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Alahna Parkeé'arﬂ her sons
Cameron and Donovan. After
serving in the U.S. Navy for six
years, Alahna now devotes her
time to helping others in need.

Milwaukee’s Alahna Parker found the
same challenge, following six years in the
U.S. Navy.

While she was in the service, Parker was
often torn between being a good mother to
her two sons, now 12 and 7, and being a good
sailor. When she returned to her home in
Virginia, she learned that one of her sons is
on the autism spectrum.

“After my son’s diagnosis, I felt helpless
and afraid,” Parker says. “I had no one to
help guide me, so I was forced to figure
everything out for the sake of my child. After
we got him the resources he needed, all I
could think to do was to not allow another
family to go through thatalone.”

The same, she adds, is true when a family
needs diapers, food or help with housing.
“I just don’t like the idea of suffering
and confusion when I know I can be of
assistance,” Parker says.

She dedicated herself to helping families
dealing with autism in underserved
communities, working hard to develop a
nonprofit organization to spread the word
about the importance of early diagnosis and
treatment. “Everyone saw us as successful,
but we weren’t doing well,” she says. “I fell
into financial hardship.”

About the same time, Parker began to
experience depression and a type of post-
traumatic stress stemming from incidents
during her Navy years. “The depression took
over,” she remembers. “I took my sons to my
mother’s house and said, ‘I don’t like the way
I’'m thinking. I’'m going to get help.””

Parker was diagnosed and treated at a
VA hospital in Virginia, but felt she wasn’t
progressing. Then she spoke with a fellow
female veteran who had been treated at
Milwaukee’s Clement J. Zablocki Veterans
Administration Medical Center.

“She is so happy, and I wanted to feel
that good again,” Parker says. She made the
decision to move to Milwaukee and seek help
atthe VA. “I got admitted to the domiciliary,
and I’'m telling you that was the first thing that
was amajor turning pointin my life,” she says.

As her health improved, Parker was
referred to the Center for Veterans Issues
(CVI) in Milwaukee for assistance in finding
housing. The first stop was an all-female
CVltransitional living facility; when she felt
ready to reunite with her sons, CVI helped
the family find a duplex.

Parker is proud to be the first female
veteran to graduate from every program
offered at CVI. She is now an enthusiastic




volunteer at the Taylor Made Foundation, working on coat and food
drives, and helping to supply essential needs during the pandemic.
Parker says she and her eldest son love to be among those local boots
on the ground.

“Itmakes you feel like you are actually making a difference,” she says.

As manager of Dryhootch Coffeehouse on Humboldt and Brady
streets, Cory McElhatton — an 11-year Army veteran who served
three tours of duty in Afghanistan and one tour in Iraq as a Blackhawk
helicopter medic — also knows that veterans often make the most
effective boots on the ground when it comes to helping fellow vets.

At Dryhootch, which also encompasses a nonprofit organization
formed by combat veterans to help other vets navigate their return
home, McElhatton uses his own hard-won recovery from addiction to
connect with others who are grappling with substance abuse.

“I'struggled with my own ways of getting back a life. It wasn’t easy,”
he says. “If you’re also trying to find your way, why not reach out and
help somebody else to get through what you went through?”’

McElhatton says he joined the Army because he needed the
military’s rigid routine to keep himself on track. In the military, he
explains, “you know what you’re doing almost every day.” When the
soldier returns home, though, “a lot of service members do get lost
without that repetitive structure,” he says.

Family routines are also disrupted. Children need to adjust to
having two parents in the household instead of just one. A spouse
who has been making independent decisions about family life
may not appreciate the veteran who expects to resume all of those
responsibilities. Then, says McElhatton, the soldier has to “reintegrate
into their life as much as (family members) have to reintegrate into
your life.”

McElhatton notes that veterans and their families can also
face challenges in renting an apartment or securing a home loan,
particularly for those who have yet to work the often-required 180 days
ormore at the same job.

“It’s not hard to get a VA loan, but your interest rate is actually
affected depending on how long you’ve had the job,” he explains.
And finding a job at all during the pandemic can be a hurdle, he
says, because many employers are facing reduced revenues and
furloughing workers.

McElhatton says there are simple ways to help families of active-
duty military and veterans, “even though you might not be close
friends. It’s OK to reach out and offer some help.” For a military
spouse who is trying to manage the house, the children and the bills by
themselves, a few hours of childcare or a chat over a cup of coffee can
bealifesaver.

“Most military personnel and vets have a heightened stress level
and may be more sensitive, even if they don’t come across that way,”
McElhatton says. “Kindness and awareness go a long way.”

Dourn suggests volunteering with organizations like the USO or

Creating and sending care packages and letters to deployed g
another way to spread care and engagement, she says.

Inshort, says Parker, don’t look the other way.

“If one of us asks you for help, don’t think about it, just do it,” she
says. “It’s the right thing to do. You never know what your fellow
Americanis facing.” MKE
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HOW TO FIND HELP *

Whether they have questions or issues with housing,
finances, health, addiction recovery or just need to talk with
somebody who “gets it,” families of active duty military and
veterans have resources to help them over the rough spots.
These are just a few of them:

MILITARY ONESOURCE (CO)

militaryonesource.mil

A virtual treasure trove of information on topics ranging
from dealing with stress, travel restrictions during the
pandemic, education, money management, employment,
telehealth, housing and navigating relationships.

USO OF WISCONSIN

wi.uso.org
(414)763-2214

The USO offers special holiday programs for active-duty
military families, a youth camp, and free or discounted
tickets to athletic events, theater productions and other
entertainment events.

CENTER FOR VETERANS ISSUES (CVI)
cvivet.org

(414) 345-4254

info@cvivet.org

About 67 percent of CVI staff members are veterans, and
about 42 percent are veterans with a disability. Here you
can find help with immediate needs such as housing and
assistance in securing treatment for PTSD, alcoholism and
other substance abuse and mental health issues. Help with
money for storage fees, security deposits, car repairs and
child care for a limited period of time is also available, along
with assistance in emergency situations such as evictions
(in cooperation with Wisconsin Legal Action). CVIcan also
assist veterans with job training services.

DRYHOOTCH / DRYHOOTCH COFFEEHOUSE
facebook.com/dryhootch

1030 E. Brady St.

(414) 763-5473

veterans@dryhootch.org

Dryhootch helps veterans and their families with issues
related to returning home, PTSD, and other concerns.
Peer support specialists provide help with recovery from
alcoholism and substance addiction for both veterans
and civilians through Milwaukee County’s Community
Comprehensive Services.
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