FIND IT, DO IT, SHARE IT


By Nancy Denen

The word “retirement” can insight various feelings in people.  In 2004 I decided to retire from teaching Deaf and Hard of Hearing students.  The joy of sitting in my pajamas leisurely sipping a cup of coffee in the morning instead of facing a group of teenagers at 7:30 a.m. sounded wonderful; however, teaching had been my passion since I was in sixth grade.  I am a people-person, so what would I do with my life in retirement?

As my retirement was looming before me, my aging father became ill.  I brought our cat to see her “Grandpa” and was surprised at all the people in his nursing home who wanted to pet the cat!  My husband and I adopted a two-year old calico cat from a local animal shelter.   The cat had been abandoned, so we do not know her history, but this cat loves humans – the older the better.  We named her Moorea.

An article in our local paper announced a new chapter of Love on a Leash was looking for volunteers.   Love on a Leash is a pet-provided non-charitable volunteer organization.  Moorea and I signed up and started our training and became the first cat-human team in our chapter.  Not too many felines care to be seen wearing a harness and walking on a leash.  We made weekly visits to several health care centers.  Oh, the smiles Moorea brought to the faces of the residents there.  Monday afternoons became the highlight of our week.  Many usually quiet people would talk at length about special pets they had in their youth.  One woman was from Germany and had no relatives nearby.  She called Moorea “my little mitzie” and “my loyal friend.”  This woman passed away, but Moorea continued wanting to go in her room.  They had a close bond.  I would tell my husband how wonderful it was to share the joy of seeing smiles on weak elderly people’s faces and my husband would nod and say,  “That’s nice, dear.”

One Sunday our church bulletin announced that The Elizabeth Hospice needed pet-therapy volunteers, so Moorea and I signed up.  Now in addition to our various weekly visits, we would receive requests for visits to hospice patients who, in their last days, desired a cuddle and some purrs from a cat.   Often adult children knew that their parent would appreciate such a visit.  On occasion I had seen Moorea’s presence cause magical reactions from people.  Elderly residents with very little affect would unfurl a clutched hand to pet the cat’s fur, for example.   But one experience stays most clearly in my mind.

A social worker from The Elizabeth Hospice saw me in a facility and asked if I would stop by the room of one of her patients.  This woman was dying and had very little response to anything.  I went to the woman’s room and put Moorea next to her in her bed.  I brought the woman’s hand to the fur on Moorea’s head.  The woman opened her eyes, put her head up a bit so she could see the cat, and tried to vocalize!   I thought the social worker was going to faint!  Moorea and I were able to visit this woman two more times before she passed away.   What a blessing to be able to bring a few moments of pleasure to this woman!  I told my husband about the experience and he said, “Wow, that’s nice dear.”

Then two years later my husband retired from teaching.  One day he decided to accompany Moorea and me on our weekly visit to one of our health care facilities.   He witnessed the smiles and shining eyes of the elderly residents as they petted and talked to our cat.  My husband accompanied me the next week and he began to feel the magic that a little cat on a leash can bring.

My husband went through the Love on a Leash training.   He is now a certified member of both Love on a Leash and The Elizabeth Hospice.  He is also a patient-companion for The Elizabeth Hospice and recently we both went through training together to become Hospice Last Watch volunteers.  It is such a gift to be present when a person takes his/her last breath.  Sometimes the dying person has no one to be with them and sometimes the family members need a break from the long watch.  When I started volunteering with hospice I would have never dreamed I would be lead to this type of volunteer work.  I’ve learned so much from all the individuals and situations with hospice.

Are you looking for a way to share with others as you learn and grow yourself?   I encourage people of all ages to find a way to share themselves through volunteering.  Once you find it, share with others the joy you have found.  Imagine how much better our world would be if everyone tithed at least one hour of his or her week to volunteering.  And being a Baby Boomer, I know our generation still harbors a passion for change in our world – let’s do it by sharing our time, talents, and selves through volunteering.
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