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By Thomas P. Schlagel,

While at a Guatemalan hotel in November, 2-year-old Silver Vega Lemus’ watched his parents die after they were caught in the middle of a drug-related fight.

The attackers then slashed the toddler across his left eye with a machete and sliced the fingers off his 12-year-old sister Katerine as she put her hand up in self-defense.

His 10-year-old sister Silvia hid in the closet.

Silver underwent re-constructive surgery in Fargo, N.D., last week and in September, Eau Claire ocularist Mike Barrett will fit him with a custom-made prosthetic eye for free.

“If you can do something, you do it,” Barrett said.

A normal procedure would cost between $1,600 and $2,000, said Barrett, the owner of Midwest Eye Laboratories, 1101 W. Clairemont Ave.

Through the help of God’s Child, a Christian mission that works with Guatemalan children, Barrett is working with Fargo-based doctors who reconstructed Silver’s eye socket.

Barrett is no stranger to helping out people. But he said he only will aid people in extreme situations, like Silver’s.

“I’ve got ‘fish’ written across my forehead,” he joked. “I have a hard time saying no, but sometimes I have to. I won’t be used as a pawn.”

Based in Guatemala, God’s Child provides foster care for poverty-stricken children, publicity director Monica Hannan said.

“Our program is a fostering program,” she said. “We raise children in families and not institutions.”

Once learning of Silver’s story, Barrett jumped at the chance to help.

“You just want to make sure the kids are taken care of,” he said. “It’s a situation that’s inexcusable and intolerable.”

The process of making a prosthetic eye has changed dramatically since glass eyes were the norm about 50 years ago, Barrett explained. Each eye is custom-fitted and hand-painted by doctors in a process that takes about an hour.

Barrett sits with the patient and studies his or her eye, closely examining every detail.

“When I meet somebody, the first thing I do is check out the color pattern and the blood vessels (of the eyes),” he said.

Silver’s injury is challenging for Barrett because of the damage to the socket. Fitting him with the eye won’t be painful, but it will be uncomfortable – something young children don’t tolerate well, Barrett said.

“They cuss and swear,” he said. “They say things in Spanish that I don’t understand and probably shouldn’t.”

He hopes Silver and his family will be able to heal from their wounds, both physically and emotionally.

“I really get angry about stuff like that,” he said of the attack. “It should not happen.”

Schlagel can be reached at 833-9211, (800) 236-7077 or thomas.schlagel@ecpc.com.
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