
A� � �����������, as a caregiver, it can be chal-
lenging and exhausting to find meaning in life
amidst the chaos and turmoil of illness. In ques-
tioning the very point of life, an existential crisis,
or dread, we lose the feeling of safety and
control. Our predictable world is thrown out of
balance. Illness can bring the world to its knees.
The past year, with the pandemic and its accom-
panying effects, presented a higher emotional
mountain to climb. What has it been like for you?

The path toward restoring a life in balance is in
many ways a journey toward precisely what is
challenging: creating meaning; discovering
purpose. Crystallizing what we value can help in
this rebalancing act. As we let go of the need to
honor false promises of perfection or to meet
others’ expectations, we make room for explor-
ing our own ways of knowing and moving
through our days. The beauty in this exploration
is that it looks unique for each person. As we
soften the expectations we hold for ourselves, we
can simultaneously soften the expectations we
have for those we live with, love, and care for.

Welcome to HEART at
HOME

It is the hope of our ElderHealth team that
carepartners and caregivers will be supported
by the contents of Heart at Home. We offer the
knowledge that you are not alone. We offer con-
nection with others experiencing the journey
through a long goodbye. We offer education,
guidance, and the support of community health-
care partners. We offer creative expression. We
offer a space for your own personal life experi-
ences, the ones that strengthen you as you
seek—and find—a life of meaning and purpose.

We welcome your comments and feedback for
future issues. We especially hope you consider
submi�ing an entry for our “Poetry Corner” or
“Reader Connections” sections. Share with us at
EHNewsle�er@ElderHealthAtHome.com.

Sincerely,

Laura Aylmer, LCSW, APHSW-C
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Y�� ����� ��� my journey to ElderHealth
started more than 20 years ago in a small com-
munity college classroom. My grandmother was
diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease my senior
year of high school, and I assumed the caregiver
role almost immediately. I was the only female
in the family, and it was a small rural town in
Mississippi. Women and girls were supposed to
assume all roles involving direct care of another
human being. I didn’t even know I should mind
this assumption of duty at the time. I guess it
worked out as it was meant to be. I certainly
would not have the vast knowledge, life experi-
ence, and passion for memory care that I do
today if things had been different.

Anyway, the community college was about an
hour from my grandparents’ home, so I was still
able to provide my grandmother with weekly
showers, house cleaning, and other care. The
church brought meals. My granddad, at the age
of 90, learned to cook grits. I helped my grand-
father hire a private caregiver for a few hours
per day. She was wonderful—she didn’t even
mind when my grandmother fired her every
other day for “stealing her shoes.” Then I got ac-
cepted to nursing school three hours away.

We knew that placement was going to be the
only option for my grandmother. My heart was
crushed. I was desperate to find an alternative
solution. I called a family meeting among her
siblings, begging them to take rotating shifts. I
even tried to move her to college with me. But
there was just no option.

In that classroom, I was in Speech 101. Our final
project was “A Call to Action.” Everyone was
writing about abortion, seat belt laws, free
speech—but not me. My call to action was for
the elders of the world! How could healthcare
for people with dementia be so bad? An
Alzheimer’s test amounted to drawing a clock,
and nursing homes were the only care option. I
was appalled at the future facing my prim,
proper, loving grandmother.

I remember the tour of the nursing home. Ev-
eryone was playing bingo. My grandmother
didn’t like bingo. I told the nurses: “My grand-
mother was a proud, independent woman.
Please don’t treat her like a toddler. She likes
her hair fixed in the mornings and this white
cream on her face.” I cringed as they marked her
name in Sharpie on the beloved facial cream.
My granddad cried on the way home.

Well, you can figure out the rest. I wrote a killer
speech about the need for home-based care for
the elderly, finished nursing school, and then
went straight to work—at a pediatric hospital, a
women’s clinic in Alaska, a family clinic in Loui-
siana, a hospice and palliative care center in
Arizona, and finally, after 20 years, ElderHealth,
where I get to practice home-based care for the
elderly.

This journey has been long and winding, but as
country musician Rascal Fla�s put it, “Every
long lost dream led me [here] … like northern
stars pointing me on my way … God blessed the
broken road that led me to you.”

M E M O R Y C A R E A T H O M E

ElderHealth
MEMORY CARE AT HOME

Melissa Koon,
Nurse Practitioner

Meet Your Team!

https://bit.ly/3B12Jjo


“Hope” is the thing with feathers -
That perches in the soul -
And sings the tune without the words -
And never stops – at all -

And sweetest - in the Gale - is heard -
And sore must be the storm -
That could abash the li�le Bird -
That kept so many warm -

I’ve heard it in the chillest land -
And on the strangest Sea -
Yet – never – in Extremity,
It asked a crumb – of me.

From The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson, edited by Thomas H. Johnson, Cambridge,
Mass: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, Copyright 1951, 1955, 1979, 1983 by
the President and Fellows of Harvard College. Reprinted with permissions of the
publishers and Trustees of Amherst College.

W������ �� ��� “Poetry Corner.” This section
offers a chance for reflection and contemplation
through poetry. It may even light a creative
spark in you. Please enjoy this poem by Emily
Dickinson. It was originally published in 1891.
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“S�� ����’� ������ in months.” The nurse was
telling me about my next patient. Her team and
family weren’t brimming with optimism, either.
They had a sense of resignation. They didn’t
know what else to do.

In late-stage neurocognitive disease, we are
concerned about a patient’s quality of life. How
do we improve quality of life when a patient
isn’t engaging with family, friends, caregivers?

As a music therapist, I have discovered that the
answer lies in the smallest of moments.

When I played music for my patients, they often
seem unaware of my presence initially. Then
there is a shift. It is as though they are back in
the body again, instead of lost in the mind.
There is a shifting of position; perhaps they
touch their hands together with more intention.
This patient’s body and mind similarly began to
wake up as I played the music. At the end, I
approached her slowly and quietly. I asked,
“Did you enjoy the music?” She looked in my
eyes and said one, beautiful word: “Yes.”

by Emily Dickinson

Teresa Miller,
Music Therapist

“Hope” Is the Thing with
Feathers

Poetry Corner
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Daily Attention
1. First, feel any feeling that arises.
Feel anger, disgust, joy, or
whatever comes to you.
These feelings are OK.
2. Now dismiss the
feeling. Allow it to leave
the body.
3. Next, find something to
laugh about.
4. Finally:
• Stand with your hips feet-width
apart and form a 90-degree angle
with your body
• Feel your chest rising and relax
your stomach, then arch your
back—just be there
• Stand up vertically to open up the
abdominal area
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Emotions

Daily Pause
This process should feel smooth and quiet. Do not
struggle. Go easy. Repeat the following 3-10 times:
inhale → allow breath to expand → pause → exhale

Daily Journaling
1. Begin with: “In spite of everything, I am grateful
for….”
2. Write down 3 “gratefuls”

Daily Body Care #2
1. Plant feet to floor and stand still
2. Balance without slouching
3. Press the knees into the floor
4. Lengthen the back of the neck
5. Allow fingers to lengthen towards floor
6. Press toes into floor
7. Stand tall

8. Lift chest and extend upward
9. Lift elbows up over shoulders to

feel ribs lengthen
10. Bring arms back with
hands toward floor

Daily Body Care #1
1. Find a sturdy object like a bookcase or desk
2. Place palms at the edge of the object
3. Slowly take a step back
4. Bend so your back end is parallel to floor
5. Stretch the spine
6. Allow the arms to fall outstretched,
perpendicular to floor
7. Walk back slowly

Mind

BodyBreath

Self Care with ElderHealth

Take a 5 minute sunlight
break. Wander in the sun. Or
just sit and take in the
warmth.

Sunlight Break!

Courtesy of Ben and Tommijean Thomas
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