Therapy for the Mind, Body & Soul
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Within the general theme of "we (unfortunately) take too much for granted" that has permeated many of these Update Essays, genuinely taking care of mind, body and soul has been an underlying current. We all, theoretically or spiritually, believe in how important these elements of humanity are, and most of us make a little time in our busy lives to nurture at least one of these qualities of living a healthy, authentic life. But one of the beauties of a major health impairment is that all of these meanings of life rise to the very top of our consciousness. The sound-bite distractions of our lives, whether 140 character twitters, wall postings on Facebook, 30-second news on network TV or the dozens of unnecessary cc e-mails we receive each day--in addition to multitasking and increasing workloads with less time and pay--keep many of us from being present, focused and centered on the core values of what we need to do to be healthy in mind, body and soul.

Carolyn has been very active with multiple healing and strengthening activities over the past several weeks. Friends who only see her every few weeks or months see even more progress than I do while supporting her in our everyday life activities.

MIND: Carolyn has just about finished four weeks of Occupational Therapy. What a strange term for working on cognitive and logistical functions of daily life. At least the term seems to recognize that the primary occupation of our lives is the ability to take care of basic daily needs: dressing, bathing, toileting, walking, cooking, eating, etc. Apparently (and based on our experience so far), the therapist helps clients to not only improve their basic motor functions and reasoning abilities, but also to compensate for permanent loss of function. The goal of occupational therapy is to help clients have independent, productive and satisfying lives (from the current Wikipedia definition).

While Carolyn's long-term memory has consistently been sharper than mine, the OT sessions have challenged her to work on her short-term memory, quantitative dexterity and spacial-visual scanning. Her latest accomplishment last week was to prepare a meal--reading a menu, finding ingredients and kitchen equipment, following the menu and completing the cooking. She impressed herself, her therapist and me. Of course, she now wants to replace me in the kitchen!

In addition, Carolyn has been challenged and motivated to push herself in reading, visual and numerical dexterity. She is just about to finish her first "normal-size print" book! I can't believe the progress from a few months ago when reading large-print children's books exhausted and frustrated her.

BODY: Carolyn was accepted into a special Health and Exercise program sponsored by Lance Armstrong's LiveStrong Foundation, the YMCA and the Fred Hutchison Cancer Center. The sixteen members of the 12-week classes at the YMCA are all recent cancer patients who have completed their treatments. Most are women with breast cancer; the few men in the class have prostate cancer, and Carolyn is one of two women with brain cancer. Daily exercise (walking at least five miles a day) had been a central part of Carolyn's daily routine for decades. And for the past forty years we have spent several weekends a month hiking or cross-country skiing in the mountains. Now, with her foot brace helping her to walk with more balance and stability, this class has enabled her work on rebuilding muscle tone. She has found a full-body exercise machine at the Y that works for her, and it's hard to get her off the machine!

SOUL: The last classical piano piece that Carolyn had been working up over the past few years was Mussorgsky's "Pictures at an Exhibition." So when Cedrus and Hilary gave us a concert or performance of our choice for Christmas, we discovered that the Seattle Symphony was performing Ravel's orchestration of Mussorgsky's "Pictures..." On Valentine's Day weekend, we treated ourselves to a gourmet brunch in the Founders Room at Benaroya Hall in Seattle and then went upstairs to find our special handicap seats for a wonderful concert. The day really did rejuvenate Carolyn's soul in a way that our other daily routines couldn't fulfill. The only drawback was that Hilary's baby shower for our new granddaughter was scheduled on the same day, so Carolyn was not able to celebrating two very special events at the same time.

Inspired by this beautiful classical music concert, yesterday Carolyn sat down at the piano for the first time in about six months. Earlier attempts to play the piano had been too frustrating. Now, the notes are coming back, although the effort and concentration wears her out quickly. But progress is progress. And any and all progress is a blessing!

