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An aspirin
a day, or
an apple
a day?

The medical profession
would have us believe
that medications are im-
portant in the effort to

prevent diseases. We are advised
to take an aspirin a day to ward
off heart disease and stroke, and
we are prescribed statins and
blood pressure meds to lower the
risk of heart dis-
ease and stroke.

From a well-
ness viewpoint,
taking a drug to
prevent a disease
doesn’t make
much sense. Any
drug compromis-
es your health.
Does it make
sense to harm
your health, in order to prevent
a disease? I would only use a
drug if the risk of disease was
very high, the drug was effec-
tive, and the benefits out-
weighed the risks.

Just how effective are drugs at
preventing disease? A critical
look can be revealing. The FDA
reversed its recommendation for
using aspirin to prevent heart
disease and stroke, except for
those patients who already have
a condition such as atrial fibril-
lation.

According to the FDA website,
“There are serious risks associ-
ated with the use of aspirin, in-
cluding increased risk of bleed-
ing in the stomach and brain.”

According to the medical evi-
dence website The NNT, it ap-
pears that while a daily aspirin
does nothing to reduce deaths
from heart attack, it increases
the likelihood of a bleeding type
of stroke, as well as bleeding
into the stomach and abdomen.
Not a great record.

Let’s take a look at the num-
ber one killer of Americans —
heart disease. The primary med-
ical approach to prevent it is
statin drugs. According to the
CDC, 28 percent of adults over 40
were taking a statin in 2012,
with the number going to 48 per-
cent among those 75 and older.
Drugs to control cholesterol lev-
els (including statins) are the
number one category of drugs
sold in the US.

But according to the NNT
website, statins only slightly re-
duce nonfatal heart attacks, and
do not reduce fatalities at all.
And for there to be a reduction
of one nonfatal heart attack,
over 100 patients have to take
the drugs for five years. But the
risk of side effects is a problem.
Statins cause diabetes in about
the same amount that they re-
duce nonfatal heart attacks —
about one in 100 — but cause
muscle damage in as many as
one in 10.

Blood pressure drugs are only
somewhat more effective at pre-
vention. Again from the NNT
website, only one in 67 patients
who used them for five years
benefitted, although one in 10
had side effects.

This translates to about 3 per-
cent of patients who are helped
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Inequity
of women’s
breast
exams

Monday morning found
me at the St. Joseph
Regional Breast Care
Center in Bangor, feel-

ing grateful. Not for my 7:30 a.m.
appointment that had required
me to leap out of bed before day-
break like a
ninja, startling
my husband,
Douglas, and the
cats. Certainly
not for the flim-
sy, pale blue,
side-tying wrap
that I was wear-
ing in the chilly
exam room. And
most definitely
not for what I knew was about to
happen: the deflating ignominy
of the exam itself, followed by
the uncertain days ahead when I
would try to steer my thoughts
elsewhere while awaiting the ra-
diologist’s findings. Which —
knock on wood — have never
shown any sign of a lump or le-
sion.

At 61, and at average risk of
becoming one of the one in eight
women in America who will de-
velop breast cancer over the
course of her lifetime, I am very
grateful to have health insur-
ance that pays for my annual
mammogram. Breast cancer is
the second most lethal form of
cancer in women, second only to
lung cancer. Mammography is
widely accepted as the key to
early detection and effective
treatment. Recommendations
vary but generally advise most
women 50 and older to be
screened every year or two. My
doctor and I agree that annual
screenings make sense for me.

But not everyone has health
coverage, despite the progress of
the Affordable Care Act. People
without coverage typically pay
out of their own pockets for med-
ical care, or else go without. Pre-
ventive care, such as cancer
screenings, are seldom a priority
in a population that struggles to
pay for rent and food.

Nationwide, according to a re-
cent article I read online, the
out-of-pocket cost for a screening
mammogram can range from $23
at a 25-bed hospital in Hardins-
burg, Kentucky, to nearly $2,000
at a fertility clinic in Washing-
ton, D.C. In Maine, according to
a fascinating data tool developed
by the Maine Health Data Orga-
nization, the least expensive
screening mammogram costs
$131 at PenBay Medical Center
in Rockland and the priciest is
$474 at Inland Hospital in Water-
ville. The state average is $158.

This may not be an apples-to-
apples comparison; health care
prices in this country are infa-
mous for being hard to pin
down. Most providers — doctors,
nurses, technicians — have no
idea what anything costs, includ-
ing even the most common pro-
cedures and medications. That’s
because they assume patients
have health care coverage of
some sort — such as Medicare,
Medicaid, or the private insur-
ance I purchase at a group rate
as an employee of the Bangor
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Claude Westfall, 87, has been living alone in his Orono home since the death of his wife, Rosemae, in
2012. Although he has grown children and other family in the general area, Westfall takes pride in not
having to ask them for help.

A life-or-death choice
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Claude Westfall, 87, has
been living alone in his
Orono home since the
death of his wife, Rose-

mae, in 2012. Although he has
grown children and other family
in the general area, Westfall
takes pride in not having to ask
them for help.

“I don’t want to impose a
hardship on anyone,” he said.
“My kids have their own lives to
live.”

Like many Mainers, Westfall
recently followed the reported
story of Lucie McNulty, a reclu-
sive woman who died alone of
natural causes more than two
years before her body was dis-
covered earlier this month in-
side her Wells home.

“It was sad,” he said. “It
would be very difficult on my
kids if something like that hap-
pened [to me].”

He appreciates knowing he
won’t suffer a similar fate
should he become ill or injured,
or if he were to die suddenly in
his home.

Each morning, the retired
University of Maine professor
gets a quick phone call from the
Orono Police Department,
checking in to make sure he’s
okay. The department’s free
Good Morning program, started
about 10 years ago, reaches
about two dozen seniors in the
town. Participants span the so-
cio-economic spectrum. Several
other municipalities in Maine
have similar programs, though
the number is not officially
tracked.

Blessed with a clear mind, a
sociable spirit and and plenty of

energy, Westfall keeps his
ranch-style home tidy and does
his own cooking and cleaning.
He rakes the snow off his roof
and clears his own walkways.

An avid birder, photographer
and fly fisherman, he is leading
the effort to establish the Maine
Atlantic Salmon Museum in
Brewer. He is active with his
church, walks regularly at the
Bangor Mall and takes his main
meal most days with a group of
peers at the Orono Senior Cen-
ter.

“I know I’m lucky,” Westfall
said.

There are many Mainers who
are more vulnerable than he is
— poorer, older, sicker, lonelier,
more isolated. But the Good
Morning service is an important
part of his self-care, helping to
ensure he stays safe in his home
and gets help promptly if he
needs it.

LucieMcNulty: a study in
social isolation

Westfall is lucky in many re-
gards, perhaps none more im-
portant than his gregarious na-
ture and his willingness to ac-
cept support.

By contrast, McNulty, who
would be 69 now, had been liv-
ing on her quiet, dead-end street
since about 2000, becoming more

and more reclusive over time.
She rarely left her home or in-
teracted with her neighbors. She
kept her blinds pulled and didn’t
come to the door when people
knocked. After a while, no one
had seen her for so long, neigh-
bors thought she might have
moved away.

On a few occasions, respond-
ing to concerned callers, officers
from the Wells Police Depart-
ment had dropped by for welfare
checks. Not seeing overt signs of
trouble, they didn’t break into
McNulty’s house when no one
answered. But finally, on Jan.
12, as unpaid property taxes trig-
gered foreclosure proceedings,
police forced open the door and
found McNulty’s body on the
floor inside. The state medical
examiner’s office determined
she had died of ischemic cardio-
vascular disease as much as two
and half years earlier.

The incident made the nation-
al news and sparked widespread
criticism and speculation. Wells
Police Chief Jo-Ann Putnam
said she has received numerous
calls, letters and emails, de-
manding to know how such a
thing could have occurred in the
small town of about 10,000 resi-
dents.

“We’ve talked about it and
discussed what happened,” she

Taking steps to
avoid isolation

while aging alone

Watch the video
bangordailynews.com
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Westfall says his cat, Sam, is often more than enough company.

Fate of Bangor’s senior center in limbo
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BANGOR — When the Ham-
mond Senior Center closed its
doors on Oct. 30, 2015, executive
director Kathy Bernier said that
the center wouldn’t resume opera-
tions until the facility was sold.
That sale happened in November.

However, months later, the fu-
ture of the nonprofit organization
remains uncertain.

While Bernier continues to fun-
draise for a July startup in a new
location, some members have
transitioned to programming and
membership at the Bangor Y and
other sites and may not return.

Bernier said in an interview
earlier this week that many peo-
ple think the sale of the center’s
historic home last fall left the or-
ganization with a lot of money.
Though the former bank building
sold for $415,000, she said, half of
that reverted to the Coury Family
Foundation, the original source of
its purchase. Of the remainder,
she said, moving and storage
costs, legal fees and other expens-

es have consumed all but about
$140,000.

“The public is wondering why
we haven’t moved into a new
place,” she said.

But although a new location
has been identified with a target-
ed move-in date of July, Bernier
said the organization has yet to
raise the additional $350,000 for
her board-approved startup bud-
get of about $500,000. Working out
of a temporary office in Bangor’s
Coe Building, Bernier said she’s
in the process of submitting grant
applications to the Maine Com-
munity Foundation, the Libra
Foundation, the Stephen and
Tabitha King Foundation and
other funding sources. She also
continues to reach out to local
supporters, including longtime se-
nior center members, but many
have stopped donating while the
organization is in flux.

Bernier has asked the city of
Bangor to budget $30,000 for the
center — more than three times
its usual allocation — but she
won’t know the outcome until
May or June.

“If more funding doesn’t come
through, Bangor’s not going to
have a senior center,” she said.

Assuming the organization
does go forward, it will be head-
quartered at the Airport Mall,
Bernier said, in a leased
7,720-square-foot space formerly
occupied by Mr. Paperback and
an adjoining store. While the
space lacks the genteel ambiance
of the downtown facility, Bernier
says it offers many advantages,
including plenty of parking, sin-
gle-floor accessibility, bus-route
convenience and shared mainte-
nance expenses.

There is plenty of space for a
workout room, crafts, meetings,
meals and other activities enjoyed
at the former site, she said.

“And we’ll make it as elegant as
we can,” she added, with formal
rugs, furniture and the grand
piano from the old facility, which
are currently in storage.

Meanwhile, senior center mem-
bers have found other places to
carry on their activities. For ex-
ample, cribbage players are meet-
ing at the office of the Brewer

Housing Authority, artists at the
Brewer Congregational Church
and yoga practitioners at Nash’s
Health, Fitness & Wellness in
Bangor.

But many members of the Ham-
mond Street Senior Center have

discovered the benefits of the Ban-
gor Y, said member Al Banfield.
Initially attracted by the Y’s offer
of a free, two-month membership
after the senior center closed its
doors, Banfield said center mem-
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Becky Welch (left) and Lynne Lovely count their hands at the end of a
game of cribbage with the group from the Hammond Street Senior
Center on Monday. The card group has found a new place to play at
the Brewer Housing Authority’s Community Room after the closing of
the senior center in Bangor.
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