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Local folks make fresh starts that inspire
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There's no point tiptoeing around the issue. We just survived a bleak winter. A 
very bleak winter. The global economic downturn left many of us reeling in emo-
tional and financial stupors as we faced constant prognostications of even more 
hardships to come.

Wars continued to wage, stocks continued to fall, and the test to our collective 
resolve was unrelenting.

Now spring is here, and with the season comes the possibility of new beginnings. 
So, we'd like to usher in this awakening with the stories of four resilient souls who 
decided not only to make the best of this difficult time, but to thrive in it by turning 
their lives around with completely new adventures.

They are by no means the only ones out there, but they may just be the hint of 
inspiration we need right now.

The Sudden Volunteer
For 25 years Nina Wallace had a place in the world. She had a role to fill. A pur-
pose to pursue.

But then came a period of unlikely reinvention, and a need to do something that 
would satisfy her soul.

Wallace, 53, of Haddonfield, spent most of her professional life as a freelance 
graphic designer and illustrator. It was a satisfying and enjoyable career, but a 
few years ago, with her two teenage children no longer in need of a mom who 
worked from home, she decided it was time for a change. So she went to work as 
an office manager for a local South Jersey business.



For a time, Wallace enjoyed the full-time managerial work. She was staying busy 
and felt as though she was using her natural organizational skills in a positive 
and challenging way.

But after leaving that position for personal reasons a year ago, Wallace was sud-
denly confronted with the dreaded reality of finding a new job in this economy.

"I applied for countless jobs this summer and only got two interviews," said Wal-
lace. "And they were both for part-time positions only. It was really discouraging 
and depressing, and I found myself getting so desperate that I was applying for 
things like night-shift cashier jobs. I thought, "What am I doing? I have a lot more 
to give than this.' "

She would be the first to say she is fortunate in that it wasn't a matter of money. 
With her husband's continued success as a children's book author, she knew the 
family was financially stable. So she decided she would volunteer her time to the 
Food Bank of South Jersey, offering her services in whatever capacity the or-
ganization required.

"Rather than sit around and become depressed I figured the least I could do was 
volunteer," she said. "And I don't think there's anything more fundamental than 
feeding hungry people, especially in these hard times."

Since January, Wallace has devoted nearly 30 hours of every week to the Food 
Bank, working at everything from general office management to soup kitchen vis-
its. "I'm really satisfied here because they're giving me work I can take ownership 
of," she said. "I actually feel like I'm making a difference."

Wallace doesn't know how long this will last -- or whether she will eventually go 
back to full-time employment. But that's not a concern right now.

"The immediate plan was just to do something to salvage my soul," she said. 
"And this has made me very happy. I feel like I'm finally doing something I believe 
in."

The First-Time Entrepreneur
When physical therapist John Marmarou and Dr. Robert Grife first began map-
ping out the details of their new Cherry Hill health care center in 2007, the econ-
omy's most dire troubles had not yet begun to erupt. But even though credit was 
becoming increasingly hard to come by, and many of their professional col-
leagues didn't really understand the nature of the project, the two business part-
ners -- neither of whom had run a business in the past -- forged ahead.



They were on a mission.

"Not only was credit freezing up, but the first bank we went to said they wouldn't 
give us a loan because they thought we were crazy," said Marmarou, a licensed 
physical therapist from Marlton. "They had no clue what we were talking about 
with this medical center. And it was totally demoralizing."

What the two first-time entrepreneurs had in mind was an integrated health care 
facility called Exercise Care & Orthopedics, a novel approach to health care that 
incorporates a wide array of professionals such as physicians, behavioral thera-
pists, physical therapists, and speech therapists all working and communicating 
together to facilitate the best possible outcome for patients suffering from every-
thing from multiple sclerosis to obesity.

Since opening its doors in January, Marmarou, 30, said the new center has seen 
about 100 patients a week, a myriad of clients that include injured athletes, 
stroke victims, individuals suffering from depression, and even seniors recovering 
from knee or hip replacement surgery. The idea is an integrated approach to 
healing and preventative medicine that incorporates a variety of disciplines, the 
owners said, health care for the 21st century.

"The bad economy didn't faze us one bit. At no point did we think of giving up," 
he said. "This was our calling. This was our mission. Yes, it was frustrating at 
times, but we really believed there were sick people out there who needed this, 
and so we just pushed through it. And right now it's going very well."

While health care is not affected by a recession in the same way something like 
retail business might be, the economy remains a concern for everyone.

"We're staying positive," Marmarou said. "Always staying positive."

The Returning Student
Michele Epifani never gave much thought to the future. Life was a wave, and for 
most of her young adult life she was content to let it take her wherever it flowed.
Now, at 47, Epifani is stepping out of the ocean and, for the first time, creating 
her own waves.

In 1983, Epifani graduated from Gloucester County College with an associate's 
degree in computer science. It was, she said, the logical choice. After all, com-
puters were going to shape the future in unimaginable ways, and it made sense 
to be a part of that.



And then life happened. Epifani got a corporate job in an accounting office right 
out of college. Then she financed a car. And then she got married. And then she 
had a child. And before she knew it the wave had pushed her 26 years forward.

"I think that's the issue. I didn't think about it," said Epifani. "I didn't think about 
where I would be. I kind of went with whatever was happening at the time. I was 
always just getting a better job with better pay. And then my family became my 
priority. But now my daughter is 14, and I'm realizing there are things I should 
have done and still want to do now."

That's why Epifani is enrolled at Rowan University with a major in humanities and 
social sciences (with a concentration in business and political science), while 
also working full time as the business manager of the college's new South Jersey 
Technology Park. Next fall she will graduate, and go on to study for her master's 
so she can teach business management at the university level.

"Back in 1983 when I graduated, I only went into computers because that's what 
was going on. I don't think that's what I really wanted to do. So I stayed in the 
tech realm the entire time, but eventually I realized that it was not the place I 
wanted to make my mark," she said. "I realized I had to make a change. And I 
really want to teach. I'd like to glide into my 50s doing that."

When asked about the difficulties of starting over at 47 against the backdrop of 
this economy, Epifani said, "You know, I'm going to be 50 no matter what, so I 
might as well have this experience along the way rather than sit around and be 
idle.

"Age doesn't matter. This is my time in my life. I'm going to make the most of it."


