
Congratulations, You Are Now Mental 
Health...The Pulse Nightclub Response 

 
 

Mary Beth Shea, PhD 
Iris Appenrodt, BSN, RN 

Orlando VA Medical Center    



for those who served CLERMONT  ◦  DAYTONA  ◦  KISSIMMEE ◦  LAKE BALDWIN LAKE NONA  ◦  ORANGE CITY  ◦  TAVARES  ◦  VIERA 

The Situation 

• Sunday morning, June 12, 2016 

• Orlando, FL 

 

 

 

 

 

• A lone gunman had attacked revelers at The Pulse 
Nightclub before succumbing to police gunfire. 
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The Response 

• Emergency nursing has always 

     been my passion.  

• Joined Emergency Response  

     team within 2 weeks of  

     starting my VA nursing career.  

• Trained during multiple active  

      shooter drills and deployed to  

      special events as emergency medical team member.  

• Focus of my training has been nursing-related: 

– stabilizing acutely sick or injured 

– providing first aid 

– assessing for signs or symptoms of distress.  
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The Situation 

• The Orlando Emergency Response team was activated and deployed 
immediately to a city-owned building up the street from the shooting.  
 

• Mission: to provide support and comfort to families of the slain and 
injured, while they waited to learn which group their loved one was in. 
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The Response 

• I reported for duty on Sunday at 7 pm 
at the VA. 
 

• Shuttled to the Beardall Senior Center 
 

• Dr. Shea conducted our briefing in the 
Mobile Command Center.  
 

• There were only a few family 
members inside at that time.  
 

• Since the majority of family members 
where expected to arrive the next day, 
the medical team was sent home to 
return early in the morning. 
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The Situation 

• That evening, our mental health team worked 
the Beardall hallways and conference rooms, 
talking with people as the situation began 
hitting home for them.  
 

• Family members crowded into the conference 
room where first responders began briefings 
to prepare them for what lies ahead.  
 

• Families were told the medical examiner and 
coroner were still working the aftermath of 
the shooting. They were not ready to provide 
information these families desperately sought. 
Notifications, they said, could take place that 
evening but most would be no earlier than 
Monday morning.  
 

• The families wandered out as dazed as they 
had wandered in.  
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The Situation 

• Notification visits began to families 
around 9:30 pm Sunday evening and 
concluded at 7:30 am Monday.  

 
• Myra and law enforcement visited the 

homes of anxious families, who held vigil 
into the night, hoping somehow their 
loved ones were not among the lost. 
 

• “I saw a magnificent response take shape 
as women enclosed the ones who’d lost a 
loved one, and men enclosed the women 
in support and solidarity,” Myra said. “To 
me it looked like a blossom enveloping and 
enclosing…it was one of the most 
devastatingly beautiful outpourings of 
grief and support I have ever witnessed.” 
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The Response 

• When I arrived Monday, there was a mass 
of reporters at the entrance to the Center. 
With families starting to arrive, it was 
chaos.  

• I teamed up with Louis to secure the crowd 
outside the entrance. Only immediate 
family members where allowed inside the 
center, leaving close friends and other 
“family” outside in the heat.  

 
 
 I remember standing at the curb where I saw this 

young man just hugging himself and crying hard. I 
grabbed some tissues and went over to him, and he 
just hugged me really hard and held on while crying 
on my shoulder. I remember his tears soaked through 
my shirt as I held him until he regained his composure. 
I felt the overwhelming need for human 
companionship and connection, the need to ‘just be 
there’ for the grieving people that mattered the most. 
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The Situation 

• The families of the missing were gathering to get news of their loved ones. The 
atmosphere was extremely tense, as the families already knew their loved ones 
weren’t on the hospital rosters, but there is always hope...until there is none. 

 
• Families met with the medical examiners and the Florida Emergency 

Management Mortuary Operations Response System team to give descriptions 
of their loved ones. That information was taken back to try to match it with 
someone in the morgue. When a match was found, the ME gave the news to 

Florida Law Enforcement who then delivered the news to families. 
 

• FDLE requested a mental health person and a chaplain to be with them when 

the families were notified.  

 A quick head count of mental health providers and families inside the Beardall 
showed a    deficient balance...too many families, not enough providers.  
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The Knighting 
• By 10 am, 50% of families had been notified of the death of 

their loved ones, but 26 families were still waiting.  

 

• I was standing to the side and watching family members for 
signs of acute distress while listening to the updates. I saw 
the young man again sitting quietly among the audience.  
Officials started to separate notified from non-notified 
families.  

 

• Mary Beth came to me with a sense of urgency, put her hand 
first on my left, then my right shoulder while saying “Iris, I 
know you’re a nurse but you are now mental health. Get 
yourself a priest and stand-by for notifications.”  

 

• So I get this huge lump in my throat at the prospect of 
making an official death notification but I swallow hard and 
say to myself . “Just suck it up, buttercup.”  I grabbed a priest, 
Jay, and he never left my side.  
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Disaster Mental Health / Nursing 
Mary Beth’s Experience 

I was with two large families when they heard the 
news of their daughter and son being killed in this 
mass murder. The pain is difficult to describe, and was 
even more difficult to witness. There are no words that 
can help at that moment. The closest I was able to do 
was to be present with them, be compassionate, and 
give them all the time they needed to process what 
had happened. 

  

Fortunately, both were large, extended families, and 
they had each other to cry with and hold on to. There 
was no rushing this. Time was not a factor. We just 
waited, touching when it seemed appropriate, crying 
with them, and rocking a baby when he awoke to the 
sound of his grandmother’s pain.  

 

Eventually, someone would ask, “What do we do 
now?” That’s when we would take them to the next 
step: meeting with the FBI and/or Attorney General’s 
office (since this was a crime and they are victims), to 
learn about the assistance those agencies could give 
them. We stayed with “our families,” finally walking 
them to their cars and away from media when they 
were ready. 

Iris’ Experience 
Jay and I were assigned a family and went with them to meet 
with FDLE. It was absolutely heartbreaking to see the sister in 
such agony and it took some time for her to compose herself.   
 
At that time, we had better guidance in terms of “sequence of 
events.” After notification, families were sent to the 3rd floor 
where social workers were doing necessary paperwork and got 
funeral arrangements started.  
 
When the family went upstairs, Jay and I went to the main 
entrance to capture people coming in, some of whom were 
sent by surrounding hospitals because their loved one’s names 
weren’t on the hospital's list.  I located the people who had 
the casualty list , while Jay stayed with the family member. I 
became a liaison between the clergy at ORMC and the ME’s 
official who had the list. 
 
I also had separated family members who couldn’t find each 
other, community members bringing ever more food and 
supplies, and I kept watch over family members obviously 
exhausted with grief.  
 
By the time I left that evening, there was one last family who 
had just arrived from out of town and needed to be notified.  
 Needless to say, they were absolutely devastated.  
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From a Teammate… 
 

Sunday, June 12 
 

• I had just sat down to coffee around 6 a.m. when I first saw the news.  
 

• Only hours before there had been a shooting at a local nightclub. I 
remember thinking we were having a terrible weekend. Just the day 
before, singer Christina Grimmie had been shot to death at Orlando’s 
Plaza Live, no more than four miles from the Pulse.  
 

• When Grimmie died, the tension around the city rose palpably. 
Orlandoian’s agreed via social media: not here...not in Orlando...we’re not 
that community.  
 

• So when word of the second shooting hit the tension in the city went from 
palpable to horrific. It spread quickly through cyberspace, suggesting that 
Orlando had lost her innocence of terror, and quite possibly some of her 
magic.  
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It Can Happen Anywhere 

Oklahoma 
City 

New York City 

Washington, DC 

Baltimore 

Shanksville 

Colorado 

Charleston 

Boston 

Sandy Hook 

Aurora 

Atlanta Columbine 
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What if it Happens in Your Area 

What am I supposed to do??? 
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Keys to Disaster Mental Health 

Characteristics of a helper: 
• Transcultural sensitivity 
• Ability to follow protocols 
• Ability to “hold” another’s pain without trying to “fix” it 
 

Safety and Comfort 
• Recognize the difference between horror/despair and 

actual shock 
• Recognize their need for family protection during the initial 

confusion and disbelief 
 

Stabilize emotionally overwhelmed survivors 
• Respect their privacy 
• Remain calm, quiet, and present 
• Offer support but don’t take over from other supporters 

• Compassionate presence 
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What You Can Learn from Our Experience 

• Emergency response is a team-effort. 
• Identify what needs to be done and get it done, even if it may 

not fall into your “job description.”  
• Be flexible; find your resources 
• Don’t avoid talking to grieving people because you don’t know 

what to say. Often all what is needed is sense of human 
connection and presence. Offer a tissue or a hand. 

• Listen and allow the power of silence 
• If you need a moment to step away to decompress, take the 

time. Being surrounded by so much grief in an unpredictable 
environment can drain your own energy without you even 
noticing. 

• Don’t be afraid to stretch yourself when opportunity arises … 
Or go ahead and be afraid, and do it anyhow! 
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Thank you. 

 

 

 

 
Mary.Shea@va.gov 

Iris.Appenrodt@va.gov 
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