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N o t e s F r o m t h e Vo l u n t e e r D e p a r t m e n t
zaleas are blooming in the garden and things are
bustling in the Houston Hospice Volunteer
Department. April is volunteer appreciation
month and we’ll be celebrating our volunteers
May 2 from 1 p.m. to 3 p.m. with a special guest
performance by Houston’s Orchestra On Call. It will
be a fun afternoon celebrating the many AMAZING
contributions of our volunteers!
This month we would also like to recognize our TMC
Volunteer of the Year, Debbie Hoelscher Verastigue
and say a fond farewell to five-year volunteer Lowell
Burford. Both are crucial to the everyday workings of
hospice and should be celebrated. Volunteers were also
recognized in early April on Great Day Houston with
several participating as audience members during a live
taping of the show.

charming array of items and is located at 1650 Blalock
(1.5 miles north of the Katy Freeway in Spring Branch).
The shop has contributed over $100,000 to hospice
care and continues to be an integral partner. Your help
with the resale shop would aid in providing much
needed support. For additional information please
email Aprille Williams, Resale Shop Manager, at
aprille@stchrishouston.org or Crystal Benavides at
Ibenavides@houstonhospice.org.
Remember you’re always welcome to stop by — we
can’t wait to see you!
Patsy Piner, Volunteer Coordinator
ppiner@houstonhospice.org 713-677-7128
Crystal Benavides, Volunteer Coordinator
ibenavides@houstonhospice.org 713-677-7122

We need volunteers to help at the St. Christopher’s/
Houston Hospice Resale Shop. The resale shop has a

Carlos Guillermo Jung, Director of
Houston’s Orchestra On Call

The Resale Shop Has Provided
$100,000 for Hospice Care

Volunteers Visit Great Day Houston,
Monday, April 13, 2015

Vo l u n t e e r o f t h e Ye a r
leven-year volunteer, Debbie Hoelscher
Verastigue, has been named volunteer of the year
by Houston Hospice. As a nonprofit organization,
Houston Hospice relies upon over 300 volunteers
to help set the tone for the compassionate care patients
and families receive. Since 2003, Debbie has
volunteered in both the inpatient care center and in
patients’ homes. Volunteer Coordinator, Patsy Piner
said, “It wouldn’t be Monday at hospice without
Debbie here tending the flowers, tending the patients,
and bringing serenity and calmness into our lives.”
About her work in hospice Debbie said, “Families truly
appreciate the smallest gift of your time and doing this
type of work gives me a great sense of gratefulness.”
Debbie also trains incoming volunteers and many have
noted her ability to engage and be at ease with patients

and their families. Piner added, “We often say that
volunteering with hospice is not for everyone, but
Debbie has a gift for this type of work and we are glad
she spends her Mondays with us.”

Debbie Hoelscher Verastigue
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Vo l u n t e e r A p p r e c i a t i o n
Concert
on’t miss the Houston Hospice Volunteer
Appreciation Saturday, May 2 from 1-3 p.m.
We are so grateful for your help throughout
the year and want to show our appreciation.
We are excited this year to have Houston’s Orchestra
On Call performing at the event. As always, thank
you for sharing your time and support with
Houston Hospice!

Being Mortal
n his book Being Mortal, Atul Gawande addresses
how medicine can improve the end-of-life process.
As a practicing physician Gawande sees first-hand
the types of decisions families face at the end of
life. His book confronts issues of quality of life and
argues that patient comfort is the ideal end goal.
Through his work he notes, “the goals of medicine
seem too frequently to run counter to the
interest of the human spirit.”
Being Mortal is listed by Amazon as one of
the Best Books of 2014 and was featured
on PBS: Frontline. For a glimpse into the
man behind the book, watch:
pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/being-mortal.

MISSION STATEMENT
Houston Hospice provides uncompromising,
compassionate end-of-life care to patients and families
in our community.
Through the efforts of specially trained and highly skilled
interdisciplinary teams of health care professionals and volunteers,
Houston Hospice patients and their families are guided through
the process of illness by receiving clinical care, psychosocial support,
spiritual guidance and volunteer assistance.

PAGE 2

SPRING 2015

R e d Ta p e D a y
f you did not get a chance to attend Red Tape Day in
January or have outstanding items please contact Patsy
Piner at ppiner@houstonhospice.org or Crystal
Benavides at ibenavides@houstonhospice.org to get your
records up-to-date. Anyone who has not submitted their
completed paperwork, including TB test, will be listed as
inactive until paperwork is received.
On our Red Tape paperwork, we asked volunteers to
submit memories from the past year. Below is just a small
selection of those submitted. Thanks to everyone for
sharing your stories and your great volunteer work in 2014!
My patient told me the details of a vision/dream she had of what she
believed was her personal angel. It was a male angel, with a glowing
aura and huge white wings. He wore a white cowboy hat and had a
rodeo belt. She didn’t know him as a family member—he was a
stranger to her. But she felt so much peace and love from him that she
absolutely knew he was real. I sometimes wonder if he was with her on
her way to heaven. She passed last year.
—Sandy Goncarovs
A special memory I had volunteering in home care was being a listener
for a patient’s husband. He seemed very distant on my first visit, but
after my second visit he sat down and told me about his love story with
his wife, how long they’ve been together, his children, etc. I felt like he
had a lot to say, but no one to tell so that was rewarding.
—Judy Pham
Sitting with a patient who was 93 and very alert, I was asked to sit
down by the patient and she held my hand and told me about her life,
her mom’s name, children’s names, about the activities she enjoyed
when she was well. We laughed and smiled, and I felt very connected to
her as she looked just like my grandmother. My grandmother died ages
ago, but I believe she was in the room with me. I told the patient how
much she reminded me of her and she was delighted to hear that, she
just squeezed my hand harder. It was magical and special.
—Sandra Kersch

Vo l u n t e e r Tr a i n i n g i n J u n e
ur next training will be three consecutive Saturdays, June 13, 20
and 27 from 9:30 a.m.-3:30 p.m. at 1905 Holcombe Blvd.,
Houston, Texas. If you’re coming please contact Crystal
Benavides at 713-677-7121 or ibenavides@houstonhospice.org.
Want to continue learning about hospice? Check out our collection of
online compliance and hospice care videos:
 “Don’t Be Stingy with Your I Love You’s” Sister Alice Potts,
Chaplain
 “Understanding Hospice Care”
 “Alzheimer’s”
 “Experience 12 Minutes in Alzheimer’s Dementia”
 “Cultural Competence—Becoming Culturally Competent”
 “Cultural Competence—Assessment Challenges in a
Multicultural Environment”
 “We Honor Veterans Program Overview”
 “Driving Safety—Distractions”
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Houston Hospice
1905 Holcombe Boulevard
Houston, Texas 77030-4123
Phone: 713-467-7423
Website: www.houstonhospice.org

Overall Story
Patsy Piner
he volunteer called and said she would not be
unable to make her regular shift at the reception
desk. As the Volunteer Coordinator, it fell to me
to sit at the desk that afternoon. It happened to be
a very busy day. Four patients were admitted in just
two hours. I was frantically trying to keep up when a
man clad in bib overalls came in the front door. He
looked around slowly and approached the desk. He
told me his wife was coming to the Hospice from
M.D. Anderson Cancer Center that afternoon. He
wanted to know what room she would be in. I gave
him the information, offered him a cup of coffee and
invited him to make himself comfortable while he
waited for the ambulance to bring his wife.

I don’t know why he
chose me, except maybe
he took the silence that I
wrestled with as an
invitation to say what
had probably been on
his mind and in his
heart for a very
long time.

After he got his coffee, I expected him to go into the
family room or go to his wife’s room to wait. Instead, he just stood there,
looking at me with woefully sad eyes. The silence was heavy. I didn’t really
know what to say; lots of things were racing through my mind. I was
searching for something brilliant, meaningful, perhaps even profound, to
say to make him feel better. I was coming up with nothing when I
remembered volunteer training. Maybe this was one of those times when
silence was the best choice.
So, I stopped what I was doing, looked at him and smiled, just a little.
With a heavy sigh, he put his callused hands up on the ledge and began to
talk, very slowly. He talked of his wife’s cancer, of her pain and of his
pain, as a result of hers. He talked about his daughter and how she helped
so much. He talked about his wife wanting to stay with her sister if she
stabilized enough to leave here. He said he really didn’t like staying
anywhere except home but right now his wishes didn’t matter much. He
said all he wanted was for her not to hurt, be as happy as she could be and
make the most of the time she had left. He was willing to do whatever it

took, even sleep in a strange bed, if that is what
she wanted.
He looked off in the distance, shook his head and told me about
the many people he and his wife had helped over the years. These
same people were nowhere to be found now that they could use
some friendly support. His eyes became teary as he shared how
the parking lot attendant at M.D. Anderson had only
charged him for one day’s parking after he lost his ticket and
told her he had been there for at least three days.

He marveled at how a complete stranger could be so
kind when lifelong friends didn’t even call. His voice
cracked as he wondered out loud why these people
couldn’t just say it was too hard to visit and see his
wife so sick. Instead, they said nothing and their
silence really hurt. He hung his head, wiped a tear from his cheek and
asked where he could smoke. After I told him, he turned slowly and left,
without another word.
I sat there quietly thinking about what had just occurred. I felt so
privileged to have been allowed to listen as this gentle man poured out his
hurts, to me, a stranger. I don’t know why he chose me, except maybe he
took the silence that I wrestled with as an invitation to say what had
probably been on his mind and in his heart for a very long time. I hope he
felt better after he talked. I know listening to him was a gift for me. I
learned valuable lessons from that man in bib overalls. I learned never to
put off calling a hurting friend, even if I don’t know what to say. I know
and I care says it all.
By the way, I also learned not to judge men in bib overalls!

Vo l u n t e e r S p o t l i g h t , L o w e l l B u r f o r d
owell Burford began volunteering with Houston Hospice in 2009 and resigned from his
position this January. He was a fixture in the Texas Medical Center office and could be
seen any Monday or Wednesday afternoon. He tracked volunteer compliance
information, conducted background checks, and kept our TB information up-to-date.
Lowell is a master at mining through data, and although behind the scenes, helped keep us
sane and afloat. He was particularly good at matching volunteer skills with patient needs.
Lowell came to Houston in retirement after 23 years as an employee of ExxonMobil. He is
also an avid Houston Texans fan (which he would discuss every Monday) and former
tennis player.
WE WILL MISS YOU LOWELL!!
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