
Susan Gillen knows firsthand 
that life can change in a flash.  Just two years 

ago, the Fairfax pharmacist suffered a debilitating 
fall that put her in a wheelchair.  That’s when the once-ac-

tive mother of three knew she faced an uphill battle to regain 
full mobility.  

“The muscles were badly damaged, and I had to learn how to walk 
all over again” she recalled.  

Her left femur and right shoulder were broken.  She endured two sur-
geries and spent 10 days in the hospital followed by three weeks of painful, 

inpatient rehab and several weeks of outpatient physical therapy.  “Then they 
sent me to Cub Run RECenter to work on the machines,” she said.  

Aided by a cane, Gillen says she felt intimidated by all the fitness equipment at 
first, because she had never been to a gym before the accident.  She says the RECenter 

staff and patrons put her at ease.

“People here are very encouraging,” she said.  “They’d say, ‘Susan, you’re doing great,’ 
and that’s what gave me hope.”

Though the progress was slow, Gillen had faith in the healing power of exercise.  “I 
started by riding the stationary bike and using the Cybex machines,” she said.  “It was a 

long time before I could start walking on the treadmill really slowly to begin with.  I had no 
stamina then, and I had to build stamina and get my strength back.”  

Then she headed to the Lazy River in the Cub Run leisure pool.  “The Lazy River is awe-
some,” she said enthusiastically.  “When you walk in water, you push against the current and 
it doesn’t hurt, and the exercise accelerates healing."

Once Gillen was stronger, she turned to one of Cub Run’s certified personal trainers for 
support.  “I wasn’t going to push myself because I didn’t want to hurt myself,” she said.  “I 
did about 10 sessions with the trainer, and I made progress because he pushed me past what I 
thought I could do on my own.”  

Consistent exercise eventually enabled Gillen to lose the cane, but she still walked with 
a limp.  Determined to regain full mobility, she turned to the fitness director for guidance, 
bought a RECenter membership and started adding drop-in fitness classes to her routine.  
She also gave her diet a makeover by avoiding sugar and processed foods and focusing on 
a more healthful diet that includes lots of fruits and vegetables.  In the last year, she lost 
25 lbs. while maintaining her muscle mass and metabolism.  

“My energy level has really picked up,” she said.  “I used to do the fitness classes 
three days a week.  Now I’m up to five days per week.  Nothing hurts at all, and I 

feel stronger than I’ve felt in 30 years!”

During a recent vacation with her family, Gillen says she had to climb three 
flights of stairs.  When she reached the top, she realized her road to recovery 

had ended.  After two years of hard work and determination, Gillen now 
walks without a limp.

“I’m grateful for all the people who helped me and encouraged me 
and prayed for me,” she said.  “People at the gym have been very 

kind to me, it’s been such a blessing, and now I can encourage 
others.”
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RECenters Launch                   GETFIT PROGRAM!
Don’t let the holidays derail your fitness goals.  Sign up for membership at Fairfax County  

    RECenters and stay ahead of the curve!  Each new membership now includes the new GetFit  
          Program designed to keep you on track with a free body composition analysis and three  
 coaching sessions to help you plan your fitness strategy.  Members also qualify for special  
               RECenter rewards.  

               From Dec. 1 – 30, new members can buy a 30-day membership for just $30, and from  
                   Jan. 1 - Feb. 14  new and returning members can save 15% on 4- and 12- month  
                    memberships.  Each membership includes unlimited access to fitness rooms, pools and  
                    spas, racquet and basketball courts, drop-in group fitness classes and more!  Best of all,  
                    membership gives you access to all nine RECenters, so if you live near one and work near  
                     another, you can use both at no extra charge.  Purchase memberships at your favorite  
                     RECenter or online: www.fairfaxcounty.gov/parks/passes, and launch your GetFit  
                   strategy for the New Year.  See page 10 for amenities at specific locations.
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Millie Acar is proof that anyone can benefit from exercise at any age.  The 88-year-old  
grandmother has been working out with a personal trainer twice a week at Spring Hill RECen-
ter for the past two years to build strength, improve her balance and assure independent living 
for years to come.

“It’s been great,” she said enthusiastically.  “I’ve got a good personal trainer, she’s very patient 
and she knows what she’s doing.”

Prior to each 30-minute session, Acar walks a few laps around the indoor track and does a 
few warmup exercises before meeting with her certified personal trainer, Maureen Spagnolo.  
Together they work on strength training, balance exercises and stretching.

“Millie’s balance has improved and her strength has definitely improved because we’ve 
increased the weights and increased the resistance over the course of the last two years,” 
Spagnolo said.  “The exercises vary and we always try to include all the muscle groups in her 
workout.”

To the delight of her physician, Acar’s body composition assessment showed a one-year in-
crease in her muscle mass, and another test showed an improvement in her bone density.  Acar 
says regular exercise has also reduce her age-related joint pain, improved her ability to sleep 
well and had a positive impact on her mobility.    

“I think where it has been helping me more than anything is helping me get up and down out 
of the floor,” she said.  “I was getting to the point where if I got down on the floor, I couldn’t get 
up unless I got way over to the wall where I could pull up on something.”  

Acar says she would encourage other seniors to exercise regularly to improve their quality of 
life.  “You’re not getting any younger, you know, and if you don’t keep up with your exercise, 
your muscles deteriorate and you begin to lose it,” she said emphatically.
Personal training is available at all nine Fairfax County RECenters and makes a great gift.  See a video showing 
what a typical session is like for Acar at www.fairfaxcounty.gov/parks/recenter/personal-training.

Senior Personal Training Improves Quality of Life


