Lifeline to the elderly 
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By RAYNE WOLFE
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It's a simple thing really; just seven little digits that lead to a ring and a chat.

Each morning, 365 days per year, volunteers at Catholic Charities' "I'm Home Alone" program spend a few hours checking in with home-bound seniors. For many, it's the only call they will receive all day.

"We call about 160 clients every day. Just to check in. To make sure they're OK," said Michele Osmon, program director of senior services at Catholic Charities. She also oversees the the Alzheimer's Respite Resource Center.

Blanche Kaiser of Oakmont has volunteered as a caller three times per month for eight years. She said the need may be constant but the rewards constantly increase.

"Where else can you get a volunteer job that comes with 45 thank yous every time?" said Kaiser.

The former Montessori school director, marketing director for the American Cancer Society and passionate amateur chef, Kaiser reserves Tuesday mornings for "I'm Home Alone" calls. There is no charge for the service.

Anyone can be a volunteer caller. Currently the calling crew consists of about 45, including about six men.

"Volunteers need to be active listeners. They must be compassionate and they have to have a real love for the elders. And Blanche is all that. Plus she has that great East Coast-style voice," said Osmon.

Talking to Blanche Kaiser feels like talking to a girlfriend from school. When calling seniors, many of whom have hearing problems, Kaiser perks up her voice a few notches and speaks with a staccato precision.

"I might say how are YOU today? And a client might say, so far, so good. And I'll say, Well, let's just KEEP IT that way," said Kaiser.

While callers and clients try to keep it upbeat and cordial, sometimes complaints about aches and pains or disappointments surface. All conversations are confidential.

"We can talk to lonely seniors. Sometimes they are dealing with illness or the death of a friend. That's when we listen," said Kaiser.

Over time, volunteer callers develop a feel for the rhythm of senior's lives on the call list. They keep track of family visits, trips, doctor's appointments. With back-up lists of emergency contacts, callers track missed conversations and alert caretakers if they think there is a problem. Michele Osmon can think of at least five cases of missed calls leading to life-saving outcomes, due to medical emergencies or falls.

"We talk to family members when we need to and they do appreciate the calls," said Osmon. A few years ago, the program mailed out a special Christmas card with a group photo of many of the regular callers.

"Our clients will ask which one are you... I tell them I'm the tallest," said Kaiser.

Catholic Charities of the Diocese of Santa Rosa on Airway Court in Santa Rosa offers several community programs. In addition to the elder call service, it provides emergency shelter and food, transitional housing, day care and caregiver support for Alzheimer's patients.

Also in-home service for frail elders, and immigration, citizenship and refugee assistance. People seeking help need not be Catholic to receive it.

Established in Santa Rosa in 1954, Catholic Charities' 62 employees serve more than 47,000 people annually. Volunteers donate more than 60,000 hours of work each year.

"We do all this on a very limited $5 million annual budget. We could not do what we do without our volunteers. No way," said Betsy Timm of Catholic Charities.

The "I'm Home Alone" program is currently accepting new clients and additional volunteers. If you can dial a phone, you can volunteer. To sign up call Michele Osmon at 528-8712, ext. 185.

You can reach Staff Writer Rayne Wolfe at 521-5240 or rayne.wolfe@pressdemocrat.com.






