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During the month of March, Catholic Charities Brooklyn and 
Queens joined in the celebration of National Social Work Month 
by recognizing and honoring the commitment of our dedicated 
employees through 20 profiles of social workers from various 
service areas. During interviews conducted through out the 
month, these social workers told their personal stories, which 
included their history and moments when they felt gratified in 
serving their communities and the work that they do. 

These 20 profiles were featured on www.ccbq.org, Catholic 
Charities social media channels and through an Agency-wide daily 
e-blast. A video and booklet are also in production.

The 2014 theme of Social Work month was “All People Matter,” and 
is prevalent in the work that CCBQ staffers do every day, working 
hard to serve our communities to the best of their abilities. 

Celebrating National  
Social Work Month

“Where there is no work, 
there is no dignity.”

Dear Friends, 

This winter, Catholic Charities Brooklyn and Queens celebrated its 115th anniversary of proudly serving 
our neighboring communities as one of the largest multiservice charitable organizations in the United 
States, providing compassionate support to 110,000 individuals annually. Despite the cold and heavy 
snow that fell on our area, our dedicated staff continues to move forward and help improve the lives of 
those in our community through multiple projects. CCBQ celebrated the official openings of many new 
projects including the Peter J. Striano Residence, a brand new affordable housing residence for seniors 
and people with developmental disabilities in the Howard Beach neighborhood, and the Dr. Elizabeth 
Lutas Center, a dual-program facility housing the Catholic Charities  Brooklyn and Queens East New 
York Family Support program and Brooklyn Homebase Homelessness Prevention program.

During the holidays, thanks to donors and supporters like you, our community centers were able to bring joy to the faces of many 
children and families around our boroughs with toy and gift drives. 

CCBQ was once again proud to be one of the seven beneficiary agencies of The New York Times Neediest Cases Fund. Included in 
this issue of Hope Works is a special section featuring the stories of a few of our clients we assisted through the Fund, along with our 
other case management services, that appeared in The New York Times this cycle. 

This winter, the Agency headed into the next phase of our strategic visioning plan, led by the hard work of our Strategic Visioning 
Commission. As part of our borough meetings in February, we presented the program directors with a revised mission statement, which 
is a more cogent and targeted expression of our mission.

Thanks to the hard work of our board members and dedicated staff, I’m delighted to say that Catholic Charities Brooklyn and Queens 
has been reaccredited by the COA (Council on Accreditation). Reaccreditation is a tremendous achievement that demostrates how our 
organization continous to succesfully deliver the highest quality services to our stakeholders.  

As Pope Francis says, “May we never get used to the poverty and decay around us. A Christian must act.” Together with our service 
programs, volunteers and numerous supporters, we continue to “act” and make a difference for our neighbors in Brooklyn and Queens. 
Thank you. 

Sincerely,

Robert Siebel
Chief Executive Officer

Robert Siebel, CEO

Tweets from Pope Francis 
@Pontifex 
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Bishop Nicholas DiMarzio hosted a special 
Mass of Thanksgiving and a celebratory 
brunch for members of the 2014 Bishop’s 
Coat of Arms Club. A celebration of the 
Eucharist was held at St. Joseph’s College 
followed by a ceremony at the Bishop’s 
residence, where the new members were 
welcomed and presented with a beautiful 
plate inscribed with their names and the Coat 
of Arms emblem. 

Bishop DiMarzio and Robert Siebel, CEO, 
Catholic Charities Brooklyn and Queens, 
expressed their appreciation to the Coat of 
Arms members for their generous support of 
the work of CCBQ. 

Founded in 1972, the Coat of Arms Club was 
created to help address poverty and provide 
help to those in need in Brooklyn and Queens. 
The proceeds from the Club’s activities help 
support the more than 160 programs and 
services at Catholic Charities Brooklyn and 
Queens. 

Coat of Arms

Photographed alongside Bishop Nicholas DiMarzio (l) 
and Robert Siebel (r) are new members Mr. and Mrs. 
Vincent LeVien. 

In early 2014, many of Catholic Charities Brooklyn and 
Queens’ programs and services were recognized by their 
funding sources. 

CCBQ’s Young Adult Internship Program (YAIP), a 14-week 
internship program for low-income young adults who are not 
working and not in school, was one of six winners of the New 
York City Center for Economic Opportunity (CEO) and the 
NYC Young Men’s Initiative (YMI) 2013 Data-Driven Provider 
Awards, recognizing programs that improve services for low-
income New Yorkers through data-driven decision making. 

Despite city budget cuts in literacy services, our Adult 
Literacy and Young Adult/Immigrant ESOL Programs, which 
are based out of our Queens Community Center, earned NYC 
Department of Youth and Community (DYCD) grants.  Our 
Adult Literacy Program was one of 14 adult literacy programs 
in the city to earn the DYCD grant, and it was the first time 
since 2011 that CCBQ will have a regular three-year contract 
for the program. The Young Adult/Immigrant ESOL program 
was one of 27 to receive the grant funded by the Deferred 
Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) – helping immigrants 
who came to the U.S. before the age of 16. 

The New York State Office of Mental Health announced 
that our Behavioral Health Services (BHS) received a three-
year Model 1 Service Demonstration grant of $490,995 
authorized by the Geriatric Mental Health Act. 

CCBQ Awarded 
Funding Grants
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Catholic Charities Brooklyn and Queens Dedicates 
Peter J. Striano Residence and Senior Center in 
Howard Beach

Catholic Charities Brooklyn and Queens and partners: New 
York State Homes and Community Renewal (HCR), New York 
City Department of Housing Preservation & Development 
(HPD), New York City Office for Persons With Developmental 
Disabilities (OPWDD) and the New York City Department 
for the Aging (DFTA) and elected officials, held the official 
dedication of the Catholic Charities Peter J. Striano Residence 
in Howard Beach, N.Y., in early December. 

The Residence, named in honor of Peter J. Striano, Chairman 
and CEO of Unity International Group, a long-time member 
of CCBQ’s Board of Trustees and a corporate leader at the 
annual Bishop’s Humanitarian Award Dinner, is located at 
155-55 Cross Bay Boulevard. It offers 96 units of affordable 
housing to seniors and persons with developmental 
disabilities and an integrated approach to living with on-site 
social services, disaster case management services, and an 
on-site senior center, available to residents in the  Howard 
Beach community.

 
Dr. Elizabeth Lutas Center Dedication and Ribbon 
Cutting Ceremony

Catholic Charities Brooklyn and Queens, along with the New 
York City Department of Homeless Services and the New 
York City Administration for Children’s Services, celebrated 
the dedication of the Catholic Charities Dr. Elizabeth Lutas 
Center in mid-January with a ribbon-cutting ceremony. A 
dual-program facility, the Dr. Lutas Center houses CCBQ’s 
Brooklyn Homebase Homelessness Prevention and East New 
York Family Support Programs. During the 12-month period 
that the location at 3060 Fulton Street has been open, the 
Dr. Elizabeth Lutas Center has served 775 families in the East 

New York and Canarsie communities and hopes to serve 
more than 1,100 families through the combined efforts.

Dr. Elizabeth Lutas, the center’s namesake, is a longtime 
supporter of CCBQ and a doctor of Internal Medicine for the 
past 37 years. Known as a “saint” to her friends, Dr. Lutas 
has dedicated 22 years as a physician in homeless shelters in 
New York City and three years at a community health center 
serving mostly undocumented immigrants. She has directed 
a homeless program for 12 years at her parish, Saint Teresa’s 
Roman Catholic Church in Queens, while also acting as a 
lector, religious education teacher and Eucharistic minister.  

 
New Senior Center Officially Opens at Riverway 
Apartments

The Catholic Charities Riverway Innovative Senior Center 
officially opened its doors in early December following a 
ribbon-cutting for the Riverway Apartments located at 230 
Riverdale Avenue in the community of Brownsville, Brooklyn. 
Partners on the project included Sydelle Knepper of SKA 
Marin, the New York City Department for the Aging and the 
Calvary Church of God, as well as local legislators.

In addition to seven stories of 115 units of affordable 
housing, Riverway Apartments features a 9,660 square-
foot senior center providing onsite supportive services 
provided by Catholic Charities Brooklyn and Queens. 
The center provides hot meals as well as a number 
of programs and social and multicultural activities.  

New Program Openings 
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“No one saves oneself. The 
community is essential.”

       Tweets from Pope Francis 
@Pontifex 
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THE NEEDIEST CASES CAMPAIGN STORIES 2013-2014

Through our partnership 
with The New York 
Times Neediest Cases 
Campaign, Catholic 
Charities Brooklyn and 
Queens has improved 
the lives of countless of 
our neighbors from all 
walks of life - turning 
despair into hope.

Catholic Charities
Brooklyn and Queens

 

The Neediest Cases  
Campaign Stories 

2013-2014 
 as seen in The New York Times
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When Megan McSween 
learned her second-grade 
class was scheduled to take 
a walk across the Brooklyn 
Bridge, she was ecstatic.  
Until her parents told her 
she would not be able to go. 

Disappointment is not 
unfamiliar to Megan, who is 7. It is the cost of 
living with a health condition that can make 
seemingly simple acts of adventure a source of 
severe discomfort. “She understands there are 
certain things she can’t do,” said her mother, 
Natilee McSween. “I don’t sugarcoat things with 
her, because if I do, she’ll be more upset later on 
in life. So I’d rather tell her from the jump what’s 
going on.” 

Megan was born with a severe case of 
hydronephrosis, literally “water inside the kidney,” a 
condition caused by the obstruction of the flow of 
urine from the kidney. The disorder, which requires 
Megan to eat a special diet of organic foods 
and formulas, often induces fatigue and intense 
pain. Her parents’ efforts to curb the ill effects of 
Megan’s illness mean that she must sometimes 
miss out on certain kinds of fun. 

“She loves to ride her scooter and her bike, but 
we have to limit that,” Ms. McSween said. “We also 
tried swimming lessons, but that had to stop.” 

In Megan’s first eight months of life, she underwent 
an equal number of operations. Ms. McSween said 
doctors told the family that her condition would 
improve as she got older, but it was not the case. The 

Raising a Sick Daughter Was Hard Enough,  
Then They Lost Their Jobs
By JOHN OTIS 
Published: November 13, 2013 

Natilee McSween and her husband, Andre McSween, with their two children, Megan, 7, and Avery, 14. Megan was born with a severe 
kidney ailment and has undergone several operations.
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entire family, including Megan’s 
father, Andre, and her brother, 
Avery, now 14, have since grown 
accustomed to a schedule filled 
with doctor’s appointments, lab 
tests and operations. 

In July 2011, the McSweens had 
to adapt again. 

Ms. McSween, an administrative 
assistant, was laid off from the 
job she had held at Brooklyn 
Hospital Center for four and a 
half years. “It was a very nerve-
racking thing,” she said. “I’ve 
never been unemployed, ever. 
I’ve worked since I was 14 years 
old.” 

Around the same time, the 
Supplemental Security Insurance 
payments Megan had been 
receiving since birth were 
discontinued, the result of a 
clerical error. The McSweens 
have reapplied, and the case is 
under review. 

The family faced further 
adversity in March 2012, when 
Mr. McSween lost the catering 
job he had held for 10 years at 
the Gansevoort Hotel, because 
of downsizing. 

With both breadwinners 
unemployed, the family was in 
financial straits. 

Andre McSween said at the time 
that his biggest concern was not 
how to pay the bills, but how the 
new burdens would affect his 
daughter’s health. 

The couple’s shared unemployment 
lasted only a few months. After a 
year out of work, Ms. McSween 
was hired as an administrative 
assistant for volunteer services 
at Memorial Sloan-Kettering 
Cancer Center in July 2012. 
Mr. McSween’s current income 
is the $1,544 he receives 
in unemployment insurance 
benefits each month. 

This year, complications related 
to Megan’s hydronephrosis 
required her to undergo surgery. 
Medical bills began mounting. 
It became a challenge for the 
McSweens to make their $1,400 
monthly rent payments. 

With the help of Catholic Charities 
Brooklyn and Queens, one of the 
seven agencies supported by 
The New York Times Neediest 
Cases Fund, $400 was used to 

cover rental arrears, allowing 
the McSweens to remain in their 
Brooklyn apartment. 

Mr. McSween continues to 
look for a new job, and said 
that he had been able to land 
some freelance catering work. 
“I miss that stable paycheck,” 
he admitted. In the absence of 
full-time employment, his main 
responsibility is taking care of 
his daughter. 

She may not be able to run and 
play as actively as her peers, but 
Megan finds plenty of joy playing 
with her Barbie dolls, taking care 
of Blu, the family cat, drawing 
and occasionally getting into 
her mother’s makeup. “We try to 
keep her childhood as normal as 
possible, with her condition,” Ms. 
McSween said. 
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She loves to ride 
her scooter and her 
bike, but we have 
to limit that,” Ms. 

McSween said. “We 
also tried swimming 

lessons, but that 
had to stop.

“

“
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Starting Over After Hurricane Sandy
By THE EDITORIAL BOARD 
Published: November 15, 2013

As Hurricane Sandy 
approached, Joseph Duodu, 
his wife and two daughters 
evacuated from their home 
on the Rockaway Peninsula 
and drove to a motel on 
Queens Boulevard. The 
family had packed only 
an overnight bag with a 

change of clothes because they thought they would 
be back home the next day. They ended up living in 
the motel for five months. Mr. Duodu returned to his 
ground-floor apartment in a two-story house the 
day after the storm. The house was still standing, 
but water had destroyed nearly everything: furniture, 
appliances, computers, disk drives and textbooks, 
which Mr. Duodu uses in his work as a teacher. 
He and his wife managed to salvage only some 
clothing and a few photographs. “We had to start 
from scratch,” he said. 

FEMA paid for five months of rent at the apartment 
and for the motel stay, but it did not replace the 
Duodos lost belongings. They moved back home in 
March, after their landlord renovated the apartment. 
The two girls slept on a bed that was donated 
by their church; Mr. Duodu and his wife slept on 
a surviving mattress. In August, Catholic Charities 
Brooklyn and Queens, an organization supported 
by The New York Times Neediest Cases Fund, gave 
Mr. Duodu $800 to buy a dresser and bunk beds 
for the girls and a $500 Target gift card. A year 
later, Mr. Duodu doesn’t like to dwell on the loss. “We 
have a bed to sleep on, some chairs to sit on; we’re 
building gradually,” he said. 
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Donations to The Times’s Neediest Cases Fund go 
to seven charities: Brooklyn Community Services; 
Catholic Charities of the Archdiocese of New York; 
Catholic Charities Brooklyn and Queens; the Children’s 
Aid Society; the Community Service Society of New 
York; the Federation of Protestant Welfare Agencies; 
and the UJA-Federation of New York. To help, please 
send a check to: The New York Times Neediest Cases 
Fund, 4 Chase Metrotech Center, 7th Floor East, 
Lockbox 5193, Brooklyn, N.Y. 11245. Or call (800) 381-
0075 and use a credit card.
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Mission Statement

C atholic Charities in the Diocese 
of Brooklyn and Queens 

translates the Gospel of Jesus Christ 
into action by affirming the dignity and 
value of every person, especially the most 
vulnerable members of our diverse society.  
Catholic Charities develops effective 
responses to human need and joins with 
all people of good will in advocating for 
a social order which promotes justice 
and embraces human development. 
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After Two Decades, a Shrinking Salary at a Job She Loved
By JOHN OTIS 
Published: November 23, 2013 

Police cars were blocking 
the entrance to the bus yard 
in Brooklyn when Nicole 
Bouchotte, 61, arrived at 
work one day last January. 
It was at that moment, so 
early on a cold weekday 
morning that the sun had 

yet to rise, that she learned that her union, Local 
1181 of the Amalgamated Transit Union, was on 
strike. 

Ms. Bouchotte had been a school bus matron for 
Atlantic Bus Escorts Inc. for nearly 20 years. The 
monthlong strike during the winter of 2013 began 
a salary contraction that continues to impact her 
life today. 

“Before the strike, I was always on a tight budget 
because I’m a single woman,” said Ms. Bouchotte, 
who has lived alone ever since her husband died 
of a heart attack six years ago. 

Even worse than being out of work was hearing 
the harsh criticisms of her job and its duties. 

“I was very angry,” she said. “It was the way people 
talked about bus drivers and matrons. The worst 
part was people minimizing what we are doing. I 
wish I could have stood up and said to them, ‘At 5 
in the morning, I pick up your child. You don’t know 
me; you go by faith. This is your child. You give me 
your life. And now you think I’m no good? I’m not 
worth it? If I’m not that worth it, how come every 
day we have all those kids in our hands? Tell me!’ ” 

 

Nicole Bouchotte, a school bus matron, began making $210 less per month after she and her co-workers went on a monthlong strike this 
year and her hours were later scaled back. Ms. Bouchotte, 61, expects to lose her job at the end of the year.
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Ms. Bouchotte and her co-workers 
picketed for several weeks, only 
to have their paychecks reduced 
once the two sides came to an 
agreement. She had once earned 
a biweekly salary of $620. Once 
the company had scaled back its 
employees’ hours, Ms. Bouchotte 
began making $210 less per 
month. 

When Atlantic filed for Chapter 
11 bankruptcy recently, Ms. 
Bouchotte grew more concerned 
for her future. Those fears were 
realized in mid-November, when 
she received a letter from her 
employer informing her that 
everyone in her department 
would be let go at the end of the 
year, though negotiations are 
pending. 

The news stung; Ms. Bouchotte 
loved her job. 

“When I am on the bus, we are 
not matron and driver, we are 
father and mother,” she said. 
“The kids talk to you about 
everything.” 

Ms. Bouchotte entered the field 
in 1995, two decades after 
emigrating from Haiti to the 
United States, where she met 
her husband and later gave birth 
to their son. 

Tragedies in her past drove Ms. 
Bouchotte to the realization 
that family is of the utmost 
importance. She has lost two 
brothers over the years, one to 
brain cancer, the other to gun 
violence. 

“The way I am is the way 
everybody is behind me,” 
she said, explaining that her 
mother and two sisters rely on 
her strength. “If I’m cheerful, 
everybody is O.K.” 

Four years ago, one of her sisters 
suffered a massive heart attack. 
During her hospital stay, a medical 
procedure used to help repair her 
heart ended up destroying both 
of her kidneys; Ms. Bouchotte’s 
sister now required dialysis three 
times week. 

“So I am her rock,” she said. “I 
cannot be down. I have to always 
be cheerful for her. But in the 
middle of the night, when I get 
to my apartment, this is where I 
can be myself.” 

She finds solace in a hobby she 
has had for years, a place for her 
to leave all her secrets. 

“My best friend is my sewing 
machine,” said Ms. Bouchotte, 
who sews dresses and curtains, 
among other items. “I talk to her. 

She knows everything. This is my 
habit. When everything is dark, I 
make a pattern.” 

That flinty facade could not 
stave off a persistent landlord 
when Ms. Bouchotte fell behind 
on her rent. Unwilling to trouble 
her son, who she said was “living 
his own life,” Ms. Bouchotte 
borrowed from friends. She then 
sought out Catholic Charities 
Brooklyn and Queens, one of the 
agencies supported by The New 
York Times Neediest Cases Fund, 
which provided $442 from the 
fund for her to clear her arrears. 

“If someone told me 10 years 
ago I’d be going someplace 
for charity, I’d say ‘no!’ ” Ms. 
Bouchotte said. “Look at me 
now.” 

While she remains unsure of 
her next move, her caseworker 
from Catholic Charities Brooklyn 
and Queens has been helping 
her explore career options. Ms. 
Bouchotte remains resilient. 

“I’m a woman of faith,” she said. 
“I do not let myself go crazy. I 
know I will survive.” 
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When I am 
on the bus, we 
are not matron 
and driver, we 
are father and 
mother,” she 

said. “The kids 
talk to you about 

everything.

“

“
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After Caring for Her Mother, Then Her Husband, an Ailing 
Woman, 91, Is Alone
By PHILIP RICHARDSON 
Published: December 23, 2013 

Ida Carrano’s life is 
powered by electricity. 

Thirteen years ago, 
she received her first 
pacemaker, a tiny device 
implanted in her chest 
to send small electrical 
signals to her heart, 
ensuring it pumps properly. 

Mrs. Carrano, 91, has a long list of ailments, including 
congestive heart failure, chronic bronchitis and 
macular degeneration. She is homebound, in a 
tiny apartment in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, with few 
windows, dependent on a home health aide and a 
constant flow of wattage to power her lights and 
breathing machines. 

“When my lights are out, my neighbors know I’m in 
the hospital,” she said. 

To breathe comfortably, she requires a humidifier 
and six daily breathing treatments with a 
compressed air nebulizer, administered by Maria, 
her home health aide. Maria lives with Mrs. Carrano 
three days each week, assisting with household 
activities, including the preparation of her meals, 
which often require the use of a blender, for items 
too tough for Mrs. Carrano to chew. 

In September, Mrs. Carrano was behind on her 
electricity bill, and Consolidated Edison was 
threatening to disconnect her service. “I need 
electricity. The humidifier. The blender. I would die 
if I didn’t have the inhaler. Even though I won’t be 
around for much longer, maybe.” 

Ida Carrano, in Brooklyn, uses a lot of electricity; she is ill and needs a humidifier and a nebulizer to be able to breathe easily.
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Mrs. Carrano is a widow who 
spent most of her marriage, 
and her savings, caring for her 
husband, Vincenzo, before his 
death in 2007. 

“He said, ‘Ida, no matter how sick 
I get, do not put me in a nursing 
home.’ And I never did.” 

The Carranos were an 
unconventional couple for 
their generation. Ida grew up 
in the heart of Greenwich 
Village, sharing an apartment 
on Christopher Street with 
her mother and brothers. In 
her 20s, she briefly worked as 
a seamstress for a company 
that made bras and girdles in 
Midtown, but she left the job 
after World War II began. 

“When the war broke out, my 
mother took it very bad because 
her two sons went over to the 
Pacific. I had to stay with her.” 

She did so for the next 20 years, 
before meeting Mr. Carrano, who 
worked in a Greenwich Village 
supermarket. He asked her out 
on a coffee date while she was 
doing her shopping. “He was 
handsome, but I assumed he 
was married,” she said. In fact, 

Mr. Carrano was a widower; his 
first wife had died of cancer. 

The couple dated for four years 
and married in 1966, when Ida 
was 44. Soon after they were 
married, the couple moved to 
Brooklyn, but Mrs. Carrano’s 
mother fell ill again, and she 
returned to Greenwich Village to 
care for her. 

“He was a bachelor for me,” Mrs. 
Carrano said. “He was married, 
but not with a wife.” 

It was seven years before she 
returned to her husband, after 
her mother died. The couple had 
no children. 

Since her husband’s death, her 
own health has been in steady 
decline. She has been in and out 
of NYU Langone Medical Center 
for the past two years with 
several bouts of pneumonia and 
blood clots. In 2010, she had a 
hernia operation that required 
months of physical therapy 
before she could walk again, 
something she does with caution 
and rarely beyond the reach of 
her walker. 

The sudden spike in her 
electricity use puts added 
pressure on an already strained 
income. Mrs. Carrano currently 
receives $1,361 a month in Social 
Security benefits and $200 in 
food stamps. Her monthly rent 
is $1,000, her utilities average 
about $60 and she also pays 
$200 for a Medicare supplement 
through AARP. 

She found help from Catholic 
Charities Brooklyn and Queens, 
one of the seven organizations 
supported by The New York 
Times Neediest Cases Fund, and 
received $202 toward her Con 
Edison bill. She was also given 
$202.51 to cover the rest of the 
bill through the Alive in Hope 
Fund. 

With the bill paid and so much 
solitary time at home, Mrs. 
Carrano has begun to relax, 
granting herself time to watch 
the local television news and 
to listen to her favorite singers: 
Tony Bennett, Perry Como and 
Frank Sinatra. “I love music, but 
not from your time,” she said. 
“They scream today.” 

Reflecting on a life spent caring 
for others in her family, only 
to find herself in the care of 
strangers, she said: “I miss my 
people, and the friends of mine 
who have already died. It’s 
terrible to be alone.” 
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He said, ‘Ida, no 
matter how sick 
I get, do not put 
me in a nursing 

home.’ And I 
never did.

“

“
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A Mother Faces More Travails After the Loss of a Son
By ANDREW BORYGA 
Published: January 13, 2014

“Active” is the word Martha 
Rodriguez, 55, uses to 
describe her son, Alexander 
Espinal-Rodriguez. 

By age 12, Mr. Espinal-
Rodriguez had studied cello, 
piano, karate and salsa 
dancing, and had joined a 

swim team, before stumbling on his true passion, 
ballet. 

“He loved the challenge,” his older sister, Ilusion 
Rodriguez, 31, said in the family’s Brooklyn 
apartment. “He enjoyed pleasing his mentors and 
surpassing their expectations of him.”

A collection of taped performances spliced 
together by a former instructor at the Abrons Arts 

Center on the Lower East Side, where Mr. Espinal-
Rodriguez often performed, shows a handsome, 
smiling young man, prancing powerfully across the 
stage in “Billy the Kid,” “Little Shop of Horrors” and 
“The Nutcracker,” among other productions. 

“He was a shooting star,” his mother said. 

Ms. Rodriguez was born in Rincón de Piedras, a 
rural campo in the Dominican Republic two hours 
south of Santiago. At 20, she left for Brooklyn, 
where she taught herself English and raised four 
children on her own. 

She never forgot her roots and, when finances 
allowed, she made annual trips back home for 
family reunions. Her children eagerly awaited the 
gatherings, particularly Mr. Espinal-Rodriguez. 

Martha Rodriguez’s son, Alexander Espinal-Rodriguez, a talented dancer, died during a family visit to the Dominican Republic.
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“He was in love with the land,” 
she said of her son’s fondness for 
the small campo. “He loved the 
freedom and talked of building a 
house there one day.” 

In August 2011, the Rodriguez 
family attended a reunion in 
Rincón de Piedras that included 
mounds of food, about 500 
family members and dancing 
late into the night. 

Early the next morning, members 
of the family traveled to a 
nearby river, where Mr. Espinal-
Rodriguez, eager to swim, kissed 
his mother on the cheek and 
jumped in with a younger sister 
and a cousin. 

Not 15 minutes later, a strong 
current dragged him under 
the water. Cousins pulled him 
out, and family members tried 
without success to resuscitate 
him. He was rushed to three 
separate doctors, his lifeless 
body stretched across the laps 
of family members in the back 
seat of the car. One hospital was 
unstaffed; another simply refused 
to treat an American citizen. 

It was four hours before he was 
pronounced dead, at a clinic in 
San José de Las Matas, a small 
municipality of Santiago and a 
two-hour drive from where he 
drowned. Mr. Espinal-Rodriguez 
was 20. 

In the absence of adequate 
embalming facilities, the family 
held a rushed funeral in a Rincón 

de Piedras church that same 
day. A coffin was hastily chosen 
and lined with coffee beans to 
mask the smell of Mr. Espinal-
Rodriguez’s rapidly decomposing 
body, so a proper wake could be 
held. His body was buried in a 
plot behind the church. 

After her son’s death, 
bureaucratic snarls and flight 
delays stretched a weeklong 
family trip to three weeks. 

Ms. Rodriguez, who works as 
a part-time property manager 
for two Brooklyn housing 
companies, was forced to miss 
crucial workdays and saddled 
with steep, unexpected costs 
by the church and the hospital. 
“I wasn’t prepared for any of it,” 
she said of the fees.

While she was still in Rincón de 
Piedras, word of Ms. Rodriguez’s 
plight reached New York, and 
an outpouring of money from 
friends, dancers and her son’s 
former mentors made it possible 
for Ms. Rodriguez to cover most 
of the funeral costs. 

When she finally returned to 
New York, however, a new and 
unexpected expense was thrust 
upon her: a $337 increase in her 
monthly rent. 

It was at this point that she turned 
for help to Catholic Charities 
Brooklyn and Queens, one of the 
organizations supported by The 
New York Times Neediest Cases 
Fund. 

Last May, through the help of 
the fund, Catholic Charities 
Brooklyn and Queens provided 
Ms. Rodriguez with $500, which 
she used to pay part of the 
$1,262 rent on the apartment 
in Williamsburg that she shares 
with her three daughters. 

With utilities, and special-needs 
costs for a daughter with learning 
disabilities, Ms. Rodriguez’s 
monthly expenses total $1,900. 
She earns $2,000 a month. 

“It’s hard when you are working 
to look for that kind of help,” said 
Ms. Rodriguez, who was reluctant 
to seek assistance at first. “You 
think, ‘I’m working, I shouldn’t be 
here.’ ” 

As of January, Ms. Rodriguez 
is completely caught up on her 
rent and will begin paying the 
remainder of her son’s funeral 
fees. She says the plot where he 
is buried will be uprooted if she 
does not pay $900 within the 
next two and a half years. 

Ms. Rodriguez acknowledges 
that she has been urged by 
friends and family to bring her 
son’s remains back to New 
York, but she firmly believes that 
everything happens for a reason. 

“If I brought Alex’s body here, 
the process of healing would be 
longer,” she said, pausing for a 
moment. 

“No, he belongs there.”
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After Cancer, Tour Guide Plans Next Destination
By JULIE TURKEWITZ 
Published: January 19, 2014

Name a place, and Edicson 
Valderrama, international 
tour guide, will give you the 
story.

Manaus, Brazil: city of rose-
colored dolphins, scene 
of a 19th-century rubber 
boom and site of the 

so-called jewel of the jungle, a giant pink opera 
house. Japan: Its people are “strong, noble, very 
smart” and always ahead of the technology game. 
Vienna: home of Beethoven and Mozart, and “the 
best place to fall in love.” Andorra: a tiny nation so 
tight-knit that “people leave their keys in the car.”

For 26 years, Mr. Valderrama has traveled the 
world, chaperoning fellow sojourners to Bangkok, 
Tokyo, Milan, Paris. He has lived in 14 countries and 
has visited 29. 

Along the way, Mr. Valderrama, 48, a stocky man 
with a tempered Elvis coif, has honed his skills as 
a guide. “There’s a song by Roberto Carlos, ‘I want 
to have a million friends,’ ” he said. “I want to be 
like the song.”

Mr. Valderrama is prone to exclamation (Arches 
National Park: “Monumental!” The Mojave Desert: 
“Unbelievable!”) and has a talent for detail 
(eruptions of boiling water from Old Faithful reach 
an average of 130 feet; sequoias can grow to 300 
feet tall.) “You’re not a historian, where you get on 
the bus and just grab the microphone,” he said. 
“You have to entertain people.” 

He speaks five languages and operates under one 
core principle: Respect everyone. “Some people 
in the group are very rich,” he explained, “some 
people barely have the money. But everybody on 
the bus is the same.”

Edicson Valderrama has traveled the world for 26 years as a tour guide, but he fell behind on his bills while undergoing treatment for 
stomach cancer. 
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He estimated that he has ferried 
at least 10,000 people to some 
of the world’s most treasured 
destinations. Years ago Mr. 
Valderrama began calling himself 
Papillon — the French word for 
butterfly — in reference to his 
constant ambulations and ability 
to inspire wonder. The name 
stuck. On a tour bus, or a boat 
or a plane, he says to just call 
him “Papi.”

Some years he worked 90, or 
even 120, days without rest. 

In May, while Mr. Valderrama was 
living in New York, he learned he 
had stomach cancer. It was his 
second bout with the disease. 

He soon began chemotherapy. 
“I started the radiation at 4:30 
in the morning,” he recalled. 
“Monday one shot, Wednesday 
one shot, and Friday three shots. 
Plus the pills.”

The treatment lasted from 
June until October. Stripped 
of his energy, Mr. Valderrama 
stopped working, giving only the 
occasional tour of the city, and 
his savings quickly were depleted. 
Medicaid covered some, but not 
all, of his expenses.

“Financially, I was really down,” 
he said. Then, in September, he 
contacted Catholic Charities 
Brooklyn and Queens, one of the 
seven organizations supported 
by The New York Times Neediest 
Cases Fund. The charity secured 
$500 from the fund for rental 
assistance for September. 

“I left the office thinking, ‘O.K., 
this is not the end. Close your 
eyes, feel the salty tears you 
have and open them again. You 
see the new road.” 

When that round of treatment 
ended, Mr. Valderrama told 
Catholic Charities that he 
wanted to return to work.  (He 
will undergo another round of 
chemotherapy beginning in 
February.) The organization paid 
the $63 for a test he had to take 
to renew his license as a city tour 
guide. He passed on Dec. 20.

The license will allow him to 
give tours while he pursues a 
larger goal: starting a school for 
aspiring tour guides. “I don’t want 
to travel, at this point, again,” he 
said. “It’s a lot of responsibility 
when you have 50 people on a 
bus.”

He has another goal. Mr. 
Valderrama has two children 
and has had many romantic 
relationships, he said. He has 
swooned over sunsets and 
mountains, and has been awed 
by architecture and technology. 
But he has never told a woman 
that he loves her. “I don’t lose my 
hopes,” he said. “There will be 
somebody there.”
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I left the office 
thinking, ‘O.K., 
this is not the 

end. Close your 
eyes, feel the 

salty tears you 
have and open 

them again. You 
see the new road.

“
“
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‘No Luck’ for a Growing Family
By JULIE TURKEWITZ 
Published: January 19, 2014

It all started with small talk. 

What bus was he taking? 

The Q34.  She was, too. 

Phone numbers were 
exchanged, and five years 
later, James Eisenhardt 
and his wife, Rukmini 

Ramkumar, whom he affectionately calls Rose, 
live in an unassuming apartment in Ozone Park, 
Queens, with their 1-year-old daughter, Karina, 
and Ms. Ramkumar’s two children from a previous 
relationship. “Part of the package,” Mr. Eisenhardt 
jokes.

Their living room is sparsely decorated, without a 
television set. There is a framed photograph of Mr. 
Eisenhardt at 17, in his Marine Corps uniform. 

The same photograph hangs in the couple’s 
bedroom. 

Six years serving in the military taught Mr. 
Eisenhardt, 52, to face family hardships head on. 
“It’s not about me, it’s about them — that’s my 
job,” he said. “I have to be strong to make that 
sacrifice.”

After losing his job driving for a livery cab 
company, Mr. Eisenhardt found seasonal work as 
a commercial driver for FedEx. But the hours were 
simply not enough. The pressure on him to maintain 
a stable working life was recently compounded by 
surprising news: Another baby is on the way, due 
in May.

“I had no idea,” said Ms. Ramkumar, 40, placing 
a hand on her rounded stomach. “I thought I was 
going through early menopause, like my mother.”

James Eisenhardt, a former Marine, with his wife, Rukmini Ramkumar, their child, Karina, and her two children from a previous 
relationship.

S

P

E

C

I

A

L

E

D

I

T

I

O

N

Photo credit: Michelle V. Agins/The New York Times



© 2013-2014 The New York Times Company. Reprinted by permission.

THE NEEDIEST CASES CAMPAIGN STORIES 2013-2014

Ms. Ramkumar, with a young 
child of her own, can no longer 
seek employment as a babysitter. 
Her daughter Haimwatti Lall, 20, 
had to take out loans to attend 
medical technician training 
school; her son, Purshdev Lall, is 
still in high school. 

Karina was born prematurely. 
When they brought her home 
from the hospital, she slept in 
a tiny crib that was given to 
the family by a friend. By that 
time, Mr. Eisenhardt was out of 
work, and his Taxi and Limousine 
Commission driver’s license had 
expired. When the baby outgrew 
the crib, she slept in between her 
parents. 

“We have no luxuries, everything 
goes to the house,” said Mr. 
Eisenhardt, referring to the 
family’s food and utility bills. 

Mr. Eisenhardt, who has chronic 
depression and arrhythmia, 
receives a monthly Social 
Security disability check of 
$1,444. The family’s rent is 
$1,500. 

“We have a long way to go,” he 
said. 

For help, Mr. Eisenhardt turned 
to Catholic Charities Brooklyn 
and Queens, one of the seven 
organizations supported by The 
New York Times Neediest Cases 
Fund. The family received a $500 
Target gift card, paid for by the 
fund, which they used to buy a 
convertible crib that turns into 
a bed, along with new sheets, 
diapers and baby wipes.

“Even I use the baby wipes,” said 
Mr. Eisenhardt, laughing, as he 
wrestled with Karina, who was 
quietly fidgeting in his lap.

Mr. Eisenhardt was able to 
renew his taxi license with the 
help of Ridgewood Bushwick 
Senior Citizens Council’s support 
services for veterans. 

And three weeks ago, he found 
a new job driving a livery cab 
and was able to return to work, 
though he and Rose had to 
borrow $100 to buy him a black 
suit for the job.

Despite the turnaround a return 
to work represents, Mr. Eisenhardt 
is still hoping for something that 
would provide his family with a 
more comfortable standard of 
living. He drives for 10 to 12 hours 
at a stretch, pays for gas out of 
his own pocket and mostly relies 
on his commissions. 

“It’s really hard to predict what 
your income is going to be,” he 
said. 

The family is now focused on 
finding a new place to live; there 
is a continuing legal dispute 
with the landlord, and the family 
has had problems keeping up 
with the rent in the past. The 
possibility of eviction looms. 

Mr. Eisenhardt laments the move 
into the apartment three years 
ago, and says things have been 
going downhill ever since. “It’s 
two steps forward, and three 
steps back.”

Ms. Ramkumar agreed. “No luck.”

Marriage and children were far 
from Mr. Eisenhardt’s mind five 
years ago. Today, they are what 
keep him going. “Every day I get 
up, and I think: ‘Well tomorrow’s 
another day. Got to turn this 
corner and see some sunlight.’ ”
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Every day I 
get up, and I 
think: ‘Well 
tomorrow’s 
another day. 

Got to turn this 
corner and see 
some sunlight.

“

“
It’s not about 
me, it’s about 
them — that’s 

my job,” he said. 
“I have to be 

strong to make 
that sacrifice.

“

“
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April is National Volunteer Month, but at Catholic Charities Brooklyn and 
Queens, we celebrate the wonderful work of our volunteers all year long. 
Since our volunteer website, www.bplusq.org, launched in March 2012, 
CCBQ has hosted more than 5,200 volunteers for 42,000 hours of service. 
Currently active in the Agency are 345 volunteers who service our various 
programs. In just the past four months, CCBQ has had many different 
groups come to “Supercharge the Charity” and help out our neighbors in 
Brooklyn and Queens:

•	 In November, 25 volunteers from National Grid’s Finance Department 
at Metrotech Brooklyn helped distribute Thanksgiving turkey meals 
to the local community in a National Grid Day of Service. National 
Grid donated 200 turkeys, while the “fixings” came from the CCBQ 
Brooklyn Food Pantry. 

•	 Volunteers from Ameriprise Financial came to CCBQ’s Queens 
Community Center in Astoria to help distribute fish and paint the 
community room. Darrel Upson, President of our Catholic Charities 
Progress of Peoples Housing Corporation Board of Trustees and an 
Ameriprise Financial Advisor, organized the group of volunteers. 
United Seafood Enterprises donated the 500 lbs. of Tilapia, while 
Sherwin-Williams donated the green paint. 

•	 A group of 20 students from St. Francis College, led by Professor Emily 
Horowitz, volunteered their time at Saints Joachim & Anne Nursing 
& Rehabilitation Center in Brooklyn removing 50 shrubs from the 
surrounding area that were destroyed during Superstorm Sandy. 

Additionally, students from Holy Cross High School donated food to the 
Queens Community Center; members of the DeSales Media Group held 
their day of service at Saints Joachim & Anne Nursing Home, transporting 
residents to mass and lunch while singing Christmas Carols; and students 
and members of the St. John’s University Athletic Department visited 
the Social Adult Day Alzheimer’s Program as part of their “Community 
Wednesdays” initiative. 

The St. John’s University women’s backetball team returned in April to paint our Queens Community Center. Paint was 
donated by Sherwin-Williams. The team painted the ESL Room and reception areas.

Your Time is Power… Volunteers are B+Q

“Our faith shines into the world 
like a strong and welcomed light.”  
                      ~ Bishop DiMarzio

4

At Catholic Charities Brooklyn and Queens, we believe in helping 
those who need it most.  Thank you to our more than 5,200 

volunteers who gave 42,000 hours of service last year!

Join us today! 
For information about our volunteer program, email volunteer@

ccbq.org or visit www.bpluq.org.  
VOLUNTEER

YOUR TIME
IS POWER
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CCBQ’s 2013 Christmas Dollar Drive
Each year during the holiday season, Catholic Charities 
Brooklyn and Queens staff participate in the agency -wide 
Employee Christmas Dollar Drive. We are pleased to 
announce that the 2013 drive raised more than $11,000, 
enabling us to distribute toys, gifts and gift cards to 
approximately 2,100 children this holiday season.  On 
behalf of those we are privileged to serve, we thank all of 
you for your generosity!

CCBQ successfully held the 10th New York City 
Catholic Alumni Networking Reception (CANR) at the 
New York Athletic Club on March 14, where Catholic 
alumni from schools around the country joined us 
for an evening of professional and social networking. 
Ken Rosato, Emmy-award winning Anchor of WABC-
TV’s Eyewitness News, served as the Master of 
Ceremonies for this exciting reception, which is 
promoted through New York City-based alumni 
chapters. 

More than 150 people were in attendance, as well as 
CCBQ employees and volunteers who shared stories 
about the good work of the Agency. Through each 
reception, we hope to build upon our legacy and 
increase support of our services by connecting with 
others who want to make a difference. 

Holiday Toys and Donations

CCBQ Receives 300 Toys for Children

For 30 years, former NYPD officer Donald Costello has held 
an annual Dinner Dance, which has provided thousands of 
toys for Catholic Charities Brooklyn and Queens to distribute 
to children during the holidays. This year the Dinner Dance 
was held at Our Lady of Lourdes School in Queens Village 
on Dec. 8. Mr. Costello and fellow donors dropped off the 
gifts at the Queens Community Center in a donated U-Haul. 
The party was attended by 300 people. Mr. Costello was a 
former parishioner of Our Lady of Lourdes. He has since 
moved to Long Island, but returns each year to throw this 
party to benefit our community.

Catholic Alumni  
Networking  
Reception

For more information about the CANR, how to get involved and 
future dates, please contact Senior Development Associate Martin 
Haggerty at Martin.Haggerty@ccbq.org. 
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“Every Christmas presents us with a new 
opportunity to live our lives in a Christ-centered 
way.” ~ Bishop DiMarzio

Tweets from Pope Francis 
@Pontifex 

“Dear young people, 
put your talents at the 
service of the Gospel, 

with creativity and 
boundless charity.”
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Ways to Give
Tweets from Pope Francis 

@Pontifex 

“The Pope loves everyone, 
rich and poor alike, but the 

Pope has the duty, in Christ’s 
name, to remind the rich 

to help the poor, to respect 
them, to promote them.”

uOne-time donations are accepted online on at www.ccbq.
org/support-us or via phone 1-888-971-7122 and by mail. 

uTribute Gifts: Give back to your community or the 
neighborhood in a donation in memory of a special person. 

uPower of Faith monthly donors provide Catholic Charities 
with a steady stream of dependable income to fund our 
more than 160 programs and to plan wisely for the future.

uBequests, gifts of securities, Charitable Gift Annuities, 
Real Estate or other planned gifts: There are many ways 
to make a gift to Catholic Charities that can also provide for 
your own financial well-being and that of your family. 

uCorporate Giving & Major Gifts: Organizations may 
partner with the good work of Catholic Charities Brooklyn 
and Queens. 

uDonate a Car, Motorcycle or Boat. It can be new or used, 
running or non-running. Fill out the form on www.ccbq.org/
support-us/donate-car or call 1-877-780-GIVE (4483). 

uVolunteer! We offer many volunteer opportunities for 
individuals, groups and corporations. To learn more about 
the opportunities that are right for you, visit www.bplusq.
org/volunteer or email volunteer@ccbq.org. 

Now it’s easier than ever 
to help support CCBQ – by 
shopping. When you log on 

to smile.amazon.com, choose 
Catholic Charities Diocese of 
Brooklyn as your charity of 

choice and Amazon will donate 
a percentage of your purchase 
cost to CCBQ directly with no 

additional cost to you! Amazon 
doesn’t charge CCBQ for being 

involved so every donation goes 
straight to our communities.

Pope Francis tells us, “We must restore hope to young 
people, help the old, be open to the future, spread love.”  
Neighbors, supporters, donors and friends of Catholic 
Charities help us fulfill this vision and empower our 
neighbors in need every day. Thanks to your continued 
support, in 2013 we provided 3,000,000 meals for those 
in need, assisted 14,000 people through our community 
centers and satellite locations, provided 8,300 older adults 
with comprehensive services through 17 neighborhood 
senior centers, aided 7,900 individuals in prevention, 
refugee resettlement and family and youth programs, 
provided 5,500 adults with behavioral health services 
at various community sites and through Early Childhood 
Development Centers, and helped 1,900 children from 
economically challenged households receive the support 
they need to begin a successful education.  

We could not do the work we do to help those in need 
without your support. Catholic Charities Brooklyn and 
Queens offers many ways to give back.

All donations are tax-deductible and go straight to 
CCBQ programs that make a difference in  

our community today. For more information on ways to 
give, contact the Catholic Charities Office of  

Development and Communications at 718-722-6202. 
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Bishop Joseph M. Sullivan
MEMORIAL  
GOLF CLASSIC
Sands Point Golf Club
Sands Point, New York

Monday, September 29, 2014

For more information contact Lucy Garrido-Mota

(718) 722-6211

SAVE THE DATE
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