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A Loving Tribute in Memory of My Dear Friend and Colleague, Irene Hill
“Too often we underestimate the power of a touch, a smile, a kind word, a listening ear, an honest compliment, or the smallest act of caring, all of which have the potential to turn a life around.”                                                                                                                                ~Leo Buscaglia
http://www.powerofkindnessmovie.com 

For those of you who never had the opportunity to meet Irene, I’d like to share a bit about her.  The link above is to a short (3 minute) movie about The Power of Kindness which I came across yesterday after learning of her passing.  After some reflection, I thought it spoke volumes about Irene’s character as I, and many others saw her.

I can still remember the first time I met Irene – I mean really met her, at a Peer Leadership Meeting.  She didn’t say a lot, but when she did say something, it seemed everyone listened intently.  She spoke softly, and yet, as I would soon learn, she was the KINDEST Soul… 
Irene was a strong woman, filled with Humor, warmth, & compassion, an amazing woman who humbly touched the lives of many, sometimes quite simply by her presence in the room. I had the opportunity to really get to know Irene when after having some transitional struggles into my role as a Peer, I was sent to spend the day out at Rainbow Creek with Irene…  That day was the blossoming of a friendship that I will deeply miss.  

I’m not sure when it began, but at some point, I started calling Irene in the mornings on my way in to work.  Usually this would start with a bit of a serenade.  When she picked up the phone, I would start singing, sometimes off key on purpose, no matter how I did it, it got us both laughing.  Often these calls would end with a mutual, “Love Ya Girl!”  If I got her voicemail, I still did the serenade.
I would also call her if I was having a rough day, and she would listen, as if she had all the time in the world, and ask, “What can I do to support you?”  Most of the time I would tell her, just knowing you’re there and/or that you care is enough.  She truly had a way of making a person feel special, important, and cared about.  I’m certain that same amount of support and caring was felt in each life she touched.   If she was having a rough day, she would call me, and I would respond accordingly.
I think it was during one of our morning conversations, or after a Peer Leadership Meeting not to long ago she’d expressed a desire for me & my husband Art to have dinner with her and her husband Mike.  If I remember correctly we were going to make it happen after they’d returned from their trip to the Grand Canyon…  Having a tendency of forgetting things, sometimes to the point of frustration, I could be wrong about the timing.  

While she was in Tukwila for the last Peer Leadership Meeting, she came into the Consumer Resource Center where I spent most of my time. She happened to see my “Pep Talk” button and wanted one.  I hunted and hunted, and had more or less given up the notion of ever finding one when I happened upon one by sheer luck, and picked it up for her with the intention of getting to her one way or another. The last several weeks, my calls went straight to voicemail and remained unanswered.  I’d forgotten when she was going on vacation, so I waited.  On that day of our last Peer Leadership Meeting, she asked me to make her a new name anagram, which I’ve actually decided to do in a special way for her memorial.

As I drove in to work Wednesday morning, I called her and still getting no response, thought I’d try her cell phone and left a message there as well.  I was going to call her supervisor, to make sure everything was okay, but the news of her passing came before I was able to do that.  My heart is heavy for those who knew and worked with her closely, for those she served so humbly, for her family, her husband….  I know that her memory will be etched in the hearts of many.  

Yesterday  morning, on my way in, I left a final message on her voicemail singing, Good Morning Irene Sonshine, I called to say hello, but you won’t hear this, that I knowwww…  At the end of my song I left a message for whoever might hear it, letting them know they were in my thoughts & prayers. 
Life is too short to wrap ourselves up in the “what ifs”.  Though her journey on earth has ended, I picture her dancing amongst the angels, fully in her element.  Grab a friend, Hug them tight, and dance along to the beat of your heart, knowing that everything little thing, is gonna be alright.                                                 
This morning, I was pondering the thought of her dancing amongst the angels, and remembered the piece I’d written awhile back called “Reach for the Stars” – and for a moment pictured myself hollering up – “Hey Irene, could ya toss me one of those stars?  You’re a lot closer now!”  I won’t be the LEAST bit surprised if some night, a star isn’t tossed from the heavens landing right at my feet!  
~In Loving Memory, 
Sue Anderson 
