He was 
lethargic, giving one-word answers and strug-
gling to breathe, and caregivers were having 
problems assessing his neurological state. Due 
to COVID-19 visitor restrictions, his daughters 
could not come in to visit. 

That’s where nurse St. John came in. She’s a 
native Russian who moved with her family to 
the United States when she was 12. The minute 
she spoke to him, the elderly patient began to 
respond. St. John learned the man was what she 
calls a “true Russian.” He had never owned a car, 
walked everywhere he went, cooked for himself 
daily, and was very independent. He had never 
been in any hospital before.  

Over the next few days, his condition contin-
ued to decline. As he grew sicker, St. John took on 
the difficult role of helping his daughters decide 
whether he should be kept alive using life support 
or allowed to die naturally. She spoke with them 
in Russian on the phone. One daughter wanted 
only for her father to be comfortable and felt he 
wouldn’t be if he were on life support. But the 
other was struggling, St. John says. “She got very 
emotional and they couldn’t quite meet each other 
on the same page,” she says. 

With St. John’s help, the hesitant daughter 
was able to talk to her father on the phone. Near 
the end of the conversation, he told her, “I love 
you, my daughter.” When she asked if he was in 
pain, he responded, “The only thing that’s in pain 
is my soul.” The daughter realized it would soon 
be time to let him go—and that she could.  

A few hours later, the patient took a turn for 
the worse. St. John reached out to both daughters 
and they decided on a “do not resuscitate” order. 

“Without her help, the patient would’ve 
been intubated and certainly would have died 
regardless of our care,” says Dr. Kevin Conley, 
the pulmonologist who cared for the man, “but 
it would have potentially exposed multiple other 
people and utilized resources in a futile effort 
and likely would have increased the patient suf-
fering at the end of his life.” 

More Than a Test 
CITY OF DALLAS AND URGENTCARE2GO 

Data show that social determinants of health such as housing, income, edu-
cation, and transportation, as well as comorbidities and race, all influence the 
severity of COVID-19. People of color have been overrepresented in the num-
ber of cases and hospitalizations because of lack of access to testing, health 
disparities, and systemic racism that is being exacerbated by the pandemic. 
Many in high-risk communities are also essential workers who are unable to 
work from home, increasing their risk of catching the virus. With testing sites 
often inaccessible to those without transportation, the city of Dallas partnered 
with UrgentCare2Go to provide free mobile testing for those who have symp-
toms and can’t get to a testing site. urgentcare2go.com

Open Wide
DR. JONATHAN 
BLACHER
AYIK + BERTO DENTAL  
SPECIALISTS

During the early days 
of the lockdown, dental 
offices were closed to 
nonemergency patients. 
But there were still 
many dental emergen-
cies, the vast majority 
of which required a root 
canal. Blacher, an endo-
dontist, never stopped 
seeing dental emergency 
patients, and he worked 
hard to prevent these 
dental emergencies from 
requiring a visit to the 
ER. In doing so, he saved 
patients from their pain 
and from risk of further 
infection. ayikberto.com

JENNIFER LOMAX-WOOD
PRESBYTERIAN HOSPITAL OF PLANO

Let’s call him david. when the 20-year-old  
presented with severe shortness of breath and 
fatigue, Lomax-Wood and the other ICU nurses 
suspected he had COVID-19. His test, though, came 
back negative. More testing and then a horrible diag-

nosis: David had metastatic cancer. But with a “no visitor” policy 
in place, his parents and friends couldn’t console him in person. 
Lomax-Wood stepped up. Here’s what the nominator wrote: 

“Having a son of her own, Jennifer could empathize with his 
pain, as well as his mother’s emotional pain. David grew to trust 
Jennifer and actually began to smile when she entered his room. 
David finally became stable 
enough to move out of the ICU 
after about two weeks. Jennifer 
discovered shortly after his 
transfer to the medical surgi-
cal floor that he was going to 
have to spend his 21st birthday 
in the hospital. Without his 
knowing, she bought a birthday 
card and passed it out for all 
the ICU staff to sign with words 
of encouragement. She also 
brightened his special day with 
a balloon and gift card. David 
was surprised when Jennifer 
came into his room to cele-
brate his 21st birthday. They 
shared smiles and laughter that 
day. David will undoubtedly 
always remember this particu-
lar birthday, not just because it 
was his 21st but because of the 
very special person who made 
it so unforgettable.”
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