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By Chandra Wilson

April is National Vol-
unteer Month, a time to
recognize the more than
60 million Americans
who volunteer their time
year-yound, including
hospice volunteers who
play an important role in
end-of-life care for many
individuals and families
in New York communi-
tes, In fact, volunteers
are such a vital pant of
hospice care, their pres-
ence is mandated by law
and in keeping with the
broader social mission
to build 3 community of
care at end of life.

You'll find Hospice
Volunteers styling hair,
walking dogs and listen-
ing to or sharing stories
with the people they vis-
it. Many play music from
a favorite era or couatry,
or they crochet, knit or
help patients create leg-
acy projects. Some work
individually and some
team up in groups, like
the Threskold Choir of
New York City, which is
part of a national network
of community choirs that
perform the ancient tra-
dition of singing softly at
bedsides for people who
are ill or dying.

Volunteers can also
choose 10 be part of bed-
side vigils, an especially
important and intense
endeavor that requires
additional training on the
physical, paychosocial
and spiritual aspects of
a person actively dying,
including what happens
to the body as it shuts
down,

“It is a profound and
intimate experience,”
says Alison Reynoso,

who coordinates the vig-
il volunteers at Visiting
Nurse Service of New
York Hospice and Pallia-
tive Care. “It's an honor
to be in a person's pres-
ence as they take their
last breath.”

Before she kanew any-
thing about hospice, Vir-
ginia Chang had experi-
enced the deaths of three
people very close to her
in the short space of sev-
en months she was bereft
and overwhelmed and
searching for answers as
she worked personally
to process her grief The
more she learmed about
end-of-life care and the
“positive death move-
ment,” the more she be-
gan to see that the deep
sense of powerlessmess
and hopelessness she'd
felt in her own situation
was not the only option

When she signed up
for the hospice volunteer
training program at the
\-’umn; Nurse Service of
New York, she knew she
was stepping into a new
and wansformative chap-
ter in her life, She real-
ized that she could put
what ske was leamning to
good use and help some-
one who might have been
in 3 similar situation to
the overwhelming shock
and sadness that she her-
self had felt,

“If I could turn around
and help someone else
through what had been so
difficult for me,"” Virgin-
ia says, “itwould all have
been worthwhile."

Now that she's com-
pleted hospice volunteer
training, Virginia visits
patients and their fami-
lies one-on-one in their

own homes every week,
usually for about an hour
or 50. She also makes
volunteer visits to VN-
SNY's Goodman Brown
Residence to patients
who are not able to spead
their last days at home
But she considers sitting
vigil with someone who
lives alone while they are
actively dving to be one
of the most profound and
rewarding experiences
she has had as a volun-
teer

“It's incredible, it's
an amazing time to be
with someone,” Virginis
says. “One of the things
I've leamed and one of
the things that will con-
tinue to call me to this
work is that when vou
are with people at this
point in thelr lives, they
are 30 authentic—you're
meeting the real person
This is the essence of
who they are; they doa't
have a fagade up, they're
not playing games with
you, there's such a qual-
ity to the fmteraction. It
has changed me 2 lot, in
ways I couldn’t have ex-
pected.”

On a trip back home
last year w0 Colombis
to visit her 93-vear-old
grandmother, Natalis
Perlaza began a personal
journey that inspires her
profoundly in her work as
a hospice volunteer these
days. The song:s Nata-
Ha learned at her grand-
mother's bedside became
an intimate and healing
cultural legacy that she
incorporates into her vol-
unteer visits today.

“People respond to mu-
sic in powerful ways"
she savs, “It seems to
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touch the heart and the
memory in ways that go
far beyond words.”

Volunteering for Na-
talia often means going
on a “sound jourmey”
with patients who can 2o
longer see or communi-
cate as they once did, but
when she sees the smiles,
the feet and hands gen-
tly tapping in time 1o the
music, she knows there's
a powerful connection

A pguitar, a Russian
barp, Tibetan Singing
Bowls and a drum ave
all pant of the hotysce
volunteering “kit” Nata-
lia takes with her on her
bouwr-long to 90-minute
visits. Music can create a
strong emotional bridge
for family members and
other home care workers
too when singing bowis
or other instruments are
shared at the bedside

“As a volunteer, you
never kuow what to ex-

pect” she says, “and Rt
is such a privilege to see
bhow deeply someone can
be affected by music.”

That certatnly seemed
Tue On 2 yecenmt wvisit
when 2 barely responsive
patient heard the sounds
of Natalia's Russian
harp, asked for some pa-
per, and suddenly began
to paint.

“Alot of times we think
we are doing this work 10
help others, but the work
has 3 way of giviag back
that i 30 meaningful
and not always easy
express, it just happeas
and there you ave—2his is
good work!™

Despite the many ben-
efits of hospice and pal-
lative care, people cope
in different ways with the
end-of-life expenence
Whez a volunteer first
pays a visit 10 someone
receiving hospice care,

CONTINUED ON PAGE 3§



www.bronxvoice.com

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 14
they've been trained to
take it one step at a time,
They know to listen, pay
attention, be mindful of
opportunities to help or
offer comfort—to dis-
cover what a patient,
family member or some-
one on the care team
might need.

Ellen Landress-
Bowkett knows this well,
and that's one reason she
volunteers with her dog
Chicken, a rescue who is
certified and trained by
the Good Dog Founda-
tion as a therapy dog.

“Chicken is a door
opener,” says Ellen,
“and she always makes
eye-contact—with ey
eryone she meets—her
specialty iy people who
do not want visitors."

Even people who don't
want 3 human visitor
seem 10 open up when
they see Chicken,

One of the first visits
Ellen made as a hospice
volunteer was to 3 man
who wasn't sure he want-
ed anyone to come for
a visit, but when he met
Chicken there was an
immediate connection,
As Ellen placed the dog
gently by his side, he be-
gan moving his fingers
and then reached to pet
Chicken's head, who of
course was calmly star-
ing into his eyes, Soon,
the gentleman was ask-
ing Ellen to call him by
his “real name," the one
his mother had given
him, rather than the name
that was on his medical
charts,

“Everyone deeply de-
sires comnection,” Ellen
says. “But we all have
obstacles to relating with
other humans at certain
times, Chicken somehow
gets through that. If you
pour yourself into Chick-

en, she'll just gaze at you
and pour herself right
back into you."

New York City atracts
some of the world's most
talented and creative peo-
ple, many of them gifted
performers who gener-
ously share their talents
as volunteers,

Winnie Lee, co-found-
er and volunteer manag-
ing director of the New
York Chapter of the
Threshold Choir, a na-
tonwide  organization
whose members sing at
the bedsides of hospice
patients, remembers the
first time she beard about
the choir,

“The idea of service
and creativity togeth-
er really spoke to my
soul,” Winnie says. The
all-woman choir, which
sings for VNSNY hos-
pice patieats and other
organizations, compris-
es 40 singers of all ages
and walks of life. “We
usually never know what
we're going to be asked
to do uatil we get 10 the
bedside," Winnie savi,
“anything could change,
minute to minute,”

The choir had a pa-
tent once who was sur-
rounded by friends who
had requested a song in
a language he could not
understand.

“He just wanted to
be moved by the music
without being bound by
the meaning of the lyrics,
50 with no preparation,
we just hummed, and ev-
eryone was moved by the
simplicity and beauty of
it as he smiled, closed his
eyes and sighed.”

When she's leading
a song with the group,
Winnie looks for clues
about the pace at whick to
sing the song. She watch-
es the eyes and breathing
to make sure the song is

having a calming effect
Often the feedback from
patieats and loved ones
is positive, but the vol-
unteers know that the pa-
tient’s physical and spir-
itual state can be in flux.

“On one wvisit they
might like the singing on
the next one they may be
too tired."

When the singing s
done well it physically
feels good for the sing-
ers, wo, and for Win-
pie, singing t0 hospice
patients help: address
ber own personal issues
about death and dving.

“T'm more open-mind-
ed about the topic," she
says, “and grateful for
the lessons learned. It's 2
privilege 10 serve through
this creative medium that
really speaks to me."”

Eighty-three-year-old
Ray Berardi grew up in
the South Broax but has
lived in Astoria for near-
Iy 45 years. He "believes
in volunteering" he was
a hospice volumteer for
25 years taking patients
to church services, To-
day, as a hospice volun-
teer with VNSNY, Ray
spends time with Queens
hospice patients in their
homes and at nursing
homes or rehab facilities.

“T'm not a great con-
versationalist™ he says.
“But I ask questions,
and people usuvally open
up. When I can, I try to
&n people to talk about

emselves. Sometimes
I just sit quietly with
someone, but sometimes
I'H try a little humor and
ask, ‘Am I putting you to
sleep?'™™

Ray says the important
thing is to show a litle
interest and be engaged
He loves trading stories
when he makes his visits
and fondly remembers an
exchange with a man near
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EIs age who in Bis youls
had played steet games
before TVs, phones and
computers became uhig-
uitous distractions

“Whea | mentioned,
Johany on the Pozy,”
Ray recounts, “the man
just lit up and shouted
oh, yeah we plaved that
game oo™

Ray usually walks
to the home or facility
where the patient he's
visiting lives, which
gives him time to reflect
on what he's doing and
the fmpact it has on those
be sees and on him,

“Some people seem 0
feel almost unloved, and
when that happens, I oy
to get them 10 re-live the
happier moments of their
lves. When it works,
they can really become
engaged in pleasant con-
versation and it becomes
interesting hear what
they have to say. I've
learned about differemt
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