April, 2010 – Three visits with Mom during Spring Tour – 

April 13 –  Pam and I flew east to Rhode Island for our spring tour and my first agenda was to drive up to North Hill on the 14th, to visit Mom and give a solo harp concert for all the residents at 6:30 PM.  I arrived around 5:30, and Mom was in the dining room having dinner with three other elderly ladies—she was excited to see me, recognized me right away (although she called me ‘Russell’ at first… but then, she’s done that all my life!).  I sat down to join them, and Mom was in a most jovial mood—“Here I am in a wheelchair, almost 90, but I go dancing all the time!  I dance in the garden, I dance in the sky, and I dance among the stars… of course, I’m dancing in my mind, but I’m still dancing.”  After a short pause, “Life is wonderful!  I love life, don’t you?”  The lady to my left, younger and more recently admitted to the nursing facility, said reservedly, “Well, not always…”  I said “Mom, you’re an inspiration!”  Lady to my left:  “Elise, you have a good son here… and I love his hair!”  Mom says, pointing to the trees through the window:  “See the trees over there?  I go dancing in those woods sometimes.”  Lady to my left:  “At night?”  Lady across from us:  “By the light of the silvery moon?”  Lady next to Mom leans toward her with eyebrows raised, and half whispers:  “Naked?”   --to my left:  “You’d better watch out, they’re going to take you to the funny farm…”   --to Mom’s right:  “I remember when I was young, we stayed at a cabin by a lake up north.  One night I couldn’t sleep, so I finally got up in the middle of the night and went swimming in the lake.  It was against the rules you know, but it was wonderful!” her eyes sparkled from the memory.  At this point I was nearly in hysterics-- but herein it hit me, the reason why Mom is still alive:  obviously, her work isn’t quite done yet after all.  Here, at the skilled nursing facility, where people come and simply wait to die, my mother is bringing light and joy to everyone!

Right after dinner I took Mom out for a walk in the garden outside her window, a beautiful evening although brisk and cool—followed by my harp concert for the residents, which everyone seemed to enjoy.  I then said goodbye to Mom and drove back to Providence, in good spirits from a delightful evening.

April 18 – After a week of touring, it was time for our concert at the Peace Abbey. Dot Walsh and Dan Dick very generously arranged to pick up Mom and bring her to the concert and back again—bless their souls, it worked!  The concert was held in the meeting room rather than the usual coffee house downstairs, so that it was wheelchair accessible.  Our sons Geoffrey and Marshall drove up from Providence, each with their two young daughters, Kailey, Lindsey, Margaret and Bridget, for whom we prepared four small harps that they would play with us on two numbers.  So there we were:  Mom up front in her wheelchair (nearby the display case commemorating her lifetime achievements as a peace maker), our two sons standing behind her; Pam and I with our harp and dulcimer in front of the fireplace, and our four granddaughters seated on the floor in front of us with their four harps—four generations!  It was a magical afternoon with an intimate audience, and Mom exclaiming with delight after every piece.  The only indication of her Alzheimer’s occurred when she would ask “who is going to play those small harps?” after the girls had already played them twice to her delight… so there were a few extra encores for her sake!  At the end of the concert, she opened her arms wide and exclaimed “Oh, that was pure heaven!”  Indeed it was, just having her there.

(You can watch a video clip from the concert here: http://www.vimeo.com/11056169 )

Our third visit came under more sobering circumstances at the end of our tour, on April 28—I got a call from Christie that Mom had come down with pneumonia, and was not doing well.  Right after a morning school program Pam and I drove up to North Hill, where we met Christie in Moms room—we were due to fly home to Seattle the next morning, though now there was a question whether I should delay my flight.  Mom was sleeping a lot.  At one point she woke up, and said “I just have to ‘be here now’; never-mind where ‘here’ is…”  I played my small harp by her bedside, mostly lullabies I had written for our grandchildren.  At another point she asked “Why don’t you compose a piece for me?”  I began to improvise while she fell asleep again… a new piece in the works.  We then left and followed Christie to her new/old house in Wayland, and had a wonderful afternoon visit— I was so happy we had this little window of time together at the end of our tour.  Mom improved overnight, so I flew home with Pam, and yet…

May 5 – Other problems persist-- now we wait and pray as Mom enters hospice care… yet I am still glowing from recent memories of our time with her.  What joy she emanates, and continues to give! 
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