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Chapter	1
Answering	the	Call

As	I	drove	by	each	day	on	my	way	to	work	I	watched	the	construction	progress
of	a	new	building	that	seemed	quite	impressive.	I	slowed	down	enough	once	to
see	that	it	was	a	Hospice	care	center.	“How	wonderful,”	I	thought.	From	then	on,
I	grew	more	and	more	curious	about	it	all.

When	construction	was	complete	and	cars	were	out	front,	something	pulled
me	to	that	new	building,	so	I	stopped	in	one	day.	As	I	walked	through	the	doors
for	the	first	time,	an	instant	sense	of	calm	enveloped	me.	I	could	see	right	away
that	much	planning	and	care	had	gone	into	the	design	of	this	place.

A	friendly	voice	came	from	behind	the	desk	in	the	lobby.	“May	I	help	you?”
said	 the	 volunteer	with	 a	warm	 smile.	Well,	 I	 was	 actually	 thinking	 the	 same
thing.	I	inquired	about	volunteering	and	she	directed	me	to	the	door	to	my	right.
I	 peered	 into	 the	open	door	 and	was	greeted	by	 two	 smiling	 faces;	Debra	 and
Molly.	Both	were	 eager	 to	give	me	 information	 about	 how	 I	 could	help.	They
then	gave	me	forms	to	fill	out	and	return.

Before	I	could	turn	to	leave,	Debra	asked	if	I	would	like	a	tour.	“Absolutely,”
I	said.	I	was	glad	I	did.

That	 tasteful	design	 flowed	 throughout	 the	entire	 facility.	Though,	 it	 seems
quite	an	injustice	to	refer	to	this	place	with	an	industrial	label	such	as	“facility”.
“Care	Center”	is	the	proper	term	and	it	is	just	that.	I	have	yet	to	find	any	other
“center”	 that	graciously	 shows	care	 in	everything	 that’s	done	by	everyone	 that
does	it,	except	for	one	that	comes	in	only	second.	We’ll	get	to	that	a	few	pages
from	here.

As	we	walked	 through	 the	halls,	 I	noticed	 that	each	wing	was	dedicated	 to
someone	and	honored	by	a	plaque	above	 the	entryway.	There	were	plaques	of
honor	on	many	of	the	features,	art,	furniture,	and	even	landscaping,	giving	credit
to	those	that	made	a	positive	difference	to	Hospice.

In	 a	 sitting	 area,	 soft,	 but	 not	 dim	 lighting	 gently	 touched	 every	 corner.	A
stone	fireplace	keeps	company	with	a	donated	baby	grand	piano	and	grandfather
clock.	With	also	plenty	of	places	to	sit,	it	is	definitely	one	of	my	favorite	places
to	put	these	thoughts	on	paper.

We	continued	on	to	the	nurses’	station.	Big	windows	and	open	doors	let	you
see	the	clerical	and	organizing	part	of	their	care.	If	they	happen	to	look	up	from



their	 charts	 and	 computers	 and	 make	 eye	 contact	 with	 you,	 it	 is	 sure	 to	 be
accompanied	by	a	smile.	It	occurred	to	me	that	there	were	more	smiles	here	than
I	 had	 anticipated.	 These	 were	 happy	 people	 taking	 care	 of	 sad	 situations.	 It
seemed	 peculiar	 to	 me.	 Not	 wrong,	 but	 peculiar.	 It	 intensified	 my	 curiosity
nonetheless.

Across	from	the	nurses	was	a	neat	and	clean	area	with	tables,	chairs,	a	coffee
maker,	etc.	There,	a	family	sat	to	eat	at	one	of	the	tables.	Some	may	consider	it
strange	to	eat	when	at	a	Hospice	Center,	saying	good-bye	to	a	loved	one	or	after
a	funeral.	I	was	told	early	on	in	life	that	even	sad	people	have	to	eat.

It	reminded	me	of	the	wakes	I	went	to	as	a	child.	The	children	in	my	family
always	attended	the	funerals	and	wakes	afterward.	I	recall	 it	being	some	of	the
best	 reflecting	 and	 bonding	 times	 with	 aunts,	 uncles	 and	 cousins.	 I	 think
experiencing	that	helped	me	to	not	be	nervous	as	I	walked	through	the	halls	that
day.

Debra	then	led	me	into	a	big	kitchen.	It	was	full	of	a	wide	variety	of	foods.
Volunteers	and	coordinators	prepare	everything.	Usually,	the	patients	were	given
a	 variety	 of	meals	 from	which	 to	 choose.	However,	 if	 they	wanted	 something
specific,	the	kitchen	would	do	its	best	to	make	it	happen—even	if	it	meant	going
to	get	it.

We	moved	on	to	the	meeting/break	room	for	the	staff	and	volunteers.	It	was	a
decent	 size	 with	 its	 own	 small	 kitchen.	 It	 also	 has	 big	 windows,	 lockers	 and
restrooms	 with	 showers.	 This	 place	 seemed	 to	 accommodate	 absolutely
everyone.

Next	were	some	of	 the	rooms.	Tasteful	and	calm	are	 the	 two	best	words	 to
describe	 them.	 There	 wasn’t	 anything	 cold	 or	 medicinal	 about	 them.	 A
comfortable,	adjustable	bed	shared	space	with	cushy	chairs.	A	large	television	on
the	 wall	 with	 a	 place	 for	 cards	 and	 flowers	 to	 sit	 beneath	 is	 all	 easy	 for	 the
patient	to	see	from	the	bed.	The	walls	were	painted	with	warm	tones	that	tied	it
all	together	in	this	pleasant	place	to	be.

Each	wing	had	its	own	small	gathering	room	with	table,	chairs	couch,	coffee,
tissues	 and	 television.	 And	 yes,	 you	 are	 permitted	 to	 change	 the	 channel	 to
whatever	 you	 like.	 It	 was	 obvious	 that	 this	 place	was	 just	 as	much	 about	 the
family	as	it	was	about	the	patient.

As	we	made	our	way	back	to	the	front,	we	passed	by	a	children’s	play	area.
There	were	toys,	books,	kid-friendly	furniture,	and	big	windows	for	which	to	see
in	and	out.	Built	into	one	of	the	walls	was	a	huge	aquarium	where	the	opposite
side	 could	 be	 seen	 from	 the	 main	 lobby.	 It	 has	 crystal-clear	 water	 and,	 what
seemed	to	be,	happy	fish.



We	moved	on	to	the	chapel.	Flowers	of	stained	glass	and	the	like	graced	the
windows	 of	 the	 doors.	 Absolutely	 beautiful!	 Rows	 of	 seating	 and	 a	 podium
could	all	be	moved	to	accommodate	various	religious	ceremonies.	Natural	stones
from	 floor	 to	 ceiling	 centered	 the	 main	 wall.	 The	 sound	 of	 water	 trickling
through	a	water	feature	in	the	corner	offered	a	sense	of	peace	as	well.

I	turned	to	Debra	and	said	“Wow.	This	is	an	amazing	place.”	I	 thanked	her
for	 the	 tour	 and	 her	 time.	 I	 looked	 around	 in	 awe	one	more	 time	 as	 I	made	 a
slower-than-normal	 exit.	 In	my	admiration	 for	 all	 of	 the	 care	 and	 concern	 that
went	 into	 the	creation	of	 this	care	center,	 I	knew	I	wanted	 to	be	a	part	of	 it.	 It
really	was	more	of	a	“should”	than	a	“want”;	being	there	just	felt	right.



Chapter	2
A	Room	Full	of	Angels

I	 took	 the	 volunteer	 paperwork	 home	 and	 filled	 it	 out	 right	 away.	 It	 was	 no
bother	 to	give	detailed,	personal	 information.	A	background	check	had	 to	 take
place	 next	 and	 it	 actually	 offered	me	 comfort	 they	 were	 so	 thorough	 in	 their
screening.

Only	a	couple	of	days	had	passed	and	I	had	those	papers	back	in	their	hands.
“Excited”	 seems	 to	 be	 an	 ironic	 term	 to	 describe	 my	 feelings	 about	 learning
more	 but	 I	 was.	 It	 was	 sill	 five	 weeks	 until	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 six-night
orientation.	Maybe	typical	anticipation	but	it	seemed	further	away	than	that.

The	first	night	of	orientation	finally	arrived	and	I	wasn’t	quite	sure	what	to
expect.	We	gathered	 in	 the	meeting	 room	of	 that	 same	care	center.	There	must
have	been	twenty-five	people	or	so.	Half	of	the	group	was	retired	and	it	wasn’t
much	of	a	 surprise	 to	 see	most	of	 the	 room	was	 filled	with	women.	That	may
seem	 a	 little	 judgmental	 but	 retirees	 have	 the	 time	 to	 spare	 and	 women	 are
typically	 the	 caregivers.	 I	was	 surprised,	 however,	 to	 see	 five	 or	 six	 people	 in
their	twenties.	“Diversity”,	I	thought;	I	am	good	with	that.

Meredith	 was	 our	 instructor.	 Instantly,	 one	 could	 tell	 she	 was	 genuinely
amiable.	 She	 became	 someone	 easy	 from	 whom	 to	 listen	 and	 learn.	 Paying
attention	to	lessons	and	lectures	is	something	I	have	always	struggled	with	but	I
found	myself	hanging	on	her	every	word.	I	don’t	recall	yawning	or	nodding	off,
even	once.

She	 made	 it	 clear	 right	 away	 this	 wasn’t	 just	 sitting	 and	 hand	 holding,
although	 those	are	 important	parts	of	 this	 type	of	 care	giving.	Compassion	 for
the	entire	family	is	really	important	and	that	sometimes	means	keeping	in	touch
even	after	their	loved	one	passes	on.	The	biggest	reality	with	which	to	keep	grips
is	that	they	will	die.	We	are	not	there	to	fix	nor	prevent	that.

It	wasn’t	just	Meredith	who	was	teaching,	though.	It	was	other	volunteers	as
well.	I	don’t	recall	her	name	but	I	will	never	forget	what	one	of	them	said	that
put	 things	 into	 perspective.	 She	 said,	 “Statistics	 show	 one	 out	 of	 every	 one
person	will	experience	dying”	.	There	were	three	of	us	sitting	at	 table	with	her
when	she	said	 it.	As	she	sat,	poised	 in	wisdom,	 two	chuckles	and	a	pondering
“hmmmm”	followed	her	quote.

There	were	many	other	reality	checks	in	the	evenings	of	that	class.	One	came
in	the	form	of	laughter.	It	came	so	easy	to	many	of	us	and	it	sent	me	reeling	back
to	the	smiles	I	encountered	on	my	first	visit	there.	It	did	not	come	from	poking



fun	 at	 death.	 Let	 it	 be	 known	 the	 subject	 has	 the	 utmost	 respect	 of	 everyone
there.	 The	 laughter	 came	 from	 some	 of	 the	 unique	 idiosyncrasies	 in	 our	 own
lives	that	make	us	human.

At	my	first	outburst	of	laughter,	 it	did	seem	to	make	me	cringe	just	a	bit.	I
looked	 around	 the	 room	 to	 ensure	 I	 wasn’t	 the	 only	 one	 who	 had	 become
audible.	When	I	realized	most	had	laughed	as	well,	my	shoulders	dropped,	I	sat
up	straight	and	that’s	when	my	first	light	came	back	on	even	brighter.

I	was	 in	 a	 room	 filled	with	 strong	 and	 compassionate	 people.	Here	 again,
happy	people	willing	to	take	care	of	sad	situations.	None	were	there	to	dwell	in
somberness	and	 they	weren’t	 there	 to	 take	 it	away,	either.	We	were	all	 there	 to
help	others	through	it.	Coming	to	terms	with	this	cemented	my	place	there	all	the
more.

Another	lesson	came	in	the	form	of	someone	else’s	calling,	which	made	me
realize	 I	 wasn’t	 alone	 in	 being	 drawn	 there.	 I	 was	 blessed	 with	 a	 remarkable
story	 of	 this	 from	 Amanda.	 She	 was	 another	 volunteer	 newbie.	 Her	 draw	 to
Hospice	 and	 how	 we	 exchanged	 stories	 could	 have	 been	 nothing	 short	 of
scripted.

It	 was	 the	 second	 night	 of	 orientation	 and	we	 took	 a	 break	 to	 stretch	 and
move	about.	Though	I	didn’t	smoke,	I	went	out	in	front	of	the	building,	anyway.
Amanda	 was	 sitting	 there	 when	 I	 came	 out	 and	 we	 each	 said	 “Hi”.	 Just	 as	 I
headed	for	the	door,	she	said,	“Can	I	ask	you	a	question?”

I	replied,	“Sure.”
She	 asked,	 “What	 brought	 you	 here?”	 I	 gave	 her	 a	 summary	 of	what	 you

have	read	thus	far.	Then,	of	course,	I	asked	the	same	of	her.
She	said	she	was	just	driving	by	on	a	typical	day	and	God	said,	“Turn	here.”

Without	even	questioning	it,	she	did.	Instantly,	I	got	goose	bumps.	“Wow”,	was
all	I	could	say.	I	 then	asked	when	this	happened	and	my	goose	bumps	doubled
when	she	replied,	“The	day	before	the	first	orientation.”

Well,	either	there	is	a	strong	volunteer	magnet	that	pulls	people	in	or	the	Big
Guy	upstairs	occasionally	nudges	a	car	 into	the	parking	lot.	Until	 they	actually
show	me	the	magnet,	my	vote	is	with	The	Big	Guy.

She	went	on	to	tell	me	of	the	battle	with	drugs	and	she	and	her	husband	were
fighting.	 She	 had	 been	 clean	 for	 a	while	 now	 and	 felt	 as	 if	 her	 husband	were
close	 to	 winning,	 as	 well.	 “It’s	 amazing	 how	 God	 has	 been	 such	 a	 strong
presence	for	me,	all	of	 the	sudden,”	she	exclaimed.	“Amazing”	seemed	like	an
understatement	but	that	it	was.

We	headed	back	 to	class	and	she	said,	“I	hope	you	don’t	 think	I’m	strange
because	of	what	I	asked	or	told	you.”



“Not	at	all,”	I	 replied.	I	asked	if	she	had	shared	her	story	with	anyone	else
there	 and	 to	 my	 surprise	 her	 reply	 was	 “No.”	 She	 said,	 “You	 seem	 to	 be
connected	and	into	this.”	For	a	stranger	to	notice	a	connection	and	confide	in	me
in	just	a	few	moments	of	conversation	was	flattering	and	empowering	all	in	one.
That	connection	and	a	new	friendship	began	a	journey	of	many	other	wonderful
things	in	Hospice.

As	the	rest	of	the	classes	continued,	I	grew	more	and	more	comfortable	with
it	 all.	 I	 think	 what	 I	 looked	 forward	 to	 the	 most	 was	 being	 around	 so	 many
compassionate	people.

Though	I’ve	never	lost	faith	in	the	kindness	and	positive	side	of	people,	I’ve
questioned	it	and	wondered	where	it’s	hiding,	sometimes.	With	so	many	negative
forces	coming	from	so	many	directions,	stepping	into	a	room	full	of	people,	such
as	this,	was,	well,	akin	to	an	oasis.	It	was	simply	refreshing	that	I	came	upon	a
group	of	people	with	generous	and	altruistic	intentions.	Each	seemed	to	have	a
grip	 on	 life	 and	 acceptance	 for	 whatever	 it	 brings	 or	 takes	 away.	 This	 was	 a
group	 willing	 to	 give	 of	 themselves,	 not	 take	 for	 themselves.	 For	 whatever
reason,	they	have	stepped	away	from	the	“get	all	you	can,”	or	“more	for	me	is
better,”	and	typical	greed.

It	brings	to	light	the	simple	words	of	my	father;	“The	more	I	give,	the	more	I
get	back.”	The	“getting	back”	part	presents	 itself	most	when	 it’s	not	expected.
It's	quite	the	good	feeling	to	give	and	this	was	a	feeling	that	seemed	mutual	with
everyone	in	the	class.

With	each	of	 the	classes,	 I	grew	more	 interested	about	going	 to	 the	next.	 I
was	a	bit	puzzled	by	this	at	first,	wondering	if	there	was	some	kind	of	grimness
lurking	 inside	 of	 me.	 I	 asked	 myself	 why	 I	 was	 so	 drawn	 to	 something	 so
traumatic.	That	passed	rather	quickly,	though.	It	occurred	to	me	I	was	drawn	to
the	people	far	more	than	the	situation.	They	all	had	their	own	stories	of	hardship
and	 triumph.	 There	 was	 no	 shortage	 of	 life’s	 lessons	 and	 wisdom	 in	 that
gathering	of	ours.

As	it	turns	out,	we	were	all	great	listeners,	as	well.	Our	teacher	was	always
patient	when	 one	 of	 us	 had	 something	 to	 share.	 She	 led	well	 by	 example	 and
showed	us	just	how	important	good	listening	was	in	all	of	this.

A	 special	 “Thank	You,”	 to	 you,	Meredith,	 for	 being	 the	 great	 teacher	 you
were	to	us.
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