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Jewlian Rios, who is recovering from heart transplant surgery, shows off an autographed pillow he received from staff at Hershey Medical Center.
(Marty Heisey, New Era)
At 15, a new heart     
Lancaster teen waited anxiously for a year. Today, a transplant has given him a fresh start on life.
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LANCASTER COUNTY, Pa - A year ago, Jewlian Rios, a healthy 14-year-old who had graduated from Hand Middle School and loved computers and video games, suddenly found himself fighting for his life.

He was out of breath, losing weight, and throwing up. Within a week, he could barely walk up a flight of stairs.

The diagnosis was cardiomyopathy, which causes the heart muscle to swell. His heart was crushing his lungs and stomach and working at only about 5 percent capacity.

But on Thursday, just as suddenly, Jewlian, who is now 15, got a new heart and a chance to be that normal kid again.

 "I feel good right now," a sleepy Jewlian said this morning from his hospital room at Penn State Hershey Medical Center, where the transplant surgery took place late Thursday night and into Friday morning.

"I am very happy with God," says his mother, Carmen Rios, through translator Doris Rios, who is Jewlian's cousin and his caretaker. "I want to thank the community for all its support."

"He is doing very well," says Jewlian's cardiologist, Dr. Eric Popjes, who is an assistant professor of medicine at Hershey Medical Center.

"He is young, and he's never had surgery before and that is to his benefit. And the heart, which came from a younger donor, is a good fit for him."

Jewlian was in the hospital when the word came that a heart was available. He had been spending about two weeks every month at Penn State Hershey Medical Center, where his medications were adjusted and he was closely monitored.

"We had a defibrillator implanted last summer, and it did give him a shock or two along the way," says Popjes.

 "There were life-threatening issues. That's why we kept a close eye on him. And being in the hospital served two purposes, because it put him higher up on the transplant list."

When word came that a heart was available in the Midwest, transplant team physicians immediately flew out to get it while Jewlian was prepped for surgery.

Doris Rios says emotions were running high in the family, which includes Jewlian's six older brothers and sisters as well as relatives from New York.

"When she got to the hospital that morning, he hugged his mom. She was crying, and he was very nervous," Doris Rios explains. "When he saw his family and saw that they were crying, he told them not to cry, to be happy."

About a dozen doctors and nurses were in the operating room. Popjes says the key was moving quickly to get the heart here and transplanted into Jewlian.

"You didn't want the heart to be sitting around, waiting," Popjes says. "It was about four hours between the time it was taken from the donor and brought to Jewlian. You don't want to wait much longer than that. And the surgery took about five to six hours."

Popjes says the medical team isn't sure how Jewlian got so sick.

"Typically, the symptoms happen over a matter of weeks. We don't know if it's genetic or environmental. Sometimes, people's hearts recover (from the cardiomyopathy) but his heart didn't. The heart muscle was damaged."

A transplant was his only option.

Popjes says that although the transplant recipient will have to take anti-rejection medication for the rest of his life, and may have to deal with some harmful side effects, including a higher risk of infection and effects on his kidneys, Jewlian's future looks bright.

"We have a lot of patients who go back to completely normal activity, to school, to their jobs," says Popjes. "The treatment is much better than it was in the '60s and '70s, when they started doing transplants."

"I think I'll have to stay in the hospital a week or two," says Jewlian, who added that he hopes this past year hasn't changed him.

"I'm pretty quiet," he says. "I'm trying to stay the way I was."

Jewlian missed a year of school and nothing has been normal for the family in the last year, with endless trips back and forth from their South Marshall Street home to Hershey Medical Center.

In addition to her son's illness, Mrs. Rios herself was in the hospital for more than three weeks after being bitten by a poisonous spider.

"She was really sick," explains Doris Rios. "She still can't walk very well. It was just one week before the surgery when she got out of the hospital. She is really pretty exhausted."

Faith, family and the community support have been a big help.

Donation canisters were placed in stores, supermarkets and restaurants throughout the county to raise money for Jewlian's care.

Schools had fundraisers and a fund was set up at Fulton Bank. (Checks can be made payable to the "Foundation for Jewlian Rios").

"She is very grateful for their support," Rios says. "She has been going up to Hershey all the time and before she got the van she has now, there were people who were paying for rental cars. She is very thankful."

Hershey Medical Center began transplanting hearts in 1984. In all, surgeons there have done 369 heart transplants; Jewlian's was the 15th such procedure this year.

It has been particularly busy lately. Jewlian was the third person to receive a new heart in the last week.

"I am so happy," says Jewlian's mother. "Everything now is good."
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Jewlian Rios takes a walk around the hospital floor this morning with one of his nurses, Erin McKean, at Hershey Medical Center. 
(Marty Heisey, New Era)

