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BOONE — The conversation 
often starts with “I’m sorry.”

“There’s nothing else that we 
can do,” said Watauga Medical 
Center Dr. Kevin Wolfe. “All of 
the treatable things have been 
treated, all of the fixable things 
have been fixed. We just can’t 
get enough oxygen into your 
patients’ lungs and despite what 
we do, the inflammation from 
the virus has overwhelmed the 
body and they don’t have much 
longer to live.”

Wolfe was speaking at a care 
vigil in front of WMC on Sept. 2 
that featured seven medical care 
providers telling their expe-
riences caring for COVID-19 
positive patients.

Wolfe, a lung specialist, talked 
about what happens after he 
and his staff have done every-
thing they can do, but it still 
isn’t enough.

“That’s a horrible conversa-
tion to have with your family,” 
Wolfe said. “Yet, we have to 
do this on a daily basis almost. 
If that conversation isn’t bad 
enough, then we have to talk 
about how are we going to keep 

this patient comfortable? How 
are we going to keep this patient 
as pain free as possible during 

the final moments of their life 
here on this earth?”

During those final moments, 

Wolfe said doctors are removing 
the very equipment that kept 
them alive for so long.

“It’s a tough situation,” Wolfe 
said. “It’s a tough conversa-
tion. We deal with this in the 
intensive care unit day in and 
day out.”

And that brought Wolfe, along 
with the other six speakers, to 
their main point: asking the 
community to get the COVID-19 
vaccine.

Before ICU nurse Amy Hemp-
fling and her colleagues intubate 
a COVID-19 patient, they let 
them speak to their families via 
video call.

“When they speak to their 
family, I many times fear that 
those will be their last spoken 
words,” Hempfling said. “Lately, 
this has rang true many, many 
times.”

As a nurse, she said it’s hard 
knowing that those will be the 
patient’s last words. And as a 
nurse, she has to communicate 
those last moments with family.

“I have to tell them, your 
loved one — they have now 
stopped breathing. Your loved 
one — their heart has stopped 

WMC doctors hold care vigil as they 
struggle with COVID-19 surge
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Respiratory therapist Dr. Jimmy Phillips speaks at a care vigil in front of 
Watauga Medical Center on Sept. 2
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Dr. Kevin Wolfe speaks at a care vigil in front of Watauga Medical Center 
on Sept. 2.
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Nurse Amy Hempfling speaks at a care vigil in front of Watauga Medi-
cal Center on Sept. 2.
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Twenty years ago, thousands of 
Americans lost their lives when 
the World Trade Centers and the 
Pentagon were attacked on Sept. 11, 
2001. More died heroically when 
terrorists purposely crashed a plane 
in Pennsylvania that was headed to 
the United States Capitol Building.

Now, 20 years later, three Watau-
ga County residents reflect on wit-
nessing the events and aftermath of 
that fateful day in American history.

Giants Stadium, New York. Sept. 11, 
2001. 4:30 a.m.

Matt Snyder, the now Watauga 
County director of elections, drove 
to New York to live there on Aug. 11, 
2001. He was staying just south of 
14th street.

Three locals reflect 
on witnessing 

9/11
aftermath firsthand
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A man helping feed those at the Pen-
tagon in the aftermath of 9/11 reads 
about the attacks.

Twenty 
years later
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HIGH COUNTRY — Some 
residents of the High Country 
looking to use more renewable 
energy have already invested in 
solar power, but some say that 
energy companies have made 
the option difficult to afford and 
use. However, change might be 
on the horizon.

Renee Shulman’s house in 
Vilas, just outside Boone, has 
a lush grassy yard, a creek, a 
fenced-off area for her nearly 20 
chickens and a large, shiny solar 
panel. She is a customer of Blue 
Ridge Energy.

“I don’t know how much 
you look at your energy bill,” 
Shulman said, “but mine is a lot 
more complicated.”

Sitting at her computer, she 
scrolled through a spreadsheet 
in which she has diligently orga-
nized months upon months of 
her energy bills, breaking down 
the charges into an itemized list.

Charges that are usually 
baked into regular BRE cus-
tomers’ bills in singular sums 
are itemized on hers, explaining 
how much energy she purchased 
from BRE and sold from her 
solar panel, as well as the variety 
of fees and taxes that go into a 
complete energy bill.

The lists of energy rates, fees 
and charges can be labyrinthine 
and confusing for customers. 
Shulman pointed a finger at her 
computer screen and gestured 
to a month in her spreadsheet 

in which she bought nearly the 
same amount of energy as she 
sold.

“In this month, I paid $81,” 
Shulman said “I mean, it’s good 
to be connected to the grid for 

backup energy, but if I buy and 
sell an equivalent amount, my 
electric bill should be ... a little 
closer to nothing, right?”

Residents investing in solar navigate complex policies
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Renee Shulman’s solar panel at her house is in a yard along with her gardens and chicken coop.
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BOONE — The town of Boone 
is looking forward to a greener 
future with a new contract with 
New River Light and Power that 
will provide hydroelectric power 
to cover 25 percent of the town’s 
municipal energy usage.

Moving a quarter of the town 
of Boone’s operations to a car-
bon neutral energy source, the 
contract will begin Jan. 1, 2022, 
and cover all 1,650,000 kilowatt 
hours (kWh) of energy the town 
purchases from NRLP. Residents 
and business owners will have 
the option to buy into NRLP’s 
hydroelectric power at $5 per 250 
kilowatt hours when the program 
starts.

The town of Boone uses a total 
of seven million kWh of energy 
per year to power its municipal 
operations, an amount equivalent 
to powering around 778 residenc-
es based on NRLP’s estimate of 
average monthly energy usage, 
according to Ed Miller, general 
manager of NRLP. 

Miller announced the contract 
along with other community 
members at the Boone Area 
Chamber of Commerce’s Lunch 
and Learn series on Aug. 31. 

Boone to 
transition to 

25% renewable 
energy in 2022

SEE VIGIL ON PAGE 2A

SEE SOLAR ON PAGE 2A SEE ENERGY ON PAGE 2A

SEE 9/11 ON PAGE 19A


