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Saturday Night Fever
If it’s Saturday night, you’ll find retired third-grade 

teacher and Southern region ARD Gertrude Arceneaux, 
age 83, and husband Murphy, age 78, dancing the night 
away at the Silverado Dance Hall outside their hometown 
of Houma, La. Every Saturday night since they got 
married nine years ago, they get together with a dozen 
other couples and trip the lights fantastic from 8 p.m. till 
midnight. “They have different bands every weekend at 
the Silverado, and we dance every dance,” Gertrude said. 
“Sometimes they have a five-piece band, other times a 
two-piece group. Sometimes we have music from the ’40s 
or ’50s, other nights it’s country music, other times zydeco. I 
took dancing lessons in college, and I still love to dance. 
During the day I listen to the radio while I work around 
the house, and I find myself dancing because I love music.”

“I’ve been dancing since the ’50s. I used to dance with 
my first wife,” said Murphy, who had bypass surgery at 
age 64. “I need all the exercise I can get.”

Soon after Gertrude and Murphy started dating, he took 
her to the Silverado, and she loved it. “Gert’s in better 
shape than my first wife, and she won’t let me stop.” 

Besides the joy they find in their Saturday night 
escapades, the Arceneauxs, who are members of Chapter 
72 in Houma, love to take cruises: they’ve gone on nine 
since they got married. Their most recent was a 14-day 
Caribbean tour that took them to nine islands between 
Christmas and New Year’s. Though they enjoy island 
hopping during the day, the major appeal of cruising is 
that they get to dance every night. “It’s quite a workout,” 
Gertrude said.

Whether on land or sea, the Arceneauxs aren’t particular 
about the type of dance. They like them all — although 
they’ve given up the jitterbug. “That one just takes too 
much out of us. We do line dancing, where everyone 

does the same step, or waltzes, or country and western,” 
Gertrude said. They don’t dance just with each other. 
“That adds to the workout because some people know 
how to dance, and some don’t. We laugh and have a lot of 
fun. We really look forward to it.” 

“I like dancing because it keeps my mind occupied,” 
Murphy said. “When I’m working around the house or 
working in the yard, I find myself dancing.”

Sometimes Gertrude talks about dancing to the patients 
she visits through MHI. “They often asked what they can 
do for exercise. I have a pacemaker, and they are surprised 
to find out that I can dance.”

Murphy connects dancing and MHI in a different way: 
“I love the waltz, and I love to visit heart patients.”

If you’ve never danced, take some lessons, which are 
available in some form or another just about everywhere. 
“All you really need to know is how to count,” Gertrude said.  

Hands on a Heartbeat 
At age 43, Monica Murad has had two open-heart 

surgeries — mitral valve repair in 2005 and mitral valve 
replacement three years later. She is a member of Chapter 
309 in Walnut Creek, Calif. She exercises at the gym 
several times a week, but besides that she is physically 
active as a Taiko drummer. 

Taiko (which means “drum” in Japanese) is ensemble 
drumming using instruments that are struck with a stick. 
The sound of the drums is often compared to a human 
heartbeat. Monica was attracted to Taiko from the first 
time she saw it performed. “My son Emil was only 2 
when I saw some Taiko drummers in a parade, and I told 
myself that once he was old enough, I would take it up,” 
Monica said. “When he turned 12, I decided it was time 
to dedicate some time to myself. In 2002, I found a Taiko 
group, joined immediately and have been hooked ever since.”
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Taiko drumming is amazing to listen to, beautiful 
to watch and highly aerobic to perform. In addition to 
developing aerobic capacity, it also builds upper body 
strength. Monica rehearses with her group, Eden Aoba 
Taiko, once a week for 90 minutes plus has performances 
(which are preceded by an hour of rehearsal) at many 
events all around the San Francisco East Bay area. “This 
type of physical activity is pretty intense. It requires 
discipline, rhythm and cooperation among members, as 
well as physical effort,” said Monica, who is a software 
quality assurance manager. “Taiko is also excellent stress 
relief — just imagine being able to hit something as hard 
as you can … and being called ‘artistic’ for doing it.”

Members of her group range in age from 7 to 80-plus, 
including her son who is now a 17-year-old high school 
senior. They perform for all kinds of groups, including a 
recent Indian festival where they accompanied a troupe 
of Indian dancers. Last fall the group performed at the 
Danville (Calif.) Heart Walk. “Several of us showed up 
at 7:30 a.m. to perform for hundreds of people gathering 
for the walk,” Monica said. “And I was able to perform 
wearing my red ‘survivor’ cap so the other members of 
Mended Hearts could see me. It was the first time I could 
combine my love for Taiko and MHI in one event.”

The group’s performing schedule allows Monica to 
meet many different kinds of people. “We play at schools 
and local festivals, fundraisers, even weddings and 
retirements,” she said. “In September 2007, I was able to 
participate in our group’s tenth anniversary concert. Two 
groups from Japan joined us, and we played in a theatre 
before a sold-out audience. The energy was amazing — 
three groups, three different styles, beautiful costumes and 
incredible music! What really made it special was that 
Emil was sharing the stage with me.”

What a way to get your aerobics in! 

Tennis, Anyone?
Stephen Fox, age 65, has only been a member of MHI 

(Chapter 168) for two years, despite having his first open-
heart surgery almost 50 years ago. That surgery, correcting 
a congenital bicuspid aortic valve, resulted in a pulmonary 
embolism. In 1996, at age 52, he had a second surgery to 
install an artificial valve; that surgery was complicated by 
a stroke. Then in 2006, soon after retiring as a professor 
of English at Gallaudet University for the Deaf, he had 
a third surgery to replace the aortic arch and branching 
arteries. That operation was complicated by a life-
threatening hospital infection. 

With a heart history like that, Stephen’s dedication to 
aerobic activity may be surprising, but he chalks that up 
to the fact that both his parents were coaches and PE 
teachers. “I practically grew up in locker rooms,” he said, 
“but I was always under physical restrictions as a kid 
because of my heart condition.”

In 2007, after that third surgery, Stephen returned to 
tennis after a hiatus of 25 years. “I was encouraged by 
my mother, now age 90, who was Virginia state tennis 
champion two years in a row in the 1940s,” he said. 
Stephen and his partner, Jim Marler, age 73, play three 
times a week, weather permitting. On bad weather days, 
he uses a treadmill and a Nordic Track to raise his heart rate.

Stephen and Jim play for exercise, not for a trophy: 
“This is not Federer vs. Nadal! We make our own rules. 
No one serves, we don’t keep score, but we still are 
obligated to go after the ball even if it bounces two, three, 
even four times, or if it goes out of bounds. Even without 
scoring, Jim and I are very competitive. We have been 
known to trash talk each other.”

Stephen is not a tennis snob. He plays on a run-down 
public court three blocks from his home in Baltimore, 
although there is a mint-condition court only a mile away. 

 FROM LEFT TO RIGHT:  

Gertrude and Murphy enjoy a glass of wine  
on a Caribbean cruise

Gertrude and Murphy dancing the night away

Monica Murad makes music while she exercises

Eden Aoba Taiko performing for a Bay-Area audience

Stephen Fox takes the measure of his cross-court competition
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The court is badly situated for wind; the surface has been 
worn down to the concrete in places and has cracks with 
grass growing through. “Don’t ask me for logic or reason,” 
Stephen said, “but somehow we love this court. If the 
weather is cold but clear, we still play, all bundled up in 
sweat clothes. One chilly day while we were at it, a young 
man driving by lowered his window and yelled, ‘It’s 38 
degrees!’ We just laughed.”

As the son of coaches, Stephen knows about 
conditioning: “It’s very important to stretch for several 
minutes before and after. Also, if you are just starting 
out with tennis, just play a little at first and slowly build 
yourself up. Don’t ever play on consecutive days — give 
your muscles a chance to recoup and adjust. If any joint 
pain develops anywhere, go easy for a while and buy a 
good brace for that joint.”

Stephen appreciates the fresh air and reduced stress 
that comes with physical activity, as well as the reduced 
anxiety about his heart. “My partner and my family are 
very supportive. My cardiologist is in awe that, at my age 
and with my medical background, I am able to continue 
this level of activity. To me it just feels right.”

Hitting the Slopes
Norm Petrik, age 73, is not afraid of the cold! After all, 

he lives in Minnesota. There he starts most days with a 
2-mile walk at 6:30 in the morning, followed by a half-
hour of yoga. In the winter months, he often follows this 
routine with a foray onto a nearby golf course for 30 
minutes of cross-country skiing. In the summer months, he 
rides a bike. “Skiing is more body friendly than running, 

no jarring the knees and back,” Norm said.
Norm had bypass surgery in 1993 while he was a 

psychologist at the St. Cloud (Minn.) VA Medical Center. 
He was visiting coordinator for many years at Chapter 10 
in St. Cloud before retiring to the Twin Cities and joining 
Chapter 89. He has been an ARD since 2005.

Norm got into skiing more than 30 years ago, long 
before he was a heart patient. “We lived in St. Cloud 
where the conditions for skiing are usually good,” he said, 
“and some of my friends skied, so I took it up.” In those 
days he didn’t let something like below-zero windchills or 
a 35-km competitive course stop him. Today he is more 
sanguine about cold and distance: “I plan on skiing the 
Vasalopet ski race again in February, but I will ski the 
13-km course instead of the 35-km one I used to do,” 
Norm said. “Last year the windchill was 35 below zero, 
and I cancelled. I have become wiser in my ‘old age.’”

Cross-country skiing is one of the more intense forms 
of aerobic conditioning because you use both your arms 
and legs. This intensity is balanced to some degree by 
rest periods as you go downhill. In addition to the aerobic 
benefits, there is the enjoyment of being in a beautiful 
environment: “It’s great to be out in the woods, in the quiet. 
And it feels good to get out and move and stay in shape.”

Of course, cross-country skiing requires some special 
equipment, namely the skis, which are different than 
skis for downhill skiing. “You also need to learn to wax 
your skis properly,” Norm said. “I would recommend 
that someone just starting out take lessons in waxing as 
well as skiing technique.” Different waxes are required 
for different skiing conditions. “About four years ago, 

FROM LEFT TO RIGHT:  

Stephen Fox (l) and his tennis partner, Jim Marler (r)

Norm Petrik has been cross-country skiing for 30 years

Norm Petrik enjoying a winter wonderland

Wayne Lawson and his pheasant trophies

Wayne Lawson shows off his wild pig after a recent hunt
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snow conditions for the race were not good, snow was at 
the melting point, and it was hard to know what kind to 
wax to use. A friend of mine put some klister wax on my 
skis, which worked very well going up hills, but every 
time I went down a hill, it grabbed the snow and I lost my 
balance and fell. For the first time ever, I decided to quit 
the race and told others that I had found wisdom!”

Norm’s real wisdom is knowing the importance of aerobic 
conditioning and finding enjoyable ways to keep active. 

“Hunting Is Walking”
Soon after his quadruple bypass surgery in 1984,  

Wayne Lawson of Chapter 146 in Joplin, Mo. started 
walking for exercise. His cardiac rehab nurse ordered him 
to walk 2 ½ miles a day, and Wayne, age 79, still follows 
those orders. “Walking makes me feel so much better, more 
energetic,” he said. “Plus, I incorporate it into my favorite 
pastimes, hunting and fishing. It’s great to be outdoors in the 
fall, watching my Brittany spaniels (a type of bird dog) work 
the fields when my son Mike and I hunt pheasants and quail.

“Bird dogs point to the birds, and when you flush them 
they fly. Then the dogs fetch the birds we shoot. Quail are 
small and fast and harder to hit. A pheasant is about the 
size of a chicken, and it’s slower getting up and flies in a 
straight line.” The hunting season lasts from November 
1st to January 15th, and Wayne goes out about eight times 
during that time, either near home in Joplin or on weekend 
trips to Kansas and Nebraska. He and his son hunt all day, 
so there’s plenty of walking. “Hunting is walking,” he said.

While the aerobic benefit of this physical activity 
obviously comes in the walking, hunting is good for 

his heart in other ways — spending quality time with a 
grown child, appreciating the skill of the dogs, admiring 
the autumn landscape, matching wits with the prey. In 
addition to hunting birds, Wayne, the Midwest RD, also 
hunts wild pigs with his son-in-law in Texas when he 
visits his daughter near Lubbock.

In the past, Wayne also hunted deer, but he gave that 
up: “I don’t like the taste of venison, and I don’t want to 
hunt something that I won’t eat. With the fowl, it’s mostly 
breasts and thighs; the pheasant is a little gamier, but the 
quail is more white meat, very delicious.” Asked how he 
likes them prepared, he answered, “Any way my wife 
Donna prepares them.” The pigs he has processed into 
ham, bacon and sausage.

On a memorable wild boar hunt in Texas, Wayne, a 
retired educator, had an unusual experience. “We came 
upon a wild pig and I shot it. The pig fell, but then it got 
up and ran off. However, a deer standing a little ways 
behind the pig also fell, and it stayed down. By the time 
I had the deer processed and shipped back to Missouri, it 
cost me more than $400, and I don’t even like deer meat. 
Needless to say, I check the background now before I shoot.”

When visiting heart patients, he talks to the men about his 
pastime as a way of demonstrating that a heart procedure 
doesn’t have to limit life. “On the other hand, when visiting 
women, I’m content to say I’m still quite active,” Wayne said.

Wayne was a hunter before he became a heart patient. 
“I think I enjoy it more now because I know it’s doing 
my heart good by giving me extra exercise. Plus, when 
you’re outdoors, you always see something new. It’s such 
a beautiful time of the year.” 




