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The Power of Listening is a Wonderful Thing


Anyone who has ever been in the hospital knows how boring or depressing it may be. You sit in a white room for hours on end with nothing to do. Your nurse comes in every so often just to poke or stab at you, and hardly talks to you. What are you supposed to do? This is where I come in. Call me what you want, a volunteer, a candy striper or even a breath of fresh air. I call myself a friend. 

My job as a volunteer is to visit patient’s rooms to talk and to listen to them. With this job you couldn’t imagine the types of people you could meet. Like the little old lady in bed two with bright pink finger nails or the World War II vet in the ICU. When I walk into the rooms of some patients and tell them who I am and what I’m doing there, the patients’ faces light up. I tell some of the patients, “You are the boss now. What should we talk about, or what card game should we play?” I think this line does wonders, because for once in the hospital, the patient feels in control. The conversations that we have range from where they work to how many different shades of nail polish they own. Some patients forget about the time and we end up talking for an hour or more. But, you might get some patients who just don’t feel like talking that day and you only have a ten-minute conversation with them. No matter how long or short the conversation may be, I learn a little bit more about that patient.

The first time I saw the little old lady with bright pink finger nails (I’ll call her Rose); I thought to myself, “Wow, this lady should be easy to talk to.” Sure enough Rose was so happy to see me she began talking before I walked into her room completely. Her facial expression was like that of a 4 year old waiting to open up her Christmas gifts, with wide open eyes and a smile as wide as her face. Rose started telling me about her three cats; Dusty, Shakespeare and Tootsie. She told me about how her cats are her world and that Tootsie actually helps pick out her nail polish with her paw. 

The second time I saw Rose she was the complete opposite from what I remember. She was no longer smiling ear to ear or talking my ear off about her cats and nail polish collection. Rose just sat in her chair and looked out her window. When I asked her what was wrong, she told me how homesick she was. She missed her cats, her bed, and the freedom to move around. Being in the hospital for over two weeks, who could blame her? So, remembering our past conversation, Rose described Tootsie for me. I told her that I would be back a little later and that I would have her smiling again, she sighed and said; “Okay, sweetheart,” and off I went. When I came back to Rose’s room I had in my hand a stuffed animal version of her Tootsie. Rose saw it right away and her face lit up. She told me time and time again thank you and how much this meant to her. That was the first time that I truly felt that I had made an impact on somebody’s life. 

The last time I saw Rose she was sitting on her bed, holding her stuffed toy. Today, she was no longer in the blue and white checkered gown, she was now in a bright purple dress and matching finger nails. She told me while smiling that the doctor is letting her go home, and that I would no longer need to come visit her. We talked for a short while before she had to leave. She saw that I was sad that she was leaving, so she took me by the hand and said; “What you are doing here, honey, is a wonderful thing. You have a very big heart and I’m glad that you are using it the right way. I thank you so much for listening and talking to me. It meant the world that someone in this hospital truly cared. Also, thank you for my stand-in Tootsie, this is one of the greatest gifts that I have ever gotten.” With that, she gave my hand a final squeeze and left.

Now at the end of the day I know three things: First, people with bright pink fingernails can turn out to be some of the greatest people to know. Secondly, to see the patients smile that day is worth everything. Finally, I believe in the power of listening, and it’s a wonderful thing
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