
“Where flowers bloom, 
so does hope.”

      While simple, this beautiful quote from Lady Bird Johnson 

served as our inspiration for this year’s Hope Blooms event. 

Lady Bird believed flowers symbolize resilience. Wildflowers 

return year after year – even after drought, storms and neglect.  

      Described as gentle but strong, soft-spoken but influential, 

graceful but determined, Lady Bird’s approach mirrors 

The Hospice of East Texas beautifully. Not loud. Not flashy. 

But profoundly impactful! 

      In the context of hospice, these metaphors are especially 

powerful. Even in seasons of loss, something meaningful can 

still bloom – perhaps gratitude, reconciliation, love, legacy.  

Flowers don’t shout – they bloom quietly and flourish with 

love. Hospice doesn’t try to stop the inevitable – it dignifies 

life. Before we get to the rainbow, I need to share the rain. 

      In early 2010, my daughter’s father (and my husband at 

the time) was diagnosed with stage-four glioblastoma, an 

aggressive brain cancer.  Kaela was about three years old, 

and I was a 32-year-old working mother.  

      Her dad was blessed with an exceptional medical team. 

He lived for five years after his diagnosis, which was three 

years longer than the doctors expected. When he passed 

away, Kaela was eight years old. 

      My child’s only memories of her father are memories of 

daddy being sick. Let that sink in. 

      She describes pills lined up on the kitchen counter. 

Cold hospital rooms. 

Eating pizza - a lot. 

Experimental treatments that changed how he looked and 

smelled to her. 

And of loving someone who was always trying to get better – 

but never quite could. 

      When Kaela’s dad passed away, I was still grieving the loss 

of my own mother, dealing with a depressed father who I had  
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always known to be loving and strong. For five years, I had 

watched my child’s father become somewhat disfigured and 

experience a personality change due to the location of his brain 

tumor. My marriage of ten years ended in divorce in the middle 

of it all. It was everything I could do to get up each day. But I 

was determined to focus on my child. 

      I did what many parents do. I asked for advice. I read books. 

I talked to a counselor – or two. 

I prayed. I learned quickly that 

children grieve differently than 

adults.  

      About halfway into the 

illness, my daughter’s Pre K 

teacher called me out of love 

and concern. She was sharing 

that during playtime, several of 

the girls were playing house 

with baby dolls – and Kaela 

was pretending her doll had 

a rock in its head. Because 

her daddy had explained his 

cancer to her as a “rock in his head.”  

      Like everyone, I’ve had my share of grief, but I consider 

myself incredibly fortunate. I was blessed that I had resources to 

get my daughter professional counseling. I had supportive family 

and friends walking alongside me.  

      Still, even with all this support, I remember feeling lonely, lost 

and overwhelmed. I remember sitting on the edge of my unmade 

bed thinking, I need help.  

      That is when The Hospice of East Texas and its WINGS 

program were introduced to me.   

      WINGS is an initiative of The Hospice of East Texas and its 

bereavement program. The program exists to meet children 

exactly where they are. It gives them language for emotions they 

don’t yet have words for. It gives them space to express grief in 

ways that feel safe and natural.  

      My daughter participated in the WINGS program! For a 

full Saturday, she spent time with other children who had lost 

someone deeply rooted in their lives. 

They didn’t sit in chairs and talk like we adults do. 

They created. 

They played. 

They learned. 

      One of the takeaways she created was a “Coping Box” – 

a memory box for her dad. Inside are drawings, small objects, 

and handwritten thoughts that mattered to her.  

      They also shared in a balloon release. The children were 

taught it’s okay to cry. It is okay to miss your person. And the 

balloons served as a visual – of letting go, just a little, when 

and if they are ready.   

      When I picked her up that Saturday afternoon, I watched the 

children outside before the program ended. They were running, 

they were laughing, they were 

just being kids! 

      And, when she got in the car, 

Kaela looked at me and said 

something I’ll never forget… 

      She said, “Mawma, I’m not 

the only one.” Thanks to 

The Hospice of East Texas and 

the WINGS program, she no 

longer felt alone in her tender, 

young grief. That’s what WINGS 

does. It doesn’t rush grief. 

It doesn’t minimize it. 

It gives children permission to feel – and reassurance that they are 

not alone! 

      Today, I stand before you as a mother who has felt lost and 

now profoundly grateful for a nonprofit that showed up for my 

child. Today, Kaela is a 19-year-old college student, thriving at 

UT Austin. 

“Where flowers bloom, so does hope.”  

But flowers don’t bloom by accident.  

Someone prepares the soil. 

Someone plants the seeds. 

Someone waters faithfully – even when the beauty is not yet visible. 

      The Hospice of East Texas is that careful gardener in our 

community. 

      Flowers are more than decorations – they are declarations. 

Declarations that life continues. That beauty returns. That even 

after the harshest seasons, something tender can still rise from the 

soil. Hospice doesn’t deny the season we are in – it honors it. It 

surrounds families with comfort, dignity and love. And in doing so, 

it allows hope to bloom! 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Johnna Fullen served as the 2026 Hope Blooms Chair and 

courageously shared her personal hospice journey at our event 

in April. We are deeply grateful for her, for her committee, for our 

local Pop-Up Shop Vendors, for our generous sponsors, and for 

all who attended... making it a moment to treasure.
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Johnna Fullen, 4th from left, with the Hope Blooms Committee

WINGS is an initiative of The Hospice of East Texas and its bereavement program. 

The program exists to meet children exactly where they are. It gives them language for emotions they 

don’t yet have words for. It gives them space to express grief in ways that feel safe and natural.
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In-Kind

Event proceeds benefit the Bereavement Services of The Hospice of East Texas which provide grief support to 

Hospice families and the community before, during, and after a goodbye. Services include grief counseling, a monthly children’s support group, 

remembrance events, and specialized grief camps for children. These unique programs rely on private support and are offered 

free of charge to all who need them.  



THERE’S NO PLACE 
LIKE HOMEPLACE

Renovations began in earnest in the 

fall of 2025 to create new spaces 

within the building, in honor of 

Gary Penkilo and his loving legacy. 
 

Lighted portals will transport patient 

families and friends into a welcoming, 

relaxing living environment that 

evokes all the feelings of HOME – 

spaces to relax, to laugh, to cry, to 

make decisions, to recharge, to 

reflect, to rest. 
 

Thanks to the generosity of the event 

sponsors listed to the right, along 

with transformational gifts from 

A. S. Genecov Foundation, 

A. W. Riter, Jr. Family Foundation, 

Bernard Foundation, R. W. Fair 

Foundation and so many other 

families and friends, this project is 

fully funded and scheduled to be 

completed this summer.  
 

Because everyone deserves 

compassion, dignity, respect... 

everyone deserves to feel at home. 

A sneak peek 
at progress…
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It is an honor to introduce myself as the new Chief Executive Officer of Hospice of East 

Texas. I am grateful for the opportunity to serve this remarkable organization, as I have over 

the past 21 years – and the families who trust us during some of life’s most tender moments. 
 

I also want to offer my heartfelt thanks to Marji Ream for 

her years of dedication and steady leadership. Marji’s 

compassion, vision, and commitment to excellence have 

helped shape who we are today. She has truly paved the 

way, and I am thankful to build upon the strong foundation 

she leaves behind. 
 

To our donors, volunteers, community partners, and friends – 

thank you for your continued love and support. Your generosity makes it possible for us to 

provide comfort, dignity, and expert care to those we serve. Because of you, we are able to keep 

bringing grace to every goodbye. 
 

As we step into this newest chapter, I invite you to continue on this journey with us. Together, 

we will honor our legacy, strengthen our services, and ensure that every family in East Texas 

receives the compassionate care they deserve. 

A Message from Christi Baggett, CEO

20 Years of Excellence
It’s more than just a number. It’s a testament to resilience, growth, and countless memories forged in the 

workplace. We honored six remarkable women at our Annual Meeting in February, all of whom have served 

The Hospice of East Texas for 20 years. 

Below are words of affirmation, from their colleagues, describing the unique gifts each of them brings to our 

sacred work. Congratulations and immense gratitude to these beautiful servants. They inspire us all 

with their steadfast and loving commitment to our patients, our people, and our purpose.

Christi Baggett, President/CEO 

Within her role of operational responsibility, Christi has 

provided organizational transformation. Even amid financial 

challenges – in a competitive landscape – she applies 

keen emotional intelligence and exudes a spirit of optimism 

and grace. 

Zeta Hall, CNA – HomePlace 

Zeta’s larger-than-life personality, joyful smile and laugh light 

up any room. She has a twinkle in her eye and adds sparkle 

to everything she touches. Even her stethoscope is blinged 

out! Her 20-year service has given her a personal mission to 

create dignity and beauty in moments that might otherwise 

feel overwhelming. 

India Jimison, CNA – HomePlace 

This HomePlace Aide can often be found sweetly singing to 

her patients, giving tender care, and earning the adoration of 

her coworkers, patients and families. India is a friend to all – 

genuinely kind, with the gentlest demeanor. She always 

looks for ways to shine light into dark situations. 

Kristy Morris, Vice President of Clinical Strategies 

As “expert scorekeeper” and regulatory specialist, Kristy is 

both anticipatory and retrospective in her efforts to assure 

quality and performance improvement. Thanks to her 

attention to detail – along with the entire organization’s 

commitment to excellence – The Hospice of East Texas 

continues to retain the highest 5-Star rating from Medicare’s 

Family Caregiver Survey, one of very few hospices in our state 

to achieve that status. People may not always remember facts 

and figures but will always remember how someone made 

them feel. This is a core attribute of Kristy. 

Karen Pearce, Outpatient Care Office Nurse 

Karen brings peace, comfort, and confidence when patients 

and families need it the most. Taking her experience from 

caring at the bedside of patients, she is uniquely qualified to 

support our case managers and care teams. She is also the 

calm, reassuring voice on the other end of the phone when 

families call in, letting them know, “all is well.”  

Tammy Shamburger, Health Information Management 

Technician 

Any given day, Tammy can be seen making others feel warm 

and welcome with her contagious smile! Though her role is 

more behind the scenes, her work is important, and she goes 

about it with diligence – ensuring that all proper tasks are 

completed and appropriate compensation is received. 

Tammy makes our mission shine! 

Christi with Marji Ream
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Zeta Hall, 2nd from right, with her family

Celebrating 20 Years of Service

India Jimison, 2nd from left, with her family

L to R – Kristy Morris with Jim Werner and Jennifer Brashear

Christi Baggett and Karen Pearce

Tammy Shamburger, center, with her family

Light Up A Life Benefactors 2025

“ The Hospice of East Texas is a beautiful place... 
A place of comfort, safety, warmth, peace and love; 

providing the most tender care for 
ALL who enter its doors.” 

  
These words of gratitude from the 

Starnes and Lilly families are for you. 
Your loving gifts to Light Up A Life matter, 
make a difference, and never go unnoticed. 

Together, we are bringing peace to our neighbors, 
our friends, and our family by providing 

compassionate, comprehensive, coordinated 
care and support when it is needed most. This past year, 
our devoted team served over 2,000 patients, traveling 
over 1.5 million miles for patient care. The need is not 

going away, and your loyal benevolence ensures our 
mission endures. THANK YOU for all 
the ways you make our world brighter.
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O U R  M I S S I O N  

Hospice of East Texas seeks to enhance 

the quality of life for individuals and families 

dealing with life-limiting illnesses and to assist 

bereaved family members by providing 

compassionate, comprehensive, 

coordinated care and support.


