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Submerged in sorrow

EVERY WEEK, it seems, an-
other event — a police shoot-
ing, some political deception, 
discovery of another terrorist 
among us — shakes the nation 
to its core. The silent battles 
get lost in the shadows. 

So many broken souls are 
fighting demons, depression, 
loneliness, searching desper-

ately for happiness. I under-
stand these battles. 

Mental illness does not have 
a “look.” It does not always 
carry telltale signs or physi-
cal characteristics.

My sister, Lindsay Murnane, 
was a special-needs teacher in 
Hampton Roads. She graduat-
ed with honors from Virginia 

Tech. She was one of the most 
selfless and inspiring people 
I’ve ever known, but she strug-
gled with depression and bipo-
lar disorder.

A few months ago, unable 
to find the happiness that 
she’d sought so persistently, 
my 31-year-old sister deter-
mined the only way to escape 
this hideous existence was to 
kill herself. My sister didn’t 
look like mental illness. 

I am 22, a senior at Old Do-
minion University with a dou-
ble major in Human Services 
and Public Relations. I am on 
executive boards, have been 
a part of the Honors College 
since freshman year and run 
a successful blog. I have orga-
nized charity events, started 

writing a book and am plan-
ning a 5K race in my sister’s 
memory. I do not look like men-
tal illness. 

I laugh often, despite strug-
gling every day with depres-
sion and anxiety. I smile and 
I struggle, and I will continue 
to struggle for the rest of my 
life. But it won’t define me. In-
stead, it will keep alive the fire 
in me to make people aware of 
the despair felt by people like 
my sister, like me, like so many 
others who suffer in silence.

Mental illness needs a plat-
form. We have to bring it out 
of the shadows. Have those 
uncomfortable conversations. 
Talk to classmates, family 
members and friends who may 
be hurting. They need to know 

they matter to someone.
Mental illness is real. Feel-

ings of pain and hopelessness 
and stress may never be cured 
or explained, but we have to 
learn to talk about it. Those 
conversations have to become 
less taboo. If, as a community, 
as a culture, we can do that, we 
can save lives. 

Live life, and in the moment 
that it gets too hard, ask for 
help. We all need it sometimes. 
As a human race, we need to 
show that every person is im-
portant. All lives matter — to-
day and every day.

Taylor Murnane is a senior at Old 
Dominion University. For help, call 
the National Suicide Prevention 
Lifeline: 1-800-273-TALK (8255).

Last year, my sister gave in to the voices in her head. She 
began to believe no one would miss her, that life would be 
better left unlived. My heart breaks for her because that 
couldn’t be further from the truth. My heart breaks because 
I know how it feels.

TAYLOR
MURNANE

It’s not the pay or the perks

LAST WEEK, when Repub-
lican Del. David Ramadan 
shocked his colleagues by an-
nouncing his resignation after 
two terms representing the 
87th District, he indirectly 
highlighted the importance 
of competition,  campaign fi-
nance reform and the preser-
vation of modest pay for Vir-
ginia’s part-time legislators. 

Ramadan said he simply 
couldn’t raise a half-million 
dollars needed for a compet-
itive re-election campaign, 
deliver the service  constitu-
ents deserve, maintain a suc-
cessful business career and 
be there for his family. He 
had to choose.

Ramadan won by 51 votes in 
2011, and by 187 votes in 2013. 
He insists he’d win again this 
year. But rather than risk los-
ing time and money on a fight 
that he could lose to Democrat 
Jack Tiwari, and rather than 
neglect his business and fam-
ily for another six months — 
or more if he won — Ramadan 

opted  out.
Other lawmakers lauded 

him, as they did other depart-
ing senators and delegates. 
Dels. Ed Scott, a Republican 
from Culpeper County, and 
Rob Krupicka, a Democrat 
from Alexandria, also chose to 
tend to their businesses rather 
than run for re-election.

But Republican Del. Todd 
Gilbert, who has twice led the 
thankless task of negotiating 
reform of state ethics laws in 
the wake of former Gov. Bob 
McDonnell’s  conviction in a 
 gift scandal, pointed out Ra-
madan’s public service came 
at a huge personal expense.

He “literally sacrificed a 
fortune,” Gilbert said. 

Indeed, Ramadan likely 
would’ve made far more mon-
ey if he’d never waded into a 
race for the House of Dele-
gates in 2011. His business, 
RAMA International, has do-
nated nearly $200,000 to his 
campaign for a job that car-
ries a $17,640 base annual sal-

ary, along with other perks — 
an office allowance, per diem 
payments, access to generous 
health insurance, and more — 
that help boost overall com-
pensation.

But elected office was never 
designed to be a lucrative ca-
reer. It’s public service. And 
that’s increasingly lost in the 
debate over legislators’ pay, or 
whether they should be able 
to accept gifts, or whether 
Virginia’s campaign finance 
laws — which permit limit-
less donations, and provide 
few checks on politicians’ use 
of the money — should be re-
formed to provide greater 
transparency and less oppor-
tunity for impropriety . 

Every candidate for the 
state House and Senate knows 
the compensation before he or 
she runs for office. Ramadan 
carried conservative beliefs 
and a compelling personal 
story into the Capitol; born in 
Lebanon, he emigrated to the 
U.S. in 1989, worked hard to 
earn bachelor’s and master’s 
degrees and built a success-
ful international business con-
sulting firm before seeking 
the 87th seat in the House. He 
cast his mission for office as 

one of service and gratitude 
for the opportunities he’s had 
here, and he still does. 

As a delegate, Ramadan 
carved a reputation as one of 
the most energetic, constit-
uent-oriented politicians in 
Richmond, constantly circling 
back to his district, which in-
cludes Prince William and 
Loudoun counties, and touting 
his alma mater, George Ma-
son University. He is among 
the most vocal critics of the 
escalating tolls on the Dulles 
Greenway and championed 
measures for military veter-
ans and their families. 

But Ramadan doesn’t think 
legislators should earn more 
than they do now. Nor does he 
have qualms about capping 
the value of gifts elected of-
ficials can receive. 

“It’s not supposed to be a ca-
reer,” Ramadan told me. “The 
problem in the system is not 
the low pay. The problem is 
how much it costs to run. ... 
It’s just absolutely insane how 
much money has to be spent 
on these races. That’s what’s 
making it a full-time job, not 
necessarily that you only get 
paid $17,640.” 

He noted lawmakers re-

ceive less than $1,000 in pub-
lic funds to communicate 
with constituents, an unreal-
istic sum for reaching 35,000 
households. Records posted by 
the nonprofit Virginia Public 
Access Project show he spent 
more than $30,000 last year in 
campaign cash on mailings; 
in 2013, the last election year, 
he spent more than $220,000. 

Virginians shouldn’t have 
to be lured by high pay to run 
for public office. They also 
shouldn’t be discouraged from 
it by the loads of cash nec-
essary — and the strings at-
tached by donors — to wage a 
successful campaign. 

By reining in Virginia’s 
campaign-finance system, 
crafting more districts that 
permit competitive races and 
emphasizing public service 
over pay and benefits, Vir-
ginia could revive a system 
that encourages more peo-
ple to get involved, to serve 
their state and nation for a 
few years and then return to 
their private lives. As Rama-
dan will do.

Shawn Day is an editorial writer 
for The Virginian-Pilot. Email: 
shawn.day@pilotonline.com.

Republican Del. David Ramadan likely would’ve made far 
more money if he’d never run for office.

SHAWN 
DAY

Honoring two servants

I CANNOT know the hearts 
and minds of each City Council 
member in Portsmouth. I imag-
ine each tries every day to be 
the best version of themselves.

What I do know is ousted 
City Manager John Rowe and 
City Attorney George Willson 
have been good and profession-
al employees.

Nearly 45 years ago, I was 
part of a selection group that 
picked Rowe for the position 
of management analyst in Nor-
folk. He was completing his 
master’s degree at Middle 
Tennessee State University.

He had just finished serving 
five years in the U.S. Army, 
including a year of combat in 
Vietnam. A Virginia Military 
Institute graduate, Rowe was 
humble about his service.

He talked mostly about be-
ing a Portsmouth boy. He was 
proud to be a Woodrow Wilson 
High School graduate. Lots of 
stories about friends and the 
fun they had.

Rowe quickly established 
himself as a “go to” analyst 
for legendary City Manager 

G. Robert “Bob” House. Rowe 
negotiated the complex details 
for the takeover of the private 
Virginia Transit Bus Compa-
ny, which evolved into Hamp-
ton Roads Transit. 

Rowe mastered federal and 
state legislation, city charter 
regulations and knowledge of 
business principles before he 
was 30 years old.

He eventually followed 
House to Suffolk to become an 
assistant city manager. Rowe 
went on to become city manag-
er of Poquoson, Suffolk, Empo-
ria and Clifton Forge. He was 
also vice president for finance 
and administration at VMI.

But throughout his profes-
sional life, Rowe was Ports-
mouth. A few years ago he 
was a leader of Wilson High 
School’s 50th graduating 
class reunion; over time he 
has worked tirelessly with the 
Oasis homeless project, taught 
Bible study at his Portsmouth 
church and worked with the 
nonprofit Hampton Roads Cen-
ter for Civic Engagement.

In 2004, he started working 

with Portsmouth as a deputy 
city manager, then chief fi-
nancial officer and more re-
cently as city manager.

In a short time Rowe right-
ed significant, fundamental 
issues for his hometown. He 
got the city’s bond rating im-
proved and began fixing un-
funded liabilities in retire-
ment and health insurance 
programs. In his style, Rowe 
worked quietly and profes-
sionally.

I met George Willson in 
2004. He impressed me as 
a Virginia gentleman of the 
highest order. He was a quiet, 
effective assistant city attor-
ney for Portsmouth for more 

than 30 years. He was obvious-
ly admired in the local, state 
and professional legal circles 
I visited. People I respected 
said he was a “professional’s 
professional.”

I have had the privilege 
of meeting and serving with 
many public lawyers. Willson 
is as good as I have known. 
With his undergraduate and 
law degrees from the Univer-
sity of Virginia, he is rock sol-
id with class and content.

Not insignificantly, Willson 
is half Puerto Rican, perhaps 
the first Hispanic city attor-
ney in Virginia. Again, Will-
son didn’t brag; he just was.

What I also know is Rowe 

and Willson brought honor and 
pride to Portsmouth in profes-
sional, public and civic circles. 
Each day they came to work 
early and eager with good val-
ues. And stayed late.

What I also know is that their 
names and reputations need to 
be respected and even honored 
well beyond the noise and con-
fusion that is accompanying 
their retirements.

They served Portsmouth 
well.

Jim Oliver was a city manager in 
Norfolk, Portsmouth and Hampton 
and is a member of the board of 
the Hampton Roads Center for 
Civic Engagement.

I know that ousted City Manager John Rowe and City 
Attorney George Willson brought honor and pride to 
Portsmouth in professional, public and civic circles.

JIM
OLIVER

George 
Willson, 
background, 
and John 
Rowe, 
foreground, 
were named 
Portsmouth 
city attorney 
and city 
manager in 
March 2013.

BILL TIERNAN
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