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An amazing
recovery, thanks
to love and care
North Bergen woman makes remarkabze

strides after suffering near-fatal
aneurysm, stroke |

her near-fatal incident in 2003.

By Jim Hague
Reporter staff writer

going to be like any other day for
Barbara Natali. The North Bergen resi-
dent was getting ready to resume her career as
a successful real estate agent.

Tall, gorgeous and ambitious, Natali had
earned the distinction of being the top-selling
realtor at on of North Hudson’s most presti-
gious real estate firms, after spending 10 years
as a fashion designer. :

““Qhe was like my protégé,” said Robert
DeRuggiero, the president of DeRuggiero
Realtors, Inc. of Union City, where Natahi
worked for over a decade. “We worked very
close together. Barbara was enthusiastic, ener-
getic and passionate about her work. She was
on the verge of doing some great things, des-
tined for great things.” :

T hat fateful August morning in 2003 was
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Natali was active, having competed in
triathlons and swimming every day. She was
frequently seen outside the Parker Imperial
complex on Boulevard East, where she resided
for the last 18 years, walking her golden
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§ retriever to nearby North Hudson Braddock
o Park.

~ At age 41, Natali was happy and healthy,
< showing no signs of illness whatsoever.

s But that all changed in the blink of an eye one
=}

morning.

& “I woke up that morning with a terrible

o headache,” Natali recalled. “I remember ring-
!E" ing the bell for the doorman, Jason, who was

downstairs. | told him that I couldn’t breathe
§-and to call an ambulance. That’s all I can
& remember. [ thought I was going to die. My life
§ changed forever at that point.”

A massive stroke

orth Berge!

As it turned out, Natali was suffering a mas-

Z, sive brain aneurysm and stroke. The result was

E Natali lying in a coma for approximately eight
months. :

Most patients do not recover from the extent
of the aneurysm and stroke that Natali suf-
fered. It is believed that if Natali did not call
the doorman when she did, she would have
died without getting proper treatment. The
aneurysm itself causes death in 90 percent of
similar cases. '

When Natali finally came out of the coma,
she was lying in a hospital bed at Kessler
Rehabilitation Hospital in East Orange.

What was her first reaction?

“I was hungry,” Natali laughed. 3

However, the prospects did not look good.
Doctors anticipated that Barbara would never
recover, that she would more than likely
remain in a vegetative state for the rest of her
life.

“] had no idea what was going on,” Natali
said. “It was so frustrating. [ couldn’t do any-
thing. I couldn’t speak. I wanted to scream. I
wanted to say, ‘Why is this happening to me?’
I was hoping it was just a terrible nightmare
and I would wake up and be fine.”

But that wasn’t the case. Natali was virtually
paralyzed and lying in the fetal position for
most of the day. She couldn’t communicate
and needed care 24 hours a day.

Natali’s parents, Arnold and Pat, who have
been divorced for a period of time, instantly
became Barbara’s daily caregivers. They
arranged to have a live-in caregiver, Elizabeth
Cicakova, a native of Czechoslovakia, to
remain with Barbara after release from the hos-
pital, albeit with practically no hope of recov-
ery.

Insurance had stopped paying for anything
related to Barbara’s care, because insurance
claim adjustors saw no improvement in
Barbara’s condition.

Barbara’s angel

It was pure circumstance one day two years

ago that Arnold Natali ran into Carrie Freed, a

fellow resident at Parker Imperial. The two just
happened to get in the same elevator together.

“We just randomly met,” said Freed, who is a
registered occupational therapist and practi-
tioner, specializing in brain injured victims and
neuro-developmental treatment. “I didn’t
know Barbara, even though we live in the
same building. Our paths never crossed. I just
started up a conversation with her father that
day. Once [ told him what I do, I then told him
that maybe there was something I could do to
help his daughter. I gave him my card and told
him to call me.”

That was two years ago. Freed has been a
major part of Natali’s life ever since.

“I believe it was fate,” Natali said. “I believe
something brought Carrie to me, because she’s
been my angel.”

When Freed first met Barbara, the therapist
couldn’t believe what she was seeing.

“Barbara wasn’t with it,” Freed said. “She
could open her eyes and smile, but she could-
n’t do much else. I couldn’t believe we lived in
the same building and we never met before.
She couldn’t roll over on her own. She just
moved her toes a little.”

But Freed was determined that something

- could be done to help Barbara, thanks to a

method of healing that she specializes in,
called the “Feldenkrais method.”

“I realized that Barbara was cognitively
impaired,” Freed said. “I knew she couldn’t
speak. Her life, as she knew it, was decimated.

Natali’s personality touched the
people at Kessler so much that she
was recently named Patient of the
Year at the rehab facility.

She had significant brain damage. She had to

learn how to do all the little things all over
again. We had to try to figure out how to teach
the brain how to do all the little things she was
so used to doing.”

The long road of rehab

The “Feldenkrais method” focuses on the
relationship between movement and thought,
increased mental awareness and the creativity
that can accompany awareness. It is basically
teaching the body to move with less effort and
making daily life much easier.

It is a method developed by a Ukrainian judo
master and inventor named Moshe
Feldenkrais, who used his background in mar-
tial arts, especially judo, to discover ways for
people to heal knee injuries, especially his
own, channeling the healing through them-
selves.

People who have practiced the “Feldenkrais
method” have improved their range of motion,







