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To Save A Life

Through the efforts of two nonprofit groups and chain of caring strangers, a 15-year-old Guatemalan girl comes to New Jersey for a crucial heart operation.

Story by Karen Hammerdorfer Delancey
Correspondent & Photos by Joseph J. Delconzo


Maria Guadalupe Cay, 15, underwent open-heart surgery at the Deborah Heart and Lung Center in Pemberton Township this summer.

Although the 90-minute surgery itself was not out of the ordinary, how she got there was.

Maria’s journey from a small, poor village in Central America to New Jersey involved an eclectic group of volunteers that stretched from Guatemala to Ortley Beach, New Jersey.

HELPING HANDS
Were it not for the efforts of two nonprofit groups, the North Dakota-based GOD’S CHILD Project and the New Jersey-centered Deborah Heart and Lung Center’s Children of the World Program, Maria would not have had the surgery.

Deborah’s Children of the World Program provides surgery for children unable to receive medical care in their own country.

The GOD’S CHILD Project serves the poor in Guatemala by providing medical and dental care, clothing, academic support, food redistributions, substance-abuse counseling and foster homes for orphaned children.

“Maria now has a chance to live because people of different states, nations and heritages joined hands and brought her to people who have the means to giver her life,” said Patrick Atkinson, a native of Bismarck, N.D., who started The GOD’S CHILD Project. “Maria was in New Jersey because, every day, special strangers joined together because they believed in her.”

Dr. Niels Giddins, chief of pediatric cardiology at Deborah, said Maria had a combination of congenital heart problems, including a severe obstruction at the pulmonary valve, located between the right side of the heart and the lung blood vessels. Her heart also had a large atrial septal defect, which is a gap or hole in the wall between the two upper chambers of the heart.

The problems caused Maria to tire easily. Without the surgery, she would have had heart failure within the next few years, the doctor said.

“In the United States, this would have been dealt with in her preschool years before it got to this stage. She will now be provided a chance for a normal life,” Giddins said.

The June 26 surgery was performed by Dr. Lynn B. McGrath, vice president of medical affairs and chairman of the medical staff and the Department of Cardio thoracic Surgery at Deborah. Maria’s surgery and postoperative recovery went well, and she has a very good chance of living a normal life, McGrath said.

“There is good medical care in Guatemala – but not for the poor,” Atkinson said. “In Maria’s case, she did not have access to quality medical care until she came into The GOD’S CHILD Project, and at that point her age and frail condition discouraged the local medical community from wanting to intervene.”

While Maria recovered from her surgery, she stayed at the home of Kathy Callow, Pitman, Gloucester County, New Jersey, who has been involved with The GOD’S CHILD Project for five years.

This is the first time Callow has aided a Guatemalan family in her home, and it happened by sheer circumstance.

In January, Callow was reading The GOD’S CHILD Project’s monthly newsletter, which Atkinson writes from Guatemala. One story was about a Guatemalan boy who needed medical care for gunshot wounds.

The story spurred Callow to send Atkinson an email. She told him she lived near a hospital that specializes in heart problems (Deborah) and provides free care to those in need (through its Children of the World Program). Callow told him to contact her if he ever knew of a child who needed heart surgery.

The next day Callow received an email from Atkinson stating: “Great. We have somebody.”

That somebody was Maria.

Maria is an eighth-grader at the Rafael Rosales School in the small village of San Jose La Rinconada, near Antigua. The village consists of approximately 35 houses and has a population of around 400.

Maria, who is Maya Indian, has six siblings. Her mother, Margarita, accompanied her to New Jersey. Her father, Benedicto, is a gardener at a park in Antigua where he earns $ 60 a month. 

“The majority of Americans are interested in helping out when they know they can make a difference,” Callow said. Her late husband, Don Callow Jr., grew up in the Brick-Point Pleasant area and graduated from Monsignor Donovan High School.

Another helping hand involved with The GOD’S CHILD Project was William Wolfe, a former 3M Corp. executive who operates a Holiday Inn resort in Rutland, VT. Wolfe paid for the Cays’ airfare and personally went to Guatemala to accompany the family on a plane trip from Guatemala to Philadelphia.

“Bill is our miracle worker. He steps in and takes special and emergency situations that confront us and generally pays for most, if not all, of the expenses out of his own pocket,” Atkinson said.

DEBORAH FOUNDATION
The philosophy of the Deborah Heart and Lung Center is that there is no price tag on life. The center performs approximately 1,500 open-heart surgeries a year; 300 of the recipients are connected with the Children of the World Program, which aids needy American and foreign children and teen-agers.

The program is funded through the Deborah Foundation, which has a staff of approximately 60 fundraising professionals. The foundation receives monetary support from individuals, corporations, and numerous groups that range from civic to religious. Last year, the foundation raised approximately $ 14 million, half of which was earmarked for the Children of the World Program.

Despite its large professional staff, the foundation relies heavily on approximately 70,000 volunteers who serve in more than 300 community-based chapters from Maine to Florida and play a major role in fund-raising efforts.

“We would be nothing without the volunteers,” said Spero Margeotes, president and CEO of the Deborah Heart and Lung Center and the Deborah Foundation. “They are the heart of the foundation.”

Helene Frishman, Toms River, New Jersey, is one such volunteer. She is president of the foundation’s Seaside chapter.

From Memorial Day through Labor Day, members of the Seaside chapter sit outside the A&P supermarket in the Ortley Beach section of Dover Township and ask people to donate money to the Deborah Foundation. The chapter raised $ 14,000 through last summer’s fundraiser, known as “shake the can,” the second most among New Jersey chapters.

Through the year, the 800-member chapter holds various other fundraisers that range from an upcoming craft show in Seaside Heights to an October luncheon that raised approximately $ 13,000 last year through raffles, 50-50’s and bids on gift baskets. Last year, the Seaside chapter raised a total of $ 74,984 for the Deborah Foundation.

“We tell people about the Children of the World Program and the good things that Deborah Hospital does,” Frishman said. “I’m just happy they can help the small children. If anyone wants to visit Deborah, they can go and look around and see what they’re doing. It’s amazing.”

Besides providing heart surgery to children in need, the Children of the World Program invites physicians from Greece, Italy and other parts of the world to observe and learn new skills at Deborah. Doctors at Deborah have visited several countries to provide surgery to children in their homelands. And the program provides room and board for an accompanying parent or guardian while their child receives care at Deborah.

BREAKING POVERTY CYCLE
The minimum legal daily wage in Guatemala is $ 3 a day. The typical diet consists of tortillas and beans; bread, vegetables, fruit and milk are not readily available. 

Maria’s village is accessible by one winding dirt road. Callow, an environmental engineer in Philadelphia said the one-room shacks in which many families live have dirt floors and walls made of dried corn stalks.

If there is a bed, it is used by as many as four children. Generally a family sleeps on the ground on cardboard or on a makeshift mattress by tying together unusable clothing.

Last year, Callow and her son, Mark, then 5, visited Guatemala with 28 other Americans to help build homes there. The Cay family received a new home.

The country’s poverty makes it difficult for children to stay in school, Callow said. “Public education is free… but due to financial hardships, many families cannot afford to purchase uniforms and school supplies. Approximately one-third of the children finish the sixth grade,” she said.

“Because the families have no money, they pull their children out of school so that they can join the work force. Some children as young as 5, 6, and 7 work at shining shoes. The dollar a day they earn is needed,” Callow said.

The GOD’S CHILD Project aims to break the cycle of poverty by, among other means, paying students’ families a small monthly scholarship check. This serves as an incentive for families to keep their children in school and for children to achieve academic excellence.

The amount of the scholarship check is determined by need and academic success.

Margarita Cay, Maria’s mom, expressed her thanks to all who made her daughter’s surgery possible.

Using Callow as an interpreter, Cay said, “I’m grateful to God, to GOD’S CHILD, and to all the people who made it possible for us to arrive here. I want to thank everyone who does anything they can to help the poor people get medical care.”

She added that Maria is eager to return to Guatemala to get back to school and continue her studies.

For information about The Deborah Foundation, call (609) 893-5400. The GOD’S CHILD Project is headquartered at: PO Box 1573, Bismarck, ND, 58502. It can be reached at (701) 255-7956 or online at www.GodsChild.org.
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