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Hospital of Central Connecticut colorectal surgeon
Christine Bartus, M.D., FASCRS, in May performed the
first robotic colectomy at the hospital, adding to the
various HOCC surgical specialties now using the
da Vinci® robotic system. 

Colectomy, also called colon resection, involves
surgically removing all or part of
the colon, including the diseased
section and a small piece on
either side of it. Nearby lymph
nodes are also removed for test-
ing. The surgeon then reconnects
the remaining ends of the colon
to allow the body to continue
removing waste. 

Laparoscopic colectomy is a
minimally invasive procedure in
which the surgeon uses smaller
incisions to remove affected
sections of the colon or the
entire colon. “Robotic surgery
enhances the benefits of
laparoscopy,” according to Bar-
tus. For the robotic procedure,
the surgeon uses robotic arms
fitted with surgical instruments to

make the small incisions and remove affected tissue.
With the robotic instruments, the surgeon can work in
small, hard-to-reach areas.

Laparoscopic colectomy, including the robotic
procedure, can mean less pain, a shorter hospital stay
and a quicker return to normal diet and bowel function

compared to traditional open surgery,
which uses a larger incision. 

Surgery is often the main
treatment for earlier-stage colon
cancer, and may be combined
with chemotherapy and radiation
therapy if needed. Colectomy can
also be used to treat certain other,
non-cancerous conditions, including
polyps, obstructions, perforations,
diverticulitis, ulcerative colitis and
other concerns.

The Hospital of Central Connecticut
uses robotic surgery to treat a variety
of cancers, including prostate and
gynecologic cancers. To learn more
about robotic surgery, visit www.thocc.org/
robotics. To contact Christine Bartus,
M.D., call (860) 229-8889.

Introducing: Robotic surgery
for colon cancer  
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Colorectal Surgeon Christine Bartus, M.D.



Judy Jennings was still feeling fatigued from chemotherapy,
and the Plainville YMCA seemed like a bit of journey to
make twice a week.

But when she walked in for her first day of the
LIVESTRONG at the YMCA exercise program for cancer
survivors, her natural determination took over.

“I saw this climbing wall and I said, ‘I want to do that.’”
That determination and Jennings’ faith helped her

during a recent battle with lung cancer. A terrible,
persistent cough had prompted a chest X-ray, which
revealed an area of concern. Additional tests and a
biopsy confirmed lung cancer. 

“I was shocked,” says Jennings, who’d quit smoking
25 years ago and lived a healthy lifestyle. She struggled
with the diagnosis, but her faith brought her peace.

“I thought, ‘If I die I go to heaven. If I live, I get to see
my grandchildren grow up. It’s a win-win.’ After that I
was OK. I decided I was going to enjoy each and every
moment of each and every day.”

Jennings was
referred to Patrick
Rocco, M.D., FACS, a
Hospital of Central
Connecticut (HOCC)
thoracic surgeon,
who recommended a
minimally invasive
procedure called video-
assisted thoracoscopic
surgery (VATS) lobectomy.
VATS is appropriate
for patients with early-
stage lung cancer who
have good heart and
lung function.

In March 2010, Rocco
and Surgical Oncologist
James Flaherty, M.D.,
FACS, made three small
incisions and used
special instruments to
remove Jennings’ tumor
and the lobe of the
lung containing it. 

For many patients VATS means much less post-op
discomfort, says Rocco. Hospital stay averages three to
four days vs. five to seven with the traditional, open
procedure; and recovery is typically two weeks vs. six.

Jennings spent three days in the hospital and had
pain for about five days. But one week after surgery,
“I was out walking around. It was unbelievable.”

After recovering, Jennings was referred to hematologist/
oncologist Peter Byeff, M.D., medical director of HOCC’s
George Bray Cancer Center. She joined a clinical trial
that included standard chemotherapy, and also received
the drug bevacizumab. Bevacizumab is routinely used
in more advanced disease and is being tested in earlier-
stage disease like Jennings’. The hope is that bevacizumab
in addition to standard chemotherapy will lead to more
patients being cured. Jennings’ treatment, including
bevacizumab, lasted one year.

“The clinical trial was fantastic because they follow
you so closely,” she says. “I have appointments for the

next 10 years through the trial. That
assures me of being watched by the
doctor very carefully.”

Jennings has high praise for her
doctors, and is grateful to her hospital
caregivers. She is particularly thankful
for the “kindness and compassion”
of Byeff’s office staff. She has a chest
X-ray every three months but doesn’t
expect the cancer to return. 

In January she tackled the YMCA
climbing wall, and made it three-
quarters of the way up (she’s since
reached the top).

“I feel better now than I did in the
past three or four years,” Jennings says.
“I tell people, ‘a diagnosis of cancer
does not mean your life is over.’”

To contact Patrick Rocco, M.D., call
(860) 829-5225. To contact James Flaherty,
M.D., call (860) 827-1981. To contact Peter
Byeff, M.D., call (860) 224-4408.

Plainville woman enjoys 
“each and every moment”
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Joe Zerella had prostate cancer surgery March 16, 2011.
The next evening, he was ready to leave the hospital.

“We joked that we were going to go out and celebrate
St. Patrick’s Day,” his wife, Claudia, says. 

One reason for the Southington resident’s short
hospital stay is that urologist Joshua Stein, M.D., used
The Hospital of Central Connecticut’s (HOCC’s) da Vinci®

Surgical System to remove Zerella’s prostate. The procedure
is called a robotic
assisted laparoscopic
radical prostatectomy.

“For certain patients,
robotic surgery can be
a good option,” says
Stein. “Since we’re using
several small incisions vs.
one large one, in many
cases, patients have less
pain and scarring, a
shorter hospital stay
and quicker return to
their normal activities.”

Despite the term
“robotic,” the surgeon completely controls the surgery,
from a console in the operating room. The surgeon
views a high-resolution, 3D image of the surgical site,
while controlling robotic arms fitted with instruments
that precisely reproduce the movement of the human
hand, wrist and fingers. These instruments require
much smaller incisions than traditional surgery and
can more easily access hard-to-reach areas. 

Stein performed HOCC’s first robotic surgery, in 2010,
and has since done dozens of robotic procedures. 

Robotic surgery was one of several options Stein
presented when he diagnosed Zerella’s cancer in
February 2011. With a family history of prostate cancer,
the 65-year-old knew he could be at greater risk, but
“when you hear ‘cancer’, you get very, very concerned.”

Because of the family history, Zerella and his primary
care physician, Phil Watsky, M.D., had been carefully
watching Zerella’s PSA levels for spikes. Low blood levels
of the protein PSA (prostate-specific antigen) are normal,
but prostate cancer and some non-cancerous conditions

can increase levels. 
In January 2011, Zerella’s PSA had jumped to 6.4 – from

4.5 in April 2010 and 4.9 in July 2010. He was referred to
Stein, who performed a prostate tissue biopsy and
found cancer. 

Zerella says he was reassured by Stein’s calm,
straightforward discussion of the diagnosis and treatment
options. Besides surgery, options included external

beam radiation therapy;
radioactive seed implants;
cryotherapy to freeze and
kill the cancer cells; or
active surveillance, since
prostate cancer tends to
grow slowly. 

“He didn’t try to sway
me one way or another,”
says Zerella. “But I was
looking at it as, it (the
cancer) doesn’t belong
there. I want it removed.”

During surgery, Stein
first removed and biopsied

nearby lymph nodes to check for cancer, since prostate-
ctomy is not an appropriate procedure for cancer that
has spread. Zerella’s lymph nodes were clear, so Stein
did the surgery.

“To me, it was almost like nothing,” Zerella says.
“I had very little scarring, virtually no pain. I basically
was out of the hospital the next day.”

After hospital discharge, Zerella had a catheter for
10 days and some urine leakage that quickly resolved.
Other side effects of prostate cancer surgery can include
erectile dysfunction. 

Now Zerella is back to his hobbies, including
traveling, working on old cars and spending time
with his four granddaughters. Follow-up PSA tests
show he’s cancer-free. 

“I think the best thing I did was go through the
robotic surgery,” he says. “Dr. Stein — he’s my lifesaver.”

To learn more about robotic surgery, visit
www.thocc.org/robotics. To contact Joshua Stein, M.D.,
call (860) 826-4453.

Robotic surgery means 
shorter road to recovery 
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Joe Zerella



Breast Center recognized
HOCC’s Comprehensive Breast Center has been recognized
by the National Consortium of Breast Centers, Inc. as a
Certified Quality Breast Center through its National Quality
Measures for Breast Centers™ Program. The Breast Center
is one of 18 Certified Quality Breast centers in the United
States and the only one in Connecticut. 

Ultrasound testing found valuable 
if breasts dense
A study by Hospital of Central Connecticut radiologist
Jean Weigert, M.D. has shown the value of ultrasound
screening in women with dense breasts. The research
examined ultrasound’s value as an added study following
normal mammogram results for women with breast
density greater than 50 percent. It found that with ultra-
sound, 3.25 cancers were discovered per 1,000 screenings.
On average four to six cancers are found for every 1,000
mammogram screenings. 

Inpatient oncology unit gets 
major makeover 
Renovations to the hospital’s C5 inpatient oncology unit
are nearly complete. The renovated unit includes two new
hospice rooms that can accommodate the patient and
loved ones in one warm and comfortable space. A nourish-
ment station will be available for patients and families to
access refreshments at their convenience. The unit’s new
design was created with patients as the focus. The goal
was to offer an environment that enhances the patient’s
experience and reflects the needs of the people C5 serves.

Appointments, certifications announced
Donna Boehm, R.N., M.S.N., M.P.H., has
been named oncology program development
manager. She oversees the development and
implementation of cancer program clinical
areas, including the Comprehensive Breast

Program, Katherine Ann King Rudolph Hereditary Cancer
Genetics Program, Wolfson Palliative Care service, nurse
navigator services, cancer survivorship programs, and
community outreach. Boehm joined the hospital in 2009
as a breast nurse navigator. 

Clinical Research staff members Siobhan Reilly,
Angie Yrata and Sara Putala passed the certification exam
for Certified Clinical Research Professionals through the
Society of Clinical Research Associates. 

Stacey Barber, R.N., B.S.N., OCN, clinical manager;
and Shannon Pindar, R.N., obtained their OCN, national
certification for oncology nurses.

Nurse navigator named
Noa Mencher, R.N., B.S.N., MPA, has joined
the hospital as a nurse navigator, working
primarily with lung cancer patients. Before
joining HOCC, Mencher was administrator
of a home health company and weekend

supervisor of a long-term care facility. Before that, she
was a nurse in the Pediatric Hemato-Oncology Unit at
Hadassah Hospital, Ein Kerem, Jerusalem, Israel. Mencher
earned her bachelor’s degree in nursing at the School of
Nursing, Hebrew University, Jerusalem, Israel; and her
master’s of public administration, with a concentration in
gerontology and management of senior housing facilities,
at Clark University, Worcester, Mass. She holds advanced
oncology certification and is fluent in English and Hebrew.

National Cancer
Survivors Day 
event a success
More than 800 cancer sur-
vivors and their loved ones
gathered at the Aqua Turf
Club in Southington June 3
for The Hospital of Central
Connecticut’s 20th annual
Cancer Survivors Day
breakfast, “Celebrate Life:
Build a Dream!” The event
was sponsored by the
George Bray Cancer Center.

The hospital’s cancer
center staff recognized can-
cer survivors and caregivers
and a drawing was held for
gift baskets and other prizes
donated by hospital employees, local physician practices,
patients and area businesses. 

Staff member climbs Mount Kilimanjaro
Donna Boehm, R.N., has gone to great lengths — and
heights — to support the fight against breast cancer. In
January, the hospital’s oncology program development
manager hiked 19,340 feet to the top of Mount Kilimanjaro
in Tanzania to raise money to support the fight against
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Cancer survivor, psychology professor
and author Dan Shapiro, Ph.D.,
shared stories and laughs with 
survivors and their guests at HOCC’s 
National Cancer Survivors Day
breakfast June 3.
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HOCC staff member Donna Boehm, right, and her stepdaughter, 
Kristeena McDonough, at the summit of Mount Kilimanjaro. 

breast cancer. 

The trip was particularly important to Boehm, who is
also a breast cancer survivor. She did the climb in honor
of people who have battled breast cancer and those, like
her aunt and cousin, who died of the disease. 

Remembering those people is what helped push
Boehm on the last and most difficult day of the trip,
when the altitude made the going particularly tough. At
the summit, Boehm and other hikers needed oxygen, but
the view was spectacular, she says. 

“Testing your body and pushing it to its limits is some-
thing I’ve always liked to do,” Boehm says. “But this hike
was special, because we were doing it in honor of people
with breast cancer, and in memory of those we lost.”

Surgeon helps raise awareness of 
pancreatic cancer
Surgical Oncologist Bret Schipper, M.D., visited Washing-
ton, D.C. in March to encourage legislators to support
bills that would help fund pancreatic cancer research.
Schipper was part of a group from Project Purple, a
Connecticut-based nonprofit organization. 

Schipper serves on the board of Project Purple as med-
ical adviser. The organization holds and participates in
events to raise money to help support the search for a cure
for pancreatic cancer, and provides care packages to local
residents who have pancreatic cancer. To learn more about
Project Purple visit www.run4projectpurple.org/

Hospital hosts humorous talk
Thirty-five  people attended an April talk at the hospital,
“Resetting Your Funny Bone: Men, Humor and a Path to
Managing the Stress of a Family Cancer Diagnosis”. Izzy
Gesell, MA, an author, professional speaker and prostate
cancer survivor, spoke at the event, open to male survivors
of all types of cancer, men with a loved one who has been
diagnosed with cancer, and caregivers.

Reiki brings relief to cancer patients
Volunteers with a healing touch are giving the gift of relax-
ation and relief to Hospital of Central Connecticut patients,
including those with cancer. After researching the healing
effects of Reiki, the hospital hired Donna Zagorsky of New
Britain, a master level Reiki instructor, to validate Reiki vol-
unteers’ credentials and techniques. Through the program,
launched in September 2011, Zagorsky and five other Reiki
practitioners provide free, five- to 40 minute sessions to
patients who request them. Each session is tailored to the
patient’s needs and provided right in the patient’s room.

Reiki is a non-invasive therapy administered through
light touch. While the patient is fully clothed, the practi-
tioner lightly places his or hands along the body’s energy
centers and pathways, transferring energy to the patient.
Patients have reported feeling warmth, coolness, light tin-
gling or relaxation during sessions.

Research has shown that Reiki can reduce anxiety, pain
and discomfort and promote a feeling of well-being. 

Hospital helps promote exercise program
The hospital’s George Bray Cancer Center in February
hosted a presentation on LIVESTRONG at the YMCA, a free
strength and fitness program for cancer survivors offered at
YMCAs throughout Central Connecticut. During each 12-week,
small-group program, YMCA fitness instructors work with
adult cancer survivors to build muscle mass and strength,
increase flexibility and endurance and improve functional
ability. Additional goals include reducing the severity of
therapy side effects, preventing unwanted weight changes
and improving energy levels and self esteem. For information,
contact your local YMCA. 

Grant covers free mammograms for 
underserved women
The hospital recently received a $50,000 grant from the
Connecticut Affiliate of Susan G. Komen for the Cure to
support breast health awareness efforts and provide free
mammograms for underserved women in New Britain,
Newington, Wethersfield, Farmington and West Hartford.
The grant will cover mammograms for 150 underserved,
uninsured and underinsured women over age 40; and,
when necessary, up to 40 breast ultrasounds. Program
funding also supports an outreach coordinator and breast
health awareness activities. Mammograms are provided at
the New Britain General and Bradley Memorial campuses.
For information, call (860) 224-5900 X6321.



Physician spotlight

Xun Clare Zhou, M.D., gynecologic oncologist

Gynecologic cancers can be among
the most difficult to treat, which is
one reason Clare Zhou, M.D., chose
this specialty.

She particularly enjoys the challenges
of surgery, and has a special interest in
robotic surgery for uterine, cervical, and

early-stage ovarian cancers. But it’s the patients and
their families who really make Zhou’s work rewarding,
she says.

“They are great to work with. You build such a trusting
relationship with them, that even the most difficult
times and decisions become easier. They get to know
the office staff and other members of the care team
very well. It feels like a big family.”  

Zhou joined The Hospital of Central Connecticut
(HOCC) in 2008. She earned her medical degree at Harvard
Medical School, Boston and completed an internship
and residency in obstetrics and gynecology at Yale-New
Haven Hospital. She continued with subspecialty training,
with a fellowship in gynecologic oncology at the Mayo
Clinic, Rochester, Minn.

Zhou started performing robotic surgery in 2008, and
in 2010 was one of the first physicians to use HOCC’s new
da Vinci robotic surgery system, to remove a patient’s
lymph nodes for staging endometrial cancer. 

Zhou’s other area of interest is clinical research. She
and her colleagues, James Hoffman, M.D., and Maureen
Bracco, APRN, participate in a number of national and
local clinical trials to help find new treatments. She
and Hoffman see patients from throughout the state,
emphasizing patient care, education and clinical research
in their practice. To learn more about Zhou and the practice,
call (860) 826-1101.

Physician appointments announced
Brian J. Byrne, M.D., has been named director
of the Division of Hematology/Oncology at
The Hospital of Central Connecticut. Byrne
is also director of Clinical Research and
director of the Tumor Board. He earned

his medical degree from Temple University School of
Medicine, Philadelphia, and completed a residency and
hematology and oncology fellowship at Duke University
Medical Center, Durham, N.C. He is in private practice
with the Cancer Center of Central Connecticut in New
Britain and Southington. 

Barbara Fallon, M.D., has been named
medical director of the hospital’s breast
program. In this role, she is guiding program
development with a focus on strengthening
excellence in patient care and research efforts.

She earned her medical degree from Yale University School
of Medicine; completed an internal medicine internship
and residency at Beth Israel Hospital (now Beth Israel
Deaconess Medical Center), Boston; and completed a
medical oncology fellowship at the Dana-Farber Cancer
Institute and Harvard Medical School in Boston. Fallon is
in private practice with Grove Hill Medical Center.

New oncologists affiliated with 
The Hospital of Central Connecticut
Gynecologic Oncology 

M. Heather Einstein, M.D., M.S.
Practice: Hartford Hospital, 85 Seymour St.,
Suite 705, Hartford: (860) 545-4341
Education: Mount Sinai School of Medicine,
New York City; obstetrics/gynecology

residency, University of Wisconsin Hospital and Clinics,
Madison, Wis.; pelvic reconstruction clinical research
fellowship, Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center,
New York City; gynecologic oncology fellowship,
University of Wisconsin Hospital and Clinics. 

Angela S. Kueck, M.D
Practice: 263 Farmington Ave., Farmington:
(860) 679-8434
Education: Medical degree, Georgetown
University School of Medicine, Washington,

D.C.; obstetrics/gynecology residency, Georgetown
University Hospital, Washington, D.C.; gynecologic
oncology fellowship, University of Michigan Medical
Center, Ann Arbor, Mich.

Surgical Oncology
Bret M. Schipper, M.D.
Practice: Central Connecticut Surgical
Oncology, 40 Hart St., Building D,
New Britain: (860) 827-1981
Education: Medical degree, Ross University

School of Medicine, Dominica, West Indies; general
surgery internship, S.U.N.Y. Upstate Medical University,
Syracuse, N.Y.; general surgery residency, research
fellowship and surgical oncology fellowship, University
of Pittsburgh.
Additional information: Specializes in robotic surgery
and surgical care for patients with colon, liver, pancreas
and gastric cancers. 
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Survivorship programs
Support groups meet at the New Britain General campus, 
100 Grand St. (specific locations below). For more infor-
mation, please call the contact number for each group.

Breast Cancer Support Group
First and third Wednesday of each month, 5:30-7 p.m.
Radiation Oncology treatment center, waiting room. For
people newly diagnosed or in active treatment for breast
cancer. Light refreshments provided; free parking in front
of building. (860) 224-5900, X6307

Gyn Cancer Support Group
Second Monday of each month, 6-7:30 p.m., Dining
Room B. For women with all types of gyn cancer. Facili-
tated by Maureen Bracco, APRN, and ovarian cancer sur-
vivor/advocate Cheryl Holmes. Parking in Quigley Garage
validated. (860) 224-5299

Living with Cancer Support Group
Third Wednesday of each month* 5:30-7 p.m., Lecture
Room 1. Facilitated by Diane DeFronzo, LCSW and Pastor
Will Baumgartner. Snacks provided; parking in Quigley
Garage validated. (860) 224-5299 *Except Nov.

Prostate Cancer Support Group
Fourth Wednesday of each month* 6-7:30 p.m., Lecture Room 1.
For prostate cancer survivors and significant others. Facilitated

by Ninette Vaverchak, LPN. Light supper provided; parking
in Quigley Garage validated. (860) 224-5299 (registration
encouraged) *Except Nov. and Dec.

Cancer center special events
Unless otherwise indicated, all events are held at the 
hospital’s New Britain General campus, 100 Grand St. 

American Cancer Society's 
"Look Good, Feel Better" Program
Oct. 29, Dec. 17, 2-4 p.m., Lecture Room 1. For women
undergoing cancer treatment. Enrollment limited; 
registration required. Free parking. (860) 224-5299

Cancer Transitions: Life after Treatment series
Sept. 27, Oct. 11 and 18 and Nov. 1, 5:30 – 7:30 p.m.,
Lecture Room 1. For anyone who has completed cancer
treatment in the past two years. Covers survivorship,
exercise, nutrition and medical management. Light dinner
served; registration required. (860) 224-5900, X6321

Breast cancer month dinner
Oct. 30, 6-8 p.m., Cafeteria. “Laugh Your Way to Grace:
Reclaiming the Spiritual Power of Humor”, feat. Susan
Sparks, breast cancer survivor, lawyer, minister, and
stand up comedienne. (860) 224-5299
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