BetterCARE

Caring for the Community…
Two Women. Two Very Different Procedures.
Cared for by One Dedicated Medical Team.

W

hen Opal Burghdorf had heart
valve surgery at Florida Hospital
Zephyrhills Heart Institute last
spring, one of the nurses that
lovingly helped care for her was
Rita Risalvato.
Opal is one of the hundreds of
patients Rita cares for every year at
the Hospital’s Heart Institute. They
know her for her kindnesses and her
professionalism. What these patients
may not know is that Rita has been
at the Heart Institute since its
inception and is part of the team
that has helped make the Institute
the Tampa Bay region’s premier
center for the treatment of heart
disease (see sidebar on
accreditations).
What Rita didn’t know when
she and the other nurses were
establishing their protocols for
the Cardiovascular Intensive Care
Unit (CVICU), where patients are sent
to recover after a heart procedure,
was that she would be a patient
there one day, a recipient of the
extraordinary level of care she’d
helped make the standard.

Opposite Page: Very much an artist at heart,
Opal enjoys painting. Tulips in watercolor
on paper note cards, apples and cherries in
acrylic on a glass kitchen container (top),
and tiger lilies in acrylic on canvas (bottom)
give us just a glimpse of her talent.
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Right: Opal Burghdorf catches up with
Florida Hospital Zephyrhills Heart Institute
nurse Rita Risalvato.

and One of Their Own
In 2006, the Hospital began developing its Heart Institute
team to bring comprehensive cardiac care – diagnostics,
intervention, open-heart surgery and electrophysiology – to
the people of the community it serves.
“The nurses were given the opportunity to be a part of
setting up the unit, and that was amazing,” Risalvato says,
describing the experience.
“We ran trials where nurses pretended to be patients
going through the Cardiovascular Operating Room. We
practiced how fast we could transition patients from the
CVOR to the Cardiovascular Intensive Care Unit, where we
do recovery.
“Someone actually stood there with a stop watch to see
how long it took to do all we had to do, from putting the
oxygen in the right place to measuring the chest tube drainage,” she explains. “All this was done before we opened. We
had input in choosing even the most delicate equipment
that would be used, like cardiac monitoring. We were given
screwdrivers so we could hang up some of our own equipment the way we wanted it. We really got to put our
experience to use.”
Under the guidance of Associate Vice President Gwen
Alonso, RN, MS, CCRN, all of this attention to detail –
along with the relationships formed with primary care
physicians, the Hospital’s Emergency Department doctors,
and cardiologists – has saved thousands of lives in the
community.
Including those of Opal and Rita.

A Strong Spirit, and a Heart in
Need of Repair

Over 65 years of marriage to her beloved Floyd,
Opal Burghdorf has known her share of illness: lupus,
rheumatoid arthritis, low and high blood pressure, a knee
problem that led to a partial replacement in the recent past,
and even some minor heart issues, including a leaking mitral
valve that for a long time required no immediate attention.
Despite these problems, this mother of two sets of
twin boys, grandmother of four granddaughters, greatgrandmother of two boys and four girls, and great-greatgrandmother of a four-year old girl (with another on the
way), like many of her generation soldiered on, working
and leading an active life.
When she and Floyd moved here from Michigan, they
became avid square dancers, and Opal got involved in a
number of activities at the resort park where they live. She

walked, line danced, and sewed.
She took meals to neighbors who
needed help, and she was an
avid painter in oils, acrylics, and
watercolors.
Then in the spring, Opal began
to feel less energetic. She started
cutting back on her activities. Her
primary care physician, Dr. Daniel
McGrane, and her cardiologist,
Dr. Aung Tun, both thought she
should have some tests run. That
led to the discovery that her
mitral valve was leaking more
severely and a procedure would be necessary.

A Delicate Procedure; A Strong
Team of Caregivers

The minimally invasive procedure, a delicate one
because of Opal’s age and overall health, was
performed by Dr. Richard Morrison this
past April.
“We were able to repair the
mitral valve, which is preferable
to replacing it, because she has
her own valve and won’t need
a lifetime of blood thinners,”
Dr. Morrison explains.
“Because of the technology
available at the Hospital’s
Heart Institute, we were
able to do the procedure
through a two-inch
incision in her chest
and keep her on the
lung-heart machine
by placing a catheter
through an artery in
her groin. Using this
minimally invasive
technology, we were
able to stop her heart
and work on it,
instead of having to split
…continued on page 6
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Charting a Course of Excellence

Better! | 5

BetterCARE
Caring for the Community…
continued from page 5

her sternum and open her breastbone and do it that way.
We’re able to work on just about any valve for patients with
isolated heart valve disease using this minimally invasive
approach,” he reports.
“The team at the Heart Institute is excellent, both in the
operating room and in the post-op unit,” Dr. Morrison says.
“They’re really some of the best people I’ve worked with. As
a matter of fact, the company representatives who sell the
minimally invasive technology I used and train the people in
the operating room couldn’t believe how well they all worked

together. They thought they worked better than people they’ve
seen at some of the country’s largest heart centers.”
No surprise then that all went well for Opal, and when she
was sent to post op after the procedure, Rita was one of
the nurses who cared for her. Opal remembers her fondly,
recalling a conversation they had about her great-granddaughter and great-great-granddaughter coming to look
in on her.
“Rita was excellent,” Opal says. “Everyone I had was
excellent.”

“The team at the Heart Institute is excellent, both in the
operating room and in the post-op unit. They’re really
some of the best people I’ve worked with.”

Dr. Richard Morrison

6|

Better!

A Nurse Who Cares for Others…

“In the CVICU, we wean patients from life support, taking
care of them post op,” Rita explains. “I spend a great deal of
time talking to them, doing everything from cutting their
food and helping them out of bed to holding their hand and
explaining their procedure to their family.
“We’re unique in that way. We’re a small unit, and we try to
keep our patients from the night before their procedure until
they’re discharged, so we can establish a relationship of trust.
We’re it. We’re everything to our patients.”
Then, in March of last year, Rita suddenly found herself
in need of the kind of care she had always given others
when she unexpectedly developed a condition called atrial
fibrillation.

Florida Hospital Zephyrhills
Heart Institute
Why Trust Your
Heart Care To
Anyone Else?

Now in Need of Care for Herself

“I was suddenly very weak and dizzy,” Rita says. “I was
taching away in the 180s – my blood pressure was through
the roof [tachycardia: abnormally fast heart rate]. I knew what
was happening because I’d taken care of so many patients
who had gone through it. So I got to the hospital.
“Over the next year, I went through a series of tests that
revealed that I had no blockage and hadn’t had a heart
attack. I just had an electrical short, an electrical anomaly.
So I planned to have an atrial fibrillation ablation.”
An atrial ablation is a electrophysiological procedure where
a catheter is inserted, finds the electrical malfunction and
ablates it, essentially scarring the myocardial so the electrical
impulse doesn’t travel where it shouldn’t.
“If I hadn’t done it, I would have had to give up nursing, the
thing I love.”
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Trust in Her Team

“I had a lot less anxiety than ‘the average bear,’ because I
knew the people who were taking care of me and I knew that
they wanted to take care of me. I felt really good about that.
I went to my own institution and the doctors I work with,
because I trust them. I knew Dr. [Nadim] Khan because
I’ve taken care of so many of the patients for whom he’s
performed electrophysiological procedures. He does a lot of
them, and I know the quality of his work.
“Dr. Khan is an extremely professional and adept physician.
He’s also someone the patients like. He’s very personable. He
describes things in a way that whether you’re knowledgeable
or not, they’re well explained. You get a sense from him that
he can take care of it, but never in an arrogant way. He exudes
an attitude of ‘I can care for you and you’ll be OK.’ And I was.
“I was home the next day, and a few days later back to
work. Right back to it.”
For that, and all the work done by the Hospital’s Heart
Institute team, the nearly 2,000 patients from our community
who come here each year for life-saving treatments are
grateful. 

Your Heart, Your Health,
Your Choice.
♥ 2012 HealthGrades 5-Star Rating
for Treatment of Heart Attack
♥ 2011 HealthGrades 5-Star Rating
for Coronary Intervention
♥ 2010 HealthGrades Excellence Award:
Recognized leader in Tampa Bay Area for
Coronary Intervention
♥ Only Nationally Accredited Heart Failure
Institute in East Pasco County
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