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GIVING

It was 25 years ago today, Dec. 1, 1999,
that Paws & Hearts Animal Assisted
Therapy received its 501(c)(3) nonpro�t
classi�cation. At the time, I never
dreamed the organization would have
grown like it has and become such a vi-
tal contributor to the health and well-
ness of seniors in our valley.

What started out with a little stray
poodle/terrier named Lucky and an in-
vitation to visit the residents at Valencia
Palms in Indio has turned into an amaz-
ing journey.

I was so overwhelmed with Lucky’s
ability to connect with patients that I
called The Desert Sun and asked if they
were interested in a cute story. As luck
would have it, their feature story for the
then Desert People section had been
pulled, and they were frantically look-
ing for a replacement. They asked if they
could come and observe a visit and take
pictures the very next day.

Their story put us on the map. We re-
ceived more calls than I could have
imagined.

Lucky and I made presentations to all
the long-term care facilities, asking if
they would be interested in having a
weekly pet therapy visit from a dog. The
response was overwhelmingly “yes,” so I
set out to recruit and train volunteers,
both human and canine.

In no way did I do this all alone. My
then boyfriend, Phillip Valdez, said we
needed a proper o�ce, and together we
found a $400-per-month space in Palm
Desert. Phillip contributed half the rent

for years, and his kindness and generos-
ity really keep me going in the begin-
ning.

One day in walked a young woman by
the name of Valerie Zugates, who said: “I
hear you’re looking for a bookkeeper.
I’m happy to o�er my assistance as a do-
nation.” This angel not only did our
books but handled our website.

A few years after that, my path collid-
ed with Drew Marefos, who was a re-

tired Chevron executive looking for a
way to give back to the community. Af-
ter one visit observing Lucky and
Scru�y at Eisenhower, I found him cry-
ing in the parking lot. He couldn’t be-
lieve how two dogs could make people
so happy. He o�ered to do whatever I
needed. For almost 16 years he did ev-
erything from training volunteers, going
on visits with my two dogs and attend-
ing board meeting and presentations.

He truly became my right-hand man.
Sadly, both Valerie the angel and

Drew the assistant died last year. What
a void they have left in my little organi-
zation. I am heartbroken that they are
no longer around to see us celebrate this
25-year milestone, which they worked
so hard for.

We’ve had some of the most amazing
volunteers over the years, both four-
and two-legged. I have to thank Ginny
Tillmannshofer, board president emer-
itus, who has just retired from serving
on the board for nearly 20 years. For
those of you who attended our annual
dog walk fundraisers, those beautiful
gift baskets and that ra�e were all her
doing.

Nine years ago, we introduced our 
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Paws & Hearts celebrates quarter
century of animal-assisted therapy

Two- and four-legged volunteers pose with Santa in 2023.

Paws & Hearts founder Richard

Waxman poses with Scruffy, Lucky and

Teresa Whipple, executive director of

the Desert Care Network’s

Comprehensive Cancer Center. PHOTOS
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A recent grant from Inland Empire
Community Foundation through the
FitzDell Gifting Fund will directly impact
DAP Health’s Partners for Life (PFL)/Im-
pact and greatly support DAP Health’s
gender and sexuality a�rming care.

“We have chosen three unique sites of
our 25 locations to ensure that we pro-

vide equitable access in
our service area to DAP
Health’s transgender and
gender diverse patients,”
said CEO David Brickman
of how the grant will be
distributed.

Those three sites in-
clude Stonewall Medical

Center in Cathedral City, Centro Medico
Escondido and DAP Health on Sunrise
Avenue in Palm Springs.

DAP Health has long garnered posi-
tive attention for its e�orts to empower
patients and address the health and
wellness needs of transgender, intersex
and gender-diverse communities. And
PFL has been vital and impactful for
more than three decades, mainly be-
cause its members have further secured
DAP Health’s ongoing goal to fund and
ensure “equitable, patient-centered
health care” to so many thousands of pa-
tients annually.

There are several tiers within PFL —
from bronze, silver and gold to platinum
and sterling — all of which allow for
comprehensive services, such as behav-
ioral health, addiction services, housing,
dentistry, career counseling and more.

Brickman said it all ties into creating a
positive impact on the holistic well-be-
ing of the community.

“I love our community,” he said. “I love
being of service to this wonderful valley
that we live in and the outlying commu-
nities that we serve. I love our volunteers
and our patients, and I love our sta�’s
commitment to the mission of our or-

ganization.”
DAP Health was founded 40 years

ago at the beginning of the AIDS crisis
by volunteers who lived in the Coachella
Valley.

“Speci�cally, a CPA, an RN, a psychol-
ogist and their friends,” Brickman said.
“And it was founded to ensure that there
was equitable access to health care to
our initial patient population, which
was primarily gay men who were living
with and trying to survive a terrible dis-
ease, HIV. We were founded 10 years be-
fore there were any e�ective HIV medi-
cations, and those �rst 10 years taught
us that there are other modalities to im-
pact the immune system positively in
addition to pharmaceuticals.”

Through creativity and hard work,
the organization discovered that hous-
ing, nutrition, mental health and unique

programs became vital to driving great
health outcomes as well as advancing
the human rights of people who are
marginalized in our communities.

There’s no shortage of support in the
organization. A quick glance at several
of its programs, especially at its main
Sunrise location, and one can �nd ev-
erything from a book club and stress
management care to recovery meetings,
art classes and yoga.

There’s so much more, of course, in-
cluding one of the most renowned
health care facilities in the country.

In the meantime, DAP Health always
opens its arms to volunteers. Consid-
ered the “lifeblood” of its many pro-
grams, services, events and noticeably,
its Revivals Stores, interested parties
are welcome to visit the website for de-
tails.

Learn more about DAP Health at da-
phealth.org.

Inland Empire Community Founda-
tion works to strengthen Inland South-
ern California through philanthropy.
Visit iegives.org.

FUNDING HEALTH CARE

Grant allows DAP Health to better
serve trans, gender diverse patients

DAP Health has been advocating for LGBTQ+ health equity since 1984. DAVID A. LEE/SPECIAL TO THE DESERT SUN
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The Coachella Valley Rescue Mission
(CVRM) will distribute approximately
15,000 toys to an estimated 5,000 chil-
dren at 7 a.m. on Dec. 19 during its annu-
al toy giveaway.

To make that happen, CVRM re-
quests donations of new unwrapped
toys for boys and girls from infant to
teen, including dolls, books, games,

skateboards, sports equipment and
balls, action �gures, Legos, cars, trucks
and Barbies.

Toy donations can be dropped o� at
47-470 Van Buren Street in Indio.

To volunteer for this event or future
events, donate a toy, or organize a drop
box for a company, organization or club,
call Kristen Crawford at (760) 347-3512
ext. 246.

“Our desert community is so very
generous and loving as they support
those in need. We are excited to partner

with our community in making Christ-
mas dreams come true for these chil-
dren,” said Executive Director Darla
Burkett.

The event begins with Santa and
Mrs. Claus greeting children while San-
ta’s elves hand out stu�ed animals to
everyone. Children must be present to
receive toys.

Founded in 1971, the Coachella Valley
Rescue Mission provides food, clothing,
and safe shelter to needy people. Addi-
tionally, CVRM helps people end their

cycle of homelessness with extensive
counseling, job training, and job place-
ment services. Learn more at cvrm.org.

GIVE BACK

CV Rescue Mission requests toys
for annual giveaway Dec. 19
Desert Sun staff
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Founded in 1971, the Coachella Valley

Rescue Mission provides food,

clothing, and safe shelter to needy
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monthly pet loss bereavement group,
which is open to anyone in the valley
who has lost a beloved dog or cat and
needs a bit of guidance in how to move
the grieving process along.

We are always looking for volunteers
and all the information on our program
can be found at pawsandhearts.org.

We have retired our yearly dog walk,
and this year we are holding our very
�rst Santa Paws at Paws & Hearts event.
Think Santa sitting in his chair, just
waiting for you to have your pup’s photo
taken with him. Loving All Animals will
have a holiday booth set up with dogs

available for adoption and representa-
tives from the new veterinary urgent
care will be on hand passing out infor-
mation about their services.

Santa Paws will take place Dec. 7 be-
tween 10 a.m. and 1 p.m. at our o�ce in
the Berger Foundation Building, 42-600
Cook Street in Palm Desert. This event
is free, but donations are always appre-
ciated.

These last 24 years have been the
most rewarding chapter of my life. I of-
ten think I got more out of those visits
with Lucky, Scru�y, Maddie and Bingo
than the patients we visited.

To learn more, visit pawsandheart-
s.org.

Richard Waxman is the founder and
executive director of Paws & Hearts Ani-
mal Assisted Therapy.

Bingo and Maddie enjoy a Halloween

visit in 2019.

Former Paws & Hearts board member

Ginny Tillmannshofer with Chloe.

Phillip Valdez, an original supporter of

Paws & Hearts, poses with Lucky.

Drew Marefos and Richard Waxman
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Paws & Hearts
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were VRON, GRIT Development, Bran-
dini To�ee, Spencer’s Restaurant, Palm
Springs Laundry/Escape Palm Springs,
Fitzgerald & Mule LLP, Savoury’s Cater-
ing and the Palm Springs Air Museum.

Pickle T-Shirt Pro sponsors were
Santiago Resort, Alcazar Hotel and Palm
Mountain Resort. Paddle Powerhouse
sponsors were Escape Room Palm
Springs, Tour de Palm Springs, Geo�
Kors and James Williamson, Police O�-
cers Association, Palm Springs Fire De-
partment, The Saguaro Hotel and Black-
book.

Refreshments were provided by Trio,
Farm, Las Casuelas Terraza, Palm
Springs Power Baseball and the Desert
Water Agency. 

Ra�e tickets were sold with a draw-

ing for gift baskets provided by mem-
bers and local community businesses.
Desert Care Network and Palm Springs
Laundry were table sponsors.

“We encouraged everyone to come
out, whether you’re a player or a fan,”
said Kelly McLean, tournament chair-
person. “This event is a great way to give
back to the community, enjoy some

competitive pickleball and cheer on our
local celebrities.”

About the Palm Springs
Hospitality Association

PSHA supports the local hospitality
industry through advocacy, networking
and philanthropy. The PSHA Scholar-

ship Fund provides �nancial assistance
to local students pursuing careers in
hospitality. Learn more at palmspring-
shospitality.org.

About the Boys & Girls Club 
of Palm Springs

BGCPS empowers young people to
reach their full potential by o�ering a
variety of educational and enrichment
programs in a safe, supportive environ-
ment. Learn more at bgcps.org.

Kathleen Bennett is the founder/prin-
cipal of Resort Marketing, an award-
winning company based in Palm
Springs with the experience and exper-
tise to assist in achieving the dreams
and goals of each client. Since establish-
ing her �rm 28 years ago, Bennett con-
sults in the �elds of hospitality, business
and nonpro�t organizations. She is on
the executive committee for the Palm
Springs Walk of the Stars and still �nds
time to volunteer in the community.

PSPD Chief Andy Mills and Coachella Valley Scorpion pro Kim Jagd celebrate

with a racket tap while their opponent, Coachella Valley Scorpion pro Brenda

Tilford, shows frustration after her return hits the top of the net.

Pros Jagd and Tilford cheer after scoring a point against the all-male team of

Scorpions pro Scott Burr and PSPD Chief Andy Mills at the Palm Springs

Hospitality Association’s inaugural pickleball tournament.

PSFD Chief Paul Alvarado steps up to serve a

powerful volley against his fellow �re�ghters.
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Trio owner Tony Marchese beams after receiving

some insider advice from Coachella Valley Scorpions

pro Brenda Tilford.

PSPD Chief Andy Mills sizes up his new teammate at

the Palm Springs Hospitality Association’s inaugural

pickleball tournament on Nov. 16, 2024.

PSPD Chief Andy Mills and Coachella

Valley Scorpions pro Scott Burr share a

smile after their introduction.

PSPD Officer Jose Arellano engages

with a child of one of the attendees at

the pickleball tournament.

Pickleball
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