
A Light in the Dark

A s a child, the loss of a loved one can be very confusing. 
When I was five years old, my grandfather died. At the 
time, I had no concept of what that meant. I knew my 

grandfather was sick and my mother had already flown up to 
New York to see him. When my dad said we needed to join her, 
I remember packing up my toys, excited to see my cousins. Dad 
said, “Leave the toys here. It’s not that kind of trip.” When we 
got there, my mother came out of the house with tears in her 
eyes and told us that Grandpa had passed away the night before. 
She sat my brother and me down in the bedroom and explained 
that Grandpa was in “a better place.” 
Losing a close or immediate family member is particularly 
stressful for those remaining. So, how do you explain to a 
child that her father, mother, sister, or brother isn’t coming 
back? Furthermore, how do you manage your own sadness while 
supporting your children?  I’m reminded of a story that Dean 
Nowotny, Bereavement Coordinator at Sentara Hospice, told 

me recently. One of his support group members had 
lost her husband. Soon after, she got a call from 

school saying that her daughter had been telling 
people that her parents were divorced. She 
asked her daughter, “Why are you telling your 
friends we are divorced? You know that your 
father has passed away, don’t you?” Her 
daughter responded, “I know, but none of 
the other kids’ parents are dead, and I 
want to be like everyone else.”

Since 2006, Sentara Hospice has offered 
a place to develop a fellowship with other 
children, parents, grandparents, siblings, and 

friends. It’s called Camp Lighthouse. Over the course of two 
days, families meet with professional counselors and volunteers 
and work through their grief together. Campers are divided into 
cabins based on age group, including the “adults’ cabin.” At the 
end of the weekend, I saw each child and each parent share their 
favorite memory of their father… their mother… their husband 
or wife... “Dad coached my baseball team,” “Grandaddy 
taught me how to change the oil in my car,” “Mom made 
us laugh every day,” “My husband was my best friend.” 
When asked how Camp Lighthouse had helped, I heard again 
and again, “It helped me realize that I’m not alone.”
Camp Lighthouse is supported by donors like you. Since it 
is not covered by insurance, we need your help to continue this 
weekend of healing for sons, daughters, husbands and wives who 
have lost someone special. Please help with a contribution 
of hope, at www.sentara.com/foundation or contact us at 
757-455-7976. ♦♦♦

Coming Full Circle

W hen Cara Cooke, a nurse at Sentara Virginia Beach 
General Hospital, began her shift one day last June, 
she had no idea that one of her patients was already 

her personal guardian angel! 
Cara is a recipient of a Sentara David L Bernd Clinical 
Education Excellence Scholarship, which provides financial 
assistance to high performing Sentara nurses pursuing their 
bachelor of science in nursing (BSN) degree. As luck would 
have it, a major donor to the education fund which helped Cara 
go back to school had been admitted to the hospital in Cara’s 
unit. That patient was Mary Jane Willis whose husband, 
Earl, was the first administrator of Sentara Virginia Beach 
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General Hospital. Cara watched over Mary Jane throughout her 
hospital stay. 
“Being able to broaden my knowledge and education, ultimately, 
will help me take even better care of my patients,” Cara said. 
“It’s humbling to be able to provide that type of attention. A lot 
of them are at a very vulnerable part of their lives.” 
Cara is grateful that her nursing supervisors encourage 
further education. She found out about the clinical education 
excellence scholarship during a morning huddle. She received 
the good news about being selected as a winner while visiting 
her family at Christmas time with a personal call from Peggy 
Braun, Vice President of Nursing at Sentara Virginia Beach 
General Hospital. 
Currently, more than 55 percent of all Sentara nurses hold a 
BSN or higher. The goal is to increase that to 80 percent by 
2020. Doing so fosters an environment of strategic thinking, 
professional development and improves outcomes, according 
to Genemarie McGee, Corporate VP and Chief of Nursing at 
Sentara. 
The drive to continually improve is a mantra of Cara’s, as well. 
She shares, “Why be the same when you can be better? As 
simple as it sounds, if you aren’t doing anything to improve 
yourself, you can’t do anything to help improve the aspects 
of life around you.” 
The scholarship enabled Cara to do just that.
“It was amazing!” Cara said. “Knowing that others cared 
enough to help enhance nurses’ education is inspiring. In a 
very meaningful way, these donors are furthering the circle 
of care through their generosity.” 
Your generous donations have helped nurses like Cara provide 
the best care possible to their patients. Give now and help 
create the nursing team of the future. Go to Sentara.com/
foundation to make a gift or contact us at 757-455-7976 to find 
out more. ♦♦♦

Linda Willard Combines Cardiac 
Care with Fashion

L inda “Lin” Willard, 70, thought she might have 
GERD. She sometimes felt pain in the upper center part 
of her chest that reminded her of indigestion, but nothing 

so bad that she rushed to a doctor. 
So she was surprised when a routine visit to her pri-
mary care doctor ended with a recommendation to see a 
cardiologist. 
Soon she learned she had aortic stenosis, a malfunctioning 
aortic valve. 
“The blood couldn’t go through smoothly,” Lin shared. “It was 
like a hose being pinched and the water not being able to squirt 
out.” 
Dr. Maruthi Gottimukkala from Sentara Cardiology Specialists 
delivered more news a few weeks later: An angiogram found 
two blockages in her arteries. 
“They were 100 percent blocked from previous heart attacks I 
never knew I had,” says Lin.
Lin was a candidate for transcatheter aortic valve replace-
ment (TAVR), a minimally invasive procedure that can 
sometimes be an alternative to open heart surgery. Sentara 
Heart Hospital is one of a select group of distinguished 
heart centers across the country that helped pioneer the 
method. 
TAVR makes it possible to replace the 
damaged valve without it being removed. 
A collapsible replacement valve is 
delivered to the site through a catheter. 
In Lin’s case, the catheter was inserted 
through her groin. When the new valve 
was expanded, it pushed the old valve 
leaflets out of the way, and it regulates 
the blood flow. 
Her procedure at Sentara Heart Hospital 
started at 8 a.m. on a Tuesday. By 10:30 
a.m., she was in the recovery room. 
“I thought I had taken a little nap,” Lin 
remembers. “That’s all.” 
That night, she ate her dinner sitting in a 
chair instead of her hospital bed. “I was sitting up and telling 
jokes. I felt fabulous” Lin says. By Thursday, Lin was home. 
A woman of style, Lin enjoys wearing one-of-kind fashion acces-
sories. She asked for a pair of the valve replacements and created 
earrings out of them. She proudly shows off the small pieces that 
have made a big difference in her life. 
Through your generous donations to Sentara Heart, medical 
innovations such as TAVR can continue to be offered right here 
in Hampton Roads. Give now and save more lives like Lin’s. 
Go to Sentara.com/foundation to make a gift or contact us at 
757-455-7976 to find out more. ♦♦♦

 
Thank you for supporting health in Hampton Roads in 2016.

Cara cares deeply for her patients

Lin shows off her  
TAVR earrings
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