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C O M F O R T S  T H E  S O U L
Debbie Cervenka remembers approaching  
Solvay Hospice House with a sense of foreboding 
and dread. Her mother’s seizures, dementia and 
anger had taken a toll. They’d been through so 
much together. Now, she was bringing her here 
to die. But something beautiful happened when 
Arlene Marie Litvinoff arrived at Solvay. 

Solvay Hospice House, built and 

maintained by the Miller-Dwan  

Foundation, is a setting where  

kindness is at the heart of the  

experience of dying. The Foundation 

relies on ongoing generosity to  

maintain the facility and ensure 

everyone in our region has access  

to this unique resource. You can 

designate a gift to Solvay Hospice 

House at mdfoundation.org

being back home in northern Wisconsin. Mostly,  
there was an abundance of attentiveness from nurses 
and volunteers offering an extraordinary blend of  
compassion and expertise: from never making Arlene 
wait for medicine to encouraging guests, music, and 
bringing in objects to surround her with happy memories.  

“The people there couldn’t be more compassionate  
and understanding. It wasn’t about dying. It was  
about celebrating mom’s life,” Debbie says. 

It wasn’t just how people treated Arlene that was  
so appreciated, but also the way staff recognized  
and reached out to Debbie and her family. 

“The understanding of the grief I was going through—
they just got it. The compassion and empathy was so 
proactive,” she says. “It’s such an amazing place.”

She’s dealt with much loss in recent years, and shared 
her own powerful kindness with the world through it all. 
Her husband, Bob, passed away at Ecumen in 2015 after 
suffering a head trauma four years earlier that he never 
recovered from. The couple had built successful financial 
lives together and supported many charities. For Debbie, 
giving back was a lesson learned growing up in Catawba, 
Wisconsin, where she remembers her parents were  
always quick to help neighbors, community and church. 

“If you have the ability to help—financially or with  
your time and energy—it’s what you do.”

It’s why she supported Solvay Hospice House, extending 
the kindness of a place that was so comforting and  
spiritual to her mom, her family and to herself. 

N E S S 

“We got her into her room and she looked around, 
then looked at me and she had a great big smile. 
That’s how warm and comfortable the environment 
was,” Debbie says. “She wasn’t mad at me. There’s  
no greater gift: knowing your mom isn’t mad at you  
for taking her to a hospice home.” 

At age 90, this woman of great faith was ready to 
let go and be at peace. And for the first time in what 
seemed like ages, Debbie was too. 

“It was like somebody lifted a weight off my shoulders. 
It was light and bright and happy,” Debbie says.  
“Mom was a wonderful baker and the first thing I 
smelled was fresh-baked cookies. It was like walking 
into your home after school and your mom had just 
taken bread out of the oven. Instead of foreboding 
and sadness, I felt relief and happiness.” 

In the last eight days of her life at Solvay, Arlene was 
relaxed and comfortable in an environment where 
people did everything possible to help her feel at 
ease. The room was spacious and bright with views  
of bird feeders and deer in the woods—just like  

“I just feel so blessed that when mom needed it, there 
was this beautiful room available,” she says. “The reason 
I gave a gift in memory of my mom was so that someone 
else can have the end of life experience we felt as a  
family: grace, dignity, compassion, warmth, love.”

Watch a video to hear 
more of Debbie and 
Arlene’s story. 
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