
L
ori Cuellar posed for the camera at Matheson Ham-
mock Park. The morning sun was hitting her. Bis-
cayne Bay and the Miami skyline were in the

background.
The 51-year-old wore a halter dress with tribal prints

that fell to the ground, covered with seaweed. Black hori-
zontal lines were painted on her face to complete the
fierce look. A blue-and-green feather earring hung from
her left earlobe. Cuellar is missing the top half of that ear.

“I let a scab on my ear go for several years without any-
thing being done to it, so I ended up losing the better por-
tion of an ear to skin cancer,’’ she said. 

Seven years ago, Cuellar was diagnosed with basal cell
carcinoma, the most common type of skin cancer, with
about 3.5 million new cases a year. She is one several wo-
men to be featured in a fashion blog portraying local wo-
men cancer survivors. 

Edyna Garcia, 25, created the blog in honor of her grand-
mother, Hada Béjar Garcia, an actress from Cuba who
loved fashion. She died of stomach cancer last March at 83.

“She had so many traits that I aspire to have one day,
and if I could be somewhat like my grandmother, then I've
become a really good woman,’’ said Garcia, a Miami event 
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A Miami fashion blogger
celebrates local women cancer

survivors in honor of her Cuban
grandmother, an actress and

role model who died of cancer. 

BY JESSICA MESZAROS
Special to the Miami Herald
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Exercise tones the legs,
builds bigger biceps and
strengthens the heart. But
of all the body parts that
benefit from a good work-
out, the brain may be the big
winner.

Physical fitness directly
affects our mind and plays a
crucial role in the way the
brain develops and func-
tions. Moreover, exercise is
linked to brain changes
throughout all stages of life,
beginning in infancy and
lasting through old age.

Babies, for example, need
regular movement to carve
out critical pathways and

form connections in the
brain. In children, research
suggests exercise improves
attention, focus and aca-
demic performance. And in
the elderly, exercise has
been shown to help stave off
memory loss associated
with some forms of demen-
tia, including Alzheimer’s
disease.

“Physical activity is cru-
cial to mind and body alike,”
said neuroscientist Lise
Eliot, who writes about the
benefits of movement on
the brain in her book Pink
Brain, Blue Brain. “The
brain benefits as much as 

FITNESS

Exercise: It benefits
the brain the most
BY JULIE DEARDORFF
Chicago Tribune

PREVENTIVE ACTION: Exercise has been shown to
stave off memory loss associated with some forms
of dementia among the elderly. 

FOTOLIA/TNS
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Shortly after marrying
John Somerville, his wife
Donna noticed a drastic
change in his behavior: He
was walking differently and
his face had turned blank. 

“It was like he had a
stroke,’’ said Donna, who
later learned her husband
had Parkinson’s disease, a
progressive disorder of the
nervous system that devel-
ops gradually and causes
stiffness or slowing of
movement.

John was an avid athlete
who had no previous health
issues and had retired as a

fire captain. He had worked
for Miami-Dade Fire Res-
cue for 31 years. 

Donna, a former educa-
tor with Miami-Dade
Schools, scrambled to fig-
ure out how to take care of
her husband for the next
eight years. He died on Jan.
7. He was 62.

To help others navigate
the disease, Donna recently
started a charity for Miami-
Dade firefighters with Par-
kinson’s. The proceeds will
go to John’s doctor, Dr. Car-
los Singer at the University
of Miami Miller School of 

MEDICAL RESEARCH

Widow starts charity
to study firefighters
with Parkinson’s
BY CRYSTAL CHEW
cchew@MiamiHerald.com

IN MEMORY: John Somerville, a retired Miami-Dade
fire captain, died on Jan. 7 at the age of 62 after
battling Parkinson’s disease. 
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As I sit me down to write
I pray my coffee’s got a bitter

bite,
If the caffeine keeps me up at

night
I pray for another strong cup

in the morning’s light.
As I peck away at my key-

board, the heat of my first cup
o’ joe curls heavenward like an
angel’s lock. There’s such prom-
ise in the aroma, such comfort
in the knowledge that, regard-
less of mood or weather, I’ll be
rewarded by its first scalding
jolt.

In the mornings I take my
American coffee black. No
cream, no sugar or sweetener.
Give it to me straight and stur-
dily bitter.

In the afternoons… well, in
the afternoons I drag like the
tail of a fallen kite. The stress of
the day has taken its toll. I need
a gentler nudge, a pat on the
shoulder or a hand up to keep
me steady. A shot of Cuban
coffee, sugary and muscular,
does the job.

Few other habits are as good
for me as coffee-drinking. The
only part of my daily routine
that might also fall under the
heading of healthy is my daily
stint in the gym. All other pro-
clivities tend to the dubious.
They’re the ones I try, half-
heartedly, to reform.

I eat too much chocolate. (An
entire kitchen drawer is devot-
ed to my private stash.) I obsess
to the point of distraction. (This
invariably translates into a gen-
eral bellyaching that does no
one any good.) And I cuss at
crazy drivers and congested
streets. (That, as we all know,
does nothing to get traffic
flowing.)

My intake of java, on the
other hand, offers proven perks.
Millions of others are similarly
addicted to roasted beans. In
fact, a New York Times piece
on coffee’s benefits was one of
the most emailed articles on the
newspaper’s website last week. 

Coffee, the article said, may
help with cardiovascular health.
A review of 36 studies showed
that those who drank three to
five cups a day had the lowest
risk of cardiac problems. Coffee
also seems to lower the risk of
cancer by 40 percent, and it’s
been associated with a lower
risk for Parkinson’s disease,
diabetes and cognitive decline.
A friend calls it the best in-
testinal Roto-Rooter invented,
though I don’t know of any
scientific data to back that
claim.

So there, we can all shake off
the lingering guilt of our morn-
ing beverage. Then why, oh
why, do I still doubt something
so sinfully pleasurable? Why do
I feel this indulgence will prove
my medical undoing?

There’s precedent. Remem-
ber the brouhaha over red wine
a few years back? Drink up, 

Ana Veciana-
Suarez
aveciana@
MiamiHerald.com

IN MY OPINION

Coffee, in
moderation,
is a girl’s
best friend
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the heart and other muscles
from physical activity.”

Scientists used to believe
the mind-body connection
was a one-way street: The
brain helped build a better
physique — or else it sabo-
taged attempts to get to the
gym. But scores of studies
suggest that what’s good
for the body also is nurtur-
ing the old noodle. Exer-
cise, it turns out, can help
improve cognition in ways
that differ from mental
brain-training games.

“We’ve found exercise
has broad benefits on cog-
nition, particularly execu-
tive functioning, including
improvements in attention,
working memory and the
ability to multitask,” said
researcher Charles Hill-
man, a professor of kine-
siology and community
health at the University of
Illinois at Urbana-Cham-
paign. In fact, an active life-
style during childhood may
confer protective effects on
brain health across the life
span, Hillman said.

How does exercise help
the brain?

In the mid-1990s, Carl
Cotman’s team at the Uni-
versity of California-Irvine
first showed that exercise
triggers the production of a
protein called brain-de-
rived neurotrophic factor,
or BDNF, which helps sup-
port the growth of existing
brain cells and the develop-
ment of new ones.

With age, BDNF levels
fall; this decline is one rea-
son brain function deterio-
rates in the elderly, accord-
ing to Cotman. Certain
types of exercise, namely
aerobic, are thought to
counteract these age-relat-
ed drops in BDNF and can
restore young levels of
BDNF in the aging brain.

“In a sense, BDNF is like
a brain fertilizer,” said Cot-
man, a professor of neurol-
ogy and neurobiology and
behavior and founding di-
rector of the Institute for
Memory Impairments and
Neurological Disorders
(UCI Mind). “BDNF pro-
tects neurons from injury
and facilitates learning and
synaptic plasticity.”

Over the past two de-
cades, researchers have
learned that exercise acts
on multiple levels in the
brain. The brain’s wiring
depends on the integrity of
the brain cells or neurons,
as well as the connections
between the neurons, or
the synapses.

As we age, the synapses
are lost or break down. Cot-
man’s work has shown that
in older rodents, exercise
increases the number of
synapses and also stimu-
lates the brain to develop
more neurons in the hippo-
campus, which he called “a
critical region in learning
and memory formation and
a target of massive decline
in Alzheimer’s disease.”

Still, for those newly cre-
ated brain cells, or neurons,
to work — to help us learn
and remember new things
— they need to be plugged
into the existing neural net-
work, said Romain Meeu-
sen, chair of the depart-
ment of human physiology
at the University of
Brussels.

Exercise helps integrate
the new neurons into the
brain’s circuitry to help im-
prove learning, Meeusen
said.

In general, exercise in-
creases the release of neu-
rotransmitters, or brain
chemicals that relay signals
between nerve cells, called
neurons, Meeusen said.
“This could be one of the
mechanisms of the anti-de-
pressive effect of exercise,”
he said. “It also helps to
‘train’ cognition and atten-
tion at all ages.”

Research also suggests
that exercise improves
blood flow to the brain and,
as a result, enhances cogni-
tive abilities. 

The brain loves it when
we move and will reward us
handsomely if we do, re-
searchers say. Here’s a look
at how physical activity can
be beneficial during three
key stages of life.

INFANCY

Mobile children hit their
cognitive milestones faster,
said Eliot, an associate pro-
fessor of neuroscience at
Rosalind Franklin Univer-
sity’s Chicago Medical
School.

When infants are awake,
they’re in near-constant
motion, which is critical for

development, Eliot said.
This movement “strength-
ens their muscles and
hones their neural circuits
for smooth, purposeful mo-
tor skills.”

The process continues
throughout life but is obvi-
ously most intense in in-
fancy and toddlerhood,
when children are master-
ing brand-new skills like
sitting, standing, walking,
running and jumping, Eliot
said.

PRE-ADOLESCENCE

In a new twist in the de-
bate over physical educa-
tion in schools, researchers
are asking an intriguing
question: What if exercise
improves academic
success?

Some research suggests
it can. Hillman’s team at the
University of Illinois’ Neu-
rocognitive Kinesiology
Laboratory found that chil-
dren aged 7 through 9 who
participated in a 60-minute
after-school exercise pro-
gram had better focus, pro-
cessed information more
quickly and performed bet-
ter on cognitive tests than
children who didn’t
exercise.

The researchers also
found a dose effect: The
more days the children at-
tended the exercise pro-
gram, the greater the
changes in their brain func-
tion or cognition, accord-
ing to the nine-month ran-
domized trial, published in
the journal Pediatrics in
2014.

“We didn’t take low-fit
kids and make them highly
fit,” Hillman said. “We took
low-fit kids and made them
a little less low fit. These
aren’t massive changes.”

LATE ADULTHOOD

Sadly, the hippocampus
naturally shrinks in late
adulthood, leading to im-
paired memory and in-
creased risk for dementia.

But research suggests
aerobic exercise can in-
crease the size of the hippo-
campus and increase levels
of a protein that aids the
growth of new brain cells,
potentially holding off
changes in the brain and
improving memory
function.

“Atrophy of the hippo-
campus in later life is gener-
ally considered inevitable,”
said Kirk Erickson, profes-
sor of psychology at the
University of Pittsburgh.
“But we’ve shown that even
moderate exercise for one
year can increase the size of
that structure. The brain at
that stage remains
modifiable.”

FITNESS

Brain is biggest winner of
the benefits of a workout

RON BORRESEN/KRT
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planner. 
Cuellar’s 27-year-old

daughter, Renee Cuellar,
encouraged her to do this
photo shoot. (“She tends to
be a little shy, a little timid
being around a lot of peo-
ple, and she kind of stays in
her shell a little bit,’’ Renee
said.) 

For Lori Cuellar, the ex-
perience was definitely out-
side of her comfort zone.
“I’ve never spent the day in
front of a camera and
posed,” she said. “It was a
very pleasant surprise. I
didn’t think I’d find it that
easy.’’

Cuellar started chemo-
therapy in July. When her
hair began to fall out in
clumps, she shaved it all off.
Her shaved head brought
more attention to her ear
and facial scars.

“We want them to show
the reality, and we want to
show them the the beauty in
their scars,” Garcia said. 

Garcia remembers her
grandmother taking the
time to present herself well:
“She was always dressed up.
She was always beautiful
and made up, and she al-
ways had some sort of red
lipstick on.” 

Hada Béjar Garcia
starred in telenovelas such

as Olvidarte Jamás, Angel
rebelde, Gata salvaje and
Guadalupe.

“She was the person
[who], when I would buy
something that I couldn’t
tell my mom I bought, I
would be like, ‘Grandma,
look at what I bought,’ and
then she’d be like, ‘That's
awesome! Don’t tell your
mom either,’ ’’ Edyna Garcia
remembered, laughing.

Garcia is a fashion stylist
for the Wear To Now photo
shoots and uses one piece of
her grandmother’s jewelry
in every shoot. She has four
other women working with
her: a hair stylist, makeup
artist, photographer and
videographer. “My entire
team does this pro bono,’’
she said. 

Leslie Lyn is the blog’s
photographer. She also lost
her grandmother to pan-
creatic cancer about 10
years ago. She said this blog
honors her grandmother,
too.

“The little complaints
that we have every day —
complaining about our bills
and what to wear and all
those little things — is noth-
ing compared to what these
ladies are doing, and the
strength they and to have to
get through this and get
where they are,” Leslie said. 

Lori Cuellar’s photo

shoot wrapped up in the
rainforest section of Fair-
child Tropical Botanic Gar-
den. After the shoot was
done, she looked over the
photos.

“I’m not used to seeing
myself bald-headed, for one
thing, much less with all the
makeup,’’ Cuellar said. “I’m
not used to seeing myself
like a model.’’

About a month ago, Cuel-
lar found out she’s
cancer-free.

“I felt like today that I did
beat cancer, that I did come
out on top,’’ she said.
“Something that was hard
for me and it can turn
around and be such a beau-
tiful experience.’’

Garcia, the blog’s creator,
says Cuellar’s photoshoot
will debut in June. For now,
Garcia is working on mak-
ing Wear To Now a nonpro-
fit. Eventually, she wants to
take the blog national, fea-
turing men and children,
too.

“What I’ve fallen in love
with the most is seeing
them come to life, and that’s
just way better than putting
an outfit together,” she said. 

This story was written for
WLRN, which is a part of
Health News Florida, which
receives support from the
Corporation for Public
Broadcasting.

CANCER

DRAMATIC FLAIR: Lori Cuellar, left, with daughter Renee Cuellar, will be featured
in Wear To Now, a fashion blog of woman cancer survivors. 

LESLIE LYN/WEAR TO NOW 

Lens captures beauty
of victories over cancer
•FASHION, FROM 1E

Medicine.
“I have so much faith in

him,” said Donna, who wish-
es her husband had seen
him earlier after his
diagnosis.

Singer is a professor of
neurology and director of
the Division of Parkinson’s
Disease and Movement Dis-
orders, designated as a Na-
tional Parkinson Founda-
tion Center of Excellence.
Donna hopes that by provid-
ing more resources for Sing-
er, he will have more time to
see firefighters who are di-
agnosed with Parkinson’s
and research whether there
is a connection between
Parkinson’s and firefighting.

“Right now there is little
to no research of that sort,"
Singer said. “I find the ques-
tion of interest. I am person-
ally not aware of an increase
risk for firefighters, but
when you think about them
being exposed to carbon
monoxide, which is a poison
in the brain, it makes you
wonder.’’

Studies have linked fire-
fighters with cancer, but not
Parkinson’s. 

Keith Tyson, a retired
Miami-Dade firefighter of
34 years, was diagnosed
with prostate cancer in 2008
and started a chapter for the
Firefighter Cancer Support
Network in South Florida.
According to United
Healthcare, 32 percent of
Miami-Dade Fire Rescue
members had some form of
cancer from 2005 to 2008.

While Tyson does not say
firefighting and cancer are

directly linked, he notes that
firefighters have a higher
risk of health hazards than
the general population.

“There have actually been
a few studies out there that
do show an increase risk for
firefighters and Parkin-
sons,” Tyson said. “One of
the big causes of that is ben-
zene, which is not only a car-
cinogen, but it also increas-
es the likelihood of Parkin-
son's.” 

An organization called
Firefighters with Parkin-
son's in Indianapolis has

conducted studies on this is-
sue. In 2009, Indiana be-
came the first state to enact a
state law that allows emer-
gency responders afflicted
with Parkinson's to become
eligible for expanded dis-
ability benefits.

Donna started the UM
charity by donating $10,000.

“I watched Johnny suffer
so long and he wanted to be-
lieved that there would be a
cure in his lifetime,” she
said. “It’s my journey for the
rest of my life to make that
happen.”

MEDICAL RESEARCH

Firefighter’s widow starts
charity at UM for Parkinson’s

GONE AT 62: John Somerville died of Parkinson’s, a
progressive disorder of the nervous system.

MATIAS J. OCNER/MIAMI HERALD STAFF

•PARKINSON’S , FROM 1E

drink up, we told our-
selves gleefully. Its res-
veratrol — also found in
chocolate, by the way —
will help us live longer.
Quite a few of my friends
took that advice to heart.
Oh, did they! 

Then we found out that
too much wine — and it’s

easy to get carried away
with a good malbec — can
actually do the opposite: It
speeds up the aging pro-
cess. And here’s the heart-
breaking catch: research-
ers can’t even tell us the
right amount to imbibe! 

My friends won’t be
giving up wine any time
soon, and I understand
their reluctance. If new

research delivered a re-
versal, I wouldn’t drop my
coffee habit either. Surren-
der the morning thunder-
bolt? No way. 

Maybe the lesson then
is to hedge one’s bets:
moderation in both vice
and virtue.

Follow @AnaVeciana
on Twitter.

IN MY OPINION

Cup of joe hits all the right
spots, and it’s healthy, too
•VECIANA-SUAREZ, FROM 1E

•EXERCISE, FROM 1E



5/19/2015 digital.olivesoftware.com/Olive/ODE/MiamiHerald/PrintComponentView.htm

http://digital.olivesoftware.com/Olive/ODE/MiamiHerald/PrintComponentView.htm 1/1

Publication: The Miami Herald; Date: May 19, 2015; Section: Tropical Life; Page: 1E



5/19/2015 digital.olivesoftware.com/Olive/ODE/MiamiHerald/PrintComponentView.htm

http://digital.olivesoftware.com/Olive/ODE/MiamiHerald/PrintComponentView.htm 1/1

Publication: The Miami Herald; Date: May 19, 2015; Section: Tropical Life; Page: 2E



5/19/2015 digital.olivesoftware.com/Olive/ODE/MiamiHerald/PrintComponentView.htm

http://digital.olivesoftware.com/Olive/ODE/MiamiHerald/PrintComponentView.htm 1/2

Publication: The Miami Herald; Date: May 19, 2015; Section: Tropical Life; Page: 1E

MEDICAL RESEARCH

Widow starts charity to study firefighters with
Parkinson’s
BY CRYSTAL CHEW cchew@MiamiHerald.com

    Shortly after marrying John Somerville, his wife Donna noticed a drastic change in his behavior: He was walking
differently and his face had turned blank.

    “It was like he had a stroke,’’ said Donna, who later learned her husband had Parkinson’s disease, a progressive
disorder of the nervous system that develops gradually and causes stiffness or slowing of movement.

    John was an avid athlete who had no previous health issues and had retired as a fire captain. He had worked for
MiamiDade Fire Rescue for 31 years.

    Donna, a former educator with MiamiDade Schools, scrambled to figure out how to take care of her husband for
the next eight years. He died on Jan.

    7. He was 62.

    To help others navigate the disease, Donna recently started a charity for MiamiDade firefighters with Parkinson’s.
The proceeds will go to John’s doctor, Dr. Carlos Singer at the University of Miami Miller School of

    • Medicine.

    “I have so much faith in him,” said Donna, who wishes her husband had seen him earlier after his diagnosis.

    Singer is a professor of neurology and director of the Division of Parkinson’s Disease and Movement Disorders,
designated as a National Parkinson Foundation Center of Excellence. Donna hopes that by providing more resources
for Singer, he will have more time to see firefighters who are diagnosed with Parkinson’s and research whether there
is a connection between Parkinson’s and firefighting.

    “Right now there is little to no research of that sort," Singer said. “I find the question of interest. I am personally not
aware of an increase risk for firefighters, but when you think about them being exposed to carbon monoxide, which is
a poison in the brain, it makes you wonder.’’

    Studies have linked firefighters with cancer, but not Parkinson’s.

    Keith Tyson, a retired MiamiDade firefighter of 34 years, was diagnosed with prostate cancer in 2008 and started a
chapter for the Firefighter Cancer Support Network in South Florida. According to United Healthcare, 32 percent of
MiamiDade Fire Rescue members had some form of cancer from 2005 to 2008.

    While Tyson does not say firefighting and cancer are directly linked, he notes that firefighters have a higher risk of
health hazards than the general population.

    “There have actually been a few studies out there that do show an increase risk for firefighters and Parkinsons,”
Tyson said. “One of the big causes of that is benzene, which is not only a carcinogen, but it also increases the
likelihood of Parkinson's.”

    An organization called Firefighters with Parkinson's in Indianapolis has conducted studies on this issue. In 2009,
Indiana became the first state to enact a state law that allows emergency responders afflicted with Parkinson's to
become eligible for expanded disability benefits.

    Donna started the UM charity by donating $10,000.

    “I watched Johnny suffer so long and he wanted to believed that there would be a cure in his lifetime,” she said. “It’s
my journey for the rest of my life to make that happen.”
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    IN MEMORY: John Somerville, a retired MiamiDade fire captain, died on Jan. 7 at the age of 62 after battling
Parkinson’s disease.
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    GONE AT 62: John Somerville died of Parkinson’s, a progressive disorder of the nervous system.


