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• DR. BATYA L. LUDMAN

A 
few months ago I decided I’d train for a 
marathon. I knew it would be challeng-
ing, but as a psychologist, denial had been 
part of my game plan. I’d been debating 
this for years – Should I or shouldn’t I? 

“Too young, better to wait until older,” I’d been told 
for years. A friend asked, “Don’t you want that quali-
ty of life now, instead of waiting until you’re older?” I 
sure did. Why suffer now, if I don’t have to?

So, having made up my mind, I was scheduled for 
a total knee replacement. If this was going to be like 
a marathon (never having run one!), I knew I had 
to prepare emotionally, physically and practically. 
While the Magazine lately has had so many columns 
dealing with stories of ill health, I hope this will be an 
inspiration to those striving for “well-being,” as were 
my breast cancer columns back in 2014. 

As the proud owner of a new titanium knee joint, I 
hope these reflections will be helpful for those con-
sidering any surgery (or other medical intervention), 
and for their loved ones, who are so important in the 
healing process. 

Before surgery
1. Prepare. This is a marathon. Good runners don’t 

just wake up on race day and run; they train! Be in-
formed whenever possible. Choose a medical team 
you have faith in and trust. Decide who will help you 
in the training (preparation) and post-marathon (re-
covery) phases – your caregivers. You’ll feel blessed by 
their presence and grateful for all they do and appre-
ciate their being your advocates in the hospital and at 
home. Do whatever you can beforehand to strength-
en your body. Exercise, a healthy diet, reading up on 
what to expect and preparing your postsurgical envi-
ronment in advance are essential to your recovery.

2. Remind yourself every morning how apprecia-
tive you are for the progress you made yesterday. Each 
small step gets you that much closer to where you 
want to be.

There’s much to do: preoperative tests, insurance 
forms, preparation for returning home, family, work, 
and many other issues that can become overwhelm-
ing and take over your life. 

3. You must go into surgery feeling calm. While this 
may sound impossible, it really isn’t. Make time to 
learn proper breathing techniques. They’ll help you. 
Be positive, think about calming scenes, your grand-
children or people who make you smile. Be in the mo-
ment, relax and leave it to the experts.

It’s perfectly normal to feel somewhat anxious. We 
often fear the unknown. Make peace with your fears 
in advance so that you can lower your anxiety.

After surgery
4. Remind yourself that you did it! In many ways 

the worst is behind you, even if you feel run over by a 

truck and totally dependent on others. Be proud of 
yourself. There’s still much work to be done, and 
you’ll need endurance, but you’re well on your way 
to becoming a champion. The marathon’s still un-
der way, but you’ve come this far and are in for the 
long haul. 

5. Keep informed. Learn about the drugs you’ll 
be offered and decide what’s right for you. Though 
you’ll want to take what you need, drugs have side ef-
fects. There’s a fine balance between taking what you 
need in order to participate in your rehabilitation, 
do postsurgical exercises, and not be in pain, but not 
so much that you feel unwell or too tired to move.

You need to learn about your body’s response to 
pain and know that you’ll do better by taking medi-
cation at the earliest signs of pain rather than wait-
ing until it becomes unbearable. You want to be on 
top of your pain.

Still, you don’t want to take more than you need. 
I observed in the hospital that the more anxious 
the patient, the more medication they needed, and 
the less well they performed their exercises. It is im-
portant not to fear pain but rather to work with it, 
through breathing. Your state of calm will greatly af-
fect your journey into healing. 

6. Be patient with yourself. Your body’s been 
through a major trauma and bodily functions slow 

down. Your initial inability to do seemingly simple 
things may surprise you. You can’t imagine how 
exhausting surgery, and being in the hospital, are 
and how much mental and physical energy you’ve 
expended. I was shocked that for a few days I could 
barely lift my leg. It felt like a dead weight. There’s 
much you can plan for and much you can’t be pre-
pared for, and you may not know which will be 
which. You can only control things so much. Go 
easy on yourself. It’s not unusual to feel down or even 
depressed. 

7. Focus on the positive. While there may be many 
things you can’t do currently, there are many things 
that you can do. Remember, you’re essentially a 

healthy person who underwent a sur-
gical procedure.

Not every day will be great; some days you may 
need to take things hour by hour. Make sure your ex-
pectations are realistic. 

At home
8. Normalize. Routine is important. Get up, show-

er, dress in “real” clothes, put on lipstick, open the 
windows and “fake it till you make it.” The more you 
see yourself as a “poor me” patient, the less focused 
you’ll be on moving on. Remind yourself that this 
phase shall pass.

9. Compete with yourself trying to do more each 
day, but recognize that sometimes the healing pro-
cess involves two steps forward and one step back.

Just before surgery, I saw a video on my orthope-
dist’s Facebook page of a woman dancing with her 
husband three days after surgery. Arriving home 
late after being discharged from the hospital on day 
three, I was desperate to climb into bed, when I re-
membered this video. I so did not feel like her, but 
was determined to send our children a video of their 
parents dancing. I hardly moved my feet but the chil-
dren thought this was amazing. The next day, I could 
barely move! 

10. Small things can feel big, and big accomplish-
ments may go unnoticed. Realizing I couldn’t get in 
and out of bed without waking my husband to lift 
my leg, my amazing physiotherapist taught me to use 
a belt, tie or towel under my foot to lift my leg. The 
resulting newfound independence felt amazing. A 
basket on my walker enabled me to carry things from 
place to place.

One day I couldn’t stand the dirt on my floor; while 
no one else noticed, I did. On the scale of importance 
it didn’t register, but I managed to take my walker to 
the broom closet and clean, making me very happy.

11. Choose good caregivers. They are essential to 
your recovery, so ensure you treat them well. They, 
too, need care, as looking after us, even for a short 

time, is physically and emotion-
ally exhausting.
We joke that we’d never have 

guessed it, but my husband was amaz-
ing. Sure, he lost it when, already hav-

ing no time for himself, I requested one 
thing too many. That’s to be expected.
Initially, you may not be able to do 

much and will be very dependent, but your 
goal is to become independent as quickly as 

possible. I promise; it’s the best thing for you 
and everyone else. 
12. People want to visit, you may want them to, 

and it’s good for you. You can’t imagine, though, 
how exhausting it can be to carry on a conversa-
tion or sit in one place for 20 minutes when you 
first come home. Limit the number of visits and 
keep them short at first, because you need time to 
rest, exercise and heal. By nighttime you may be 
quite uncomfortable and not up for visitors.

Take people up on their offers to help, shop, 
bring you whatever you need, or to walk with you. 
You’ll need it. Ask visitors to call ahead as things 
come up, or you may be tired.

Don’t let people visit you if they or their family 
are unwell. Getting sick now is not what you need. 

If visitors seem pressed for time or constantly on 
their phones, you may not feel good and wonder 
why they actually came over. 

13. You’ll experience acts of kindness from peo-
ple you might expect would act this way toward 
you, but also from people who will surprise you, 
whom you barely know. Angels arrived daily with 
home-cooked meals, healthy food, cookies, choc-

olate, lotions and potions, a story, or a 
hug, just to help a bit and make me 

feel better.
Some visitors sat right next to 

me and absorbed every word of 
conversation. They were amazing 
listeners. Initially after surgery, 

you may find yourself quite bor-
ing, repeating your story to anyone 

who asks, but as you heal you’ll be 
happy to get outside of yourself and actu-

ally listen to others. That’s real progress!
Focus on noticing all that others are doing to 

help you. It’s so easy to take it for granted.

RECOVERY IS a slow process that takes more time 
than we think it will or are prepared for. It’s easy 
and natural to get frustrated and make unreason-
able demands on yourself and others.

Don’t let the stories and trajectory of others 
upset you. Everyone is individual in his or her re-
sponse to pain, and healing. By being aware of the 
many factors involved in your healing, you’ll be on 
your way to better health.

My goal of running the marathon was to cross 
the finish line, not to come in first place. As you 
complete your personal challenge, you are indeed 
a winner.  

The writer is a licensed clinical psychologist in private 
practice in Ra’anana, and author of the book Life’s Jour-
ney: Exploring Relationships – Resolving Conflicts. 
She has written about psychology in The Jerusalem Post 
since 2000. ludman@netvision.net.il; www.drbatyalud-
man.com
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‘YOU NEED to learn about your body’s response 
to pain and know that you’ll do better by taking 
medication at the earliest signs of it.’

BEFORE SURGERY: 
‘Prepare. This is a 
marathon.’(Photos: TNS)
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