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Place for bad tickers keeps on ticking
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First, you have to know how it feels. The chest pain, the light dimming, the rushed ambulance ride, the
surgeons looking down as anesthesia puts you out.

Or maybe it’s your breathing — should I say your inability to breathe. Something triggers it, suddenly. You
take a deep breath, but it’s like you haven’t. Two or three more breaths, and nothing. Panic sets in and,
maybe the lights go out.

If you want to feel death stalking, survive a heart attack. You want to feel like your life’s in the balance, suffer
an asthma attack. For certain, if you survive, you never take your health lightly again. You watch yourself.
Physical therapy becomes central to your lifestyle, because you want to see your kids and grandkids —
because you want to live.

Since the mid-1980s, people like this have recouped at the cardiac rehabilitation unit at Lower Bucks Hospital.
There, under nursing supervision, they lift weights, ride stationary bicycles and build strength.

“I been coming here for 20 years,” said Jean Jacoby of Bristol. She sat with about a dozen “regulars” at the
rehab unit on Wednesday. “I had a stroke in 1991 and had to learn how to walk all over again, and to talk.
These nurses here have seen me through an awful lot. Cancer. Bypass surgery. Everything. I’m still here.”

But on Nov. 4, Lower Bucks Hospital’s new lessee, Prime Healthcare Services, announced that the Bristol
Township hospital, which has emerged from bankruptcy, was closing the rehab center. People with bad
tickers would have to hoof it somewhere else for their therapy.

The core group of about 30 clients, whose ages range from 52 to 92, was crestfallen.

“I’ve been coming here for 12 years. I had just finished designing the (new) Bucks County Technical High
School, and I had a quadruple bypass,” said Jim Faridy, a regular at the rehab. “I came to this hospital and
the girls here are just fantastic. They watch you like a hawk. You can’t make a mistake. You make friends
here. It’s not just physical therapy.”

“We’re like a big family,” said Pat Stanley of Croydon.

They mobilized. They wrote letters to the hospital’s CEO, Peter Adamo, urging him to reconsider.

“And these two ladies here,” said Pat Stanley, “they saved the day.”

He pointed to Mary Fisher and Beth Leaper, registered nurses and longtime Lower Bucks Hospital employees
who work at the rehab unit.

“All the people who come here were really upset,” said Fisher. “So we met with Peter Adamo on Monday
afternoon, and he was willing to listen to what we had to say.”

“Basically,” Leaper said, “not only do people come here for our rehab, but then they also use the hospital,
you know, to have bloodwork done, X-rays done, to have their (heart) catheterizations done. So, the bottom
line was that they would stop using the hospital services that are more lucrative than this rehab facility.”

“The other thing we said is that these people are true loyalists to Lower Bucks Hospital,” Fisher said. “These
people have been coming to this hospital for 20, 30, 40, 50, 60 years.”

Some of the women even had their children at the hospital in the 1950s.

So, the hospital struck a deal.

The price of using the facility, which ranges from $20 to $50 a month, will be increased. The facility’s
operating hours will be reduced by 10 hours a week. Of course, this means the staff will earn less money. But



it’s better than having no job at all.

“That’s the shared sacrifice you have to make in this economy,” Fisher said.

Mary Angelo, 91, of Burlington Township, N.J., travels across the Burlington-Bristol Bridge three times a week
to work out at the rehab. It has worked magic on her health. She looks much younger than her age.

“Not only is this place good for our physical health, and you have a feeling of security,” she said, “but it’s
good for our emotional health, too. At 91, most of my friends are gone. These people are my friends.”

Bill Hardy of Langhorne said the convenience of the place is key to its necessity. Older people with heart or
lung problems fear longer drives.

“St. Mary’s is too far to travel if you have a heart problem,” he said. “There’s Aria, but other than that, you
have to go into the city. If you’re going to be a full-service community hospital, you need to have a good
heart program.”

And a good heart.

J.D. Mullane can be reached at 215-949-5745 or at jmullane@phillyburbs.com.
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