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WEATHER
Today, cloudy 
with rain likely. 

High near 52.

Tonight, cloudy 
with a chance  

of rain. Low around 46.

Details, A7
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WEEKEND

By Matt Sheley
Daily News staff

A retired Army colonel from Middletown 
has been named acting director of  the Wash-
ington, D.C., Veterans Affairs Medical Cen-
ter.

According to a U.S. Department of  Veter-
ans Affairs news release, 
Lawrence Connell, 55, was 
selected on April 13 to take 
over the troubled facility.

Connell, a 1979 Middle-
town High School gradu-
ate, told The Daily News 
this week he’s been busy, 
trying to restore confidence 
in the D.C. medical center, 
which landed in the middle of  a firestorm of  
controversy after an independent watchdog 
report said it put veterans at risk.

“I’ll be honest: The place has some prob-
lems. That’s no secret. Some systemic issues 
that need to be fixed,” Connell said during 
a phone interview this week. “Clinically, 
it’s a sound hospital with some of  the best 
surgeons and support staff  money can buy. 
There are administrative issues, issues with 
supply and processing and other problems 
that need to be revamped.”

Connell said that it is critical for the 
nation’s spirit that its soldiers get the best 
care possible.

“Unfortunately, and this isn’t a comment 
on anywhere in particular, but our society 
places stars like Kim Kardashian and Kayne 
West on a pedestal and they really haven’t 
done anything for their country and we do 
very little for the soldiers, sailors and air-
men who made sacrifices every day. We need 
to get these men and women the best health 
care possible. It’s an important job and one 
I take very seriously.”

The job as acting director wasn’t some-
thing he expected, Connell said. He’s been 
working with new Secretary of  Veterans 
Affairs David Shulkin on the transition into 
office.

Local 
veteran 
is asked 
to fix VA 
hospital

Connell

LEARNING EXPERIENCE 
Thanks to a statewide volunteer initiative, local youngsters learn  
about science, technology, engineering and math while on vacation
By Sean Flynn
Staff writer

MIDDLETOWN — The staff  of  
the Newport County YMCA pro-
vides after-school programs for 
students in both Middletown and 
Jamestown, but when school vaca-
tions take place, like this week, 
and children arrive at the Y for a 
full day of  activities, staff  mem-
bers need some help.

Close to a dozen volunteers 
from BankNewport stepped for-
ward to provide science-technol-
ogy-engineering-math, or STEM, 
enrichment activities in the gym 
and keep kids intrigued during the 
vacation.

“It’s the best part of  my job, 
to tell the truth,” said Justin 
Medeiros, an accounting manager 
for the bank. “Getting involved 
in the community and seeing the 
kids happy and learning is very 
satisfying.”

The YMCA-BankNewport part-
nership this week is part of  a 
statewide effort called the “April 
Vacation Volunteer Initiative” that 
began last year. The United Way 
of  Rhode Island and the Grant-
makers Council of  Rhode Island, 
which is a membership organi-
zation of  private, community 
and corporate foundations, orga-
nized the initiative that was at the 
YMCA for the first time this week, 
said Nancy Wolanski, program 
manager for the Grantmakers.

Both BankNewport and the 
United Way, which also had staff  
at the YMCA this week, are among 
the 29 members of  the Grantmak-
ers Council, which includes other 
major companies and organiza-
tions like Fidelity, Hasbro, CVS 
Health, Textron and the local van 
Beuren Charitable Foundation.

“It’s difficult to find funding 
for vacation programs like this,” 
said Anne Schultz, director of  
the YMCA after-school program. 
“Because it is such a challenge, we 
are gratified to volunteers who see 
the importance of  enriching chil-
dren’s lives.”

The YMCA is part of  the After-
School Leadership Circle, a 
United Way program. Similar pro-
grams were run in Bristol, North 
Providence and Pawtucket this 
week, said Lori DiMatteo, volun-
teer coordinator for the United 
Way, who also was present at the 

YMCA. BankNewport also sent a 
team to the Bristol-Warren Child 
Opportunity Zone program, she 
said.

The children at the local YMCA 
enjoyed the results of  all this plan-
ning.

“I really like doing science,” 
said Marcell DosSantos, 7, who 

attends Forest Avenue Elementary 
School.

“Today we built a really good 
bridge between two chairs that 
stayed up,” she said Tuesday.

The students that day were pro-
vided with kits that contained 
dowels, joints, household items 
and other materials for building 

structures. They could test the 
structures that best held weights 
or were the most resilient.

“It’s a lot of  fun,” said Gabriel 
Pigeon of  Middletown. “I really 
like building things.”

“This is my first time volun-
teering for an after-school activ-
ity,” said Kailie Gulino, a com-
munity relations coordinator for 
BankNewport. “Proficiency in sci-
ence is something that we seem to 
lack in education nationally. To be 
able to make science fun for kids 
during April vacation is great.”

The engagement of  community 
volunteers with April vacation 
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BankNewport receptionist Jerilyn Silvia, above, works with Alexis Muschiano on a project this 
week at the Newport County YMCA. About a dozen employees from the bank volunteered for the 
student enrichment program. At top, Justin Hatch examines his project, and Mduduzi Clarkson, 
below, shows off his engineering project.

‘Getting involved  
in the community and 
seeing the kids happy 
and learning is very 

satisfying.’

JUSTIN MEDEIROS
accounting manager at BankNewport

BOSTON (AP) — Family, not 
football, dominated Aaron Her-
nandez’s final hours as a lifer 
in prison.

As the hour of  his death 
approached, the former NFL 

star chatted 
on the phone 
with his long-
time fiancee, 
Shayanna Jen-
kins-Hernan-
dez. Authori-
ties say the 
pair stayed 
on the phone 

until the 8 p.m. lockdown at 
the maximum-security prison 
where he was serving a life sen-
tence for murder.

Alone in his cell, the ex-New 
England Patriots tight end 
scribbled three notes. He laid 
them carefully next to a Bible.

Then he turned his bedsheet 
into a noose and hanged him-
self.

T hose  cryptic  detai ls 
emerged Thursday as author-
ities ruled Hernandez’s death 
a suicide and turned his body 
over to a funeral home so his 
family could lay him to rest.

Investigators wouldn’t say 
what Hernandez’s handwritten 

notes said. But they said they 
were satisfied he died at his own 
hand, and they said his brain 
would be donated to sports con-
cussion researchers, ending a 
brief  public dispute over its 
custody.

Authorities said the medi-
cal examiner had ruled Her-
nandez’s cause of  death was 
asphyxia by hanging and inves-
tigators had found the notes 
and Bible in Hernandez’s cell at 
the Souza-Baranowski Correc-
tional Center in Shirley. Author-
ities previously said Hernan-
dez had not left a suicide note 
and he hadn’t been on suicide 
watch.

“There were no signs of  a 
struggle, and investigators 

determined that Mr. Hernan-
dez was alone at the time of  
the hanging,” the Worcester 
County district attorney’s office 
said in a statement.

Hernandez had been locked 
into his cell at about 8 p.m. 
Wednesday, and no one entered 
the cell until a guard saw him 
just after 3 a.m. and forced his 
way in because cardboard had 
been jammed into the door 
track to impede entry, authori-
ties said. Hernandez was found 
hanging from a bedsheet and 
was rushed to a hospital, where 
he was pronounced dead an 
hour later.

Earlier Thursday, Hernan-
dez’s lawyer complained that 
state officials had turned over 
the 27-year-old’s body but not 
his brain.

Attorney Jose Baez said 
the family had arranged for 
researchers at Boston Uni-
versity’s Chronic Traumatic 
Encephalopathy Center to take 
custody of  the brain. The center 
studies a progressive degenera-
tive brain disease found in some 
athletes who have experienced 
repetitive brain trauma.

Hernandez cause of death
is confirmed to be suicide

Hernandez

‘There were no 
signs of a struggle, 
and investigators 
determined that  

Mr. Hernandez was 
alone at the time  
of the hanging.’

statement from the Worcester County 
district attorney’s office

Associated Press

From Capitol Hill to Hippie 
Hill, marijuana enthusiasts 
observed their 4/20 holiday 
Thursday with public smoke-
outs, parties and, yes, great 
deals on weed.

Before the clock even hit 
4:20 p.m., there were arrests in 
the nation’s capital, as police 
took seven people into cus-
tody at a demonstration that 
involved handing out joints to 
congressional staff  members.

Pot fans in Los Angeles went 
for a cannabis-fueled hike, and 
in Portland, Maine, an author 
gave away more than 200 
grams of  marijuana to a long 
line of  fans.

Overcast skies and drizzle 
didn’t stop thousands of  peo-
ple — many in costume — from 
gathering at a park near the 
Colorado Capitol.

At 4:20 p.m., they lit up and 
sent out a raucous cheer — as 
well as a cloud of  smoke that 
lingered in the humid air.

The annual celebration of  
cannabis culture gave activ-
ists an opportunity to reflect 
on how far they’ve come — rec-
reational use of  marijuana is 
now legal in eight states and 

the nation’s capital — and on 
the national political tone, 
with Trump administration 
officials reprising talking 
points from the heyday of  the 
war on drugs.

“We’re looking at an attor-
ney general who wants to 
bring America back into the 
1980s in terms of  drug pol-
icy,” said Vivian McPeak, a 
founder of  Hempfest in Seat-
tle. “I’m skeptical they can put 
the cannabis genie back into 
the bottle.”

President Donald Trump 

hasn’t clarified what his 
approach to marijuana will be, 
but Attorney General Jeff  Ses-
sions opposes the drug’s legal-
ization and this month ordered 
a review of  the government’s 
marijuana policy, which has 
included a largely hands-off  
approach in legal marijuana 
states.

This year’s 4/20 party fol-
lows successful legaliza-
tion campaigns in Califor-
nia, Nevada, Maine and 

GREAT SMOKE-OUT

Associated Press

Dustin Creasy of Denver takes a hit Thursday during 
the 4/20 event at Civic Center Park in Denver.

Marijuana lovers observe annual 4/20 holiday
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