Face to Face with a Tennessee Miracle

Mark Spurlock

One warm October day in 2010, a middle-aged man arose from his hammock to observe something odd marring the face of his young granddaughter: a raw-looking bump erupting just under the child's left nostril. A dark-haired, chocolate-drop-eyed girl of 10, Catarina hovered on adolescence's cusp—when most budding females begin to have skin problems and fuss over their appearance. Something about this sore, however, did not resemble an inflamed blackhead or pimple, the kind to leave alone and let heal by itself for fear of a permanent scar. This nodule was more ominous than the typical blemish of puberty.

Nor was Catarina Ishim the typical American girl. She and the man in the hammock, her grandfather Juan, lived, not in the cosmetics-concerned developed world, but in the farming village of San Pablo, Belize, in Central America. San Pablo was home to fewer than 1,000 inhabitants, most of them Q'eqchi'—a reserved Native American tribe related to the ancient Mayans. As a self-styled teacher of the Christian Gospel, Juan was the only adult in the Ishim family confident in English and in an ability to communicate effectively with outsiders. In contrast to the practiced cultural solemnity of the Q'eqchi', Juan was an extrovert who had long wrangled over scriptural and theological difficulties with anyone willing to engage him.

Because of his language skills and outgoing personality, when Catarina's lesion did not heal but began to grow, Juan accompanied her down Belize's Coastal Highway to the children's hospital in Dangriga (population, about 10,000). Her non-English-speaking parents, Miguel and Rosaria, stayed behind to work and take care of the rest of the family.

Despite living less than forty miles from the coast, Catarina had never before seen the blue water of the Caribbean. Once on the beach she watched in impassive silence as Juan waded into the surf to try to ride one of the elusive dolphins.

This first journey was short compared to what lay before her. 

The doctor in Dangriga identified Catarina's now ping-pong-ball-sized growth as a cancerous tumor and removed it. Thankfully, it seemed confined and not to have spread to the surrounding tissue. Believing his granddaughter cured, Juan exclaimed, “Praise the Lord!” and took her back to San Pablo. The tumor returned, however, and in Juan's view, the surgery seemed only to make it thrive: “It looks like it feel good when they cut it, and it grows and grows and grows.”

This time the pair went to Belize City for another operation, but though the doctors resected a larger piece of tissue—as big as Catarina's small fist—the tumor again returned, its advance relentless. Catarina was undaunted, not by her scar, not by the bulbous mass descending slowly toward her jaw. She still stood every Sunday with her church choir and sang. An advantage to living in so small a place was no one wondered what was wrong with her. Everyone knew.

The impoverished Ishims had exhausted their very limited worldly resources. A deeply religious people, they decided Catarina's only hope was a miracle from God. For them calling on divine intervention meant an earnestness foreign to most Western Christians. The Ishims abandoned their home early in 2012 to live in a grass hut in a farmer's field outside their village, where they fasted and prayed continually for more than a month.

During this time their Job-like faith was tested as the tumor grew into a monstrous balloon that seemed to inflate from Catarina's head, completely blocking one of her nostrils and making breathing difficult through the other. By now the mass weighed almost ten pounds—one sixth as big as the rest of the girl's wasted frame—and obscured her left eye and the lower two thirds of her face. She could no longer hold her head up and spent much of her time on her back in the hammock, waiting for either a miracle or what seemed more likely: death.

In March 2012, Belize News 5 covered her story, and Catarina's miracle began to move through East Tennessee. Alicia Williams, a coordinator with Hearts of Christ, a Morristown faith-based organization that sponsors the education of more than 800 children in Central America, saw the graphic report and knew she had to help the suffering girl. She used her cellphone to photograph her television screen and send the snapshot to Carla Jennings, president and founder of Hearts of Christ. Jennings in turn reached out to Dr. Richard Glover, a Knoxville pediatrician who had served with Jennings in Belize and often brought children to the US for specialized treatment.  

Catarina's next journey would be more than 1,300 miles to Knoxville. The undertaking required the mobilization of many resources and cooperation of many dedicated professionals acting with an alacrity and generosity seldom seen among complex organizations and bureaucracies.

From Belize, Williams kept in contact with Glover because medical necessity threatened to short-circuit their plans: without a third operation, Catarina would soon suffocate. In the US, Glover worked to put together a medical team an operation of this magnitude would involve. Additionally, visas and passports would be required, appropriate hospital facilities must be volunteered, and all the other logistics of moving a critically ill Q'eqchi' girl from her homeland to the US for a seldom-performed operation on the face of someone so young would have to be overcome. The most challenging pieces were asking a hospital to donate the infrastructure to support the operation and locating a microsurgeon to graft replacement skin onto Catarina's face and attach blood vessels to supply the resultant graft. 

Time seemed to run out. The tumor was growing more than a centimeter a day now, and on March 29 doctors in Belize wheeled her into the operating room for a mission of mercy operation that Glover believed “probably would have killed her.” Right before the surgery began, he phoned Williams with good news: “We got somebody.” Dr. John Little from East Tennessee Children's Hospital would remove the tumor, and the University of Tennessee Medical Center's Dr. Kathleen Herbig—a microsurgeon who had recently completed her plastic surgery fellowship at MD Anderson—would be available to complete the skin graft. The next closest microsurgeon with Herbig's training and qualifications was in Memphis.

Catarina's surgery in Belize was canceled, and by midnight the following evening, Glover met the Ishims at McGhee Tyson Airport. After examing Catarina, Little agreed that had Belizean doctors gone through with their operation, she would have died because of the tumor's size and complex blood supply: “The cancer was absorbing her metabolic capacity. As weak as she was, she wouldn't have been able to handle the blood loss.”

Besides Little and Herbig, Catarina needed the services of an interventional radiologist, Dr. Peter Kvamme, whose job was to prevent pulmonary embolism. Whereas Little's surgery took seven and a half hours, stopping blood flow to the tumor took eleven. Because of malnutrition and tumor blockage, the patient also needed a feeding tube and a central line, both of which were installed by Dr. W. Glaze Vaughan.

Herbig, assisted with the plastic surgery by Dr. Joseph Chung, operated until two a.m. attaching blood vessels as small as a single millimeter, before she had to abandon her first attempt because of Catarina's propensity to clot. The second, successful graft began on Sunday morning. Between the two grafts, Catarina had a short respite in ICU, but altogether she was on the operating table from Saturday morning until Sunday evening. As a consequence of the tumor's invasion, she lost her left eye, nose, and much of her palate.

Still, she was alive and content. During her recovery, she was equipped with a small bell to ring for help because of her inability to speak. She rang it once in the night to reassure herself that someone was there and would come if needed. Otherwise, she asked for nothing.

Perhaps it was her Q'eqchi' upbringing or just her individual personality, but all the doctors who came in contact with Catarina were impressed by the quiet resolution of this sixty-pound eleven-year-old enduring such adversity. According to Little, “She faced the most challenging event of her life without her parents in a country among strangers. She thought she would be away from them for three weeks, and it turned into eight months. She was amazingly stoic and resilient.”

In contrast to Catarina's placidity, Juan worried her appearance might handicap her back in Belize. Although Catarina said she did not care whether she was provided with even an eye patch, Juan advocated for cosmetic improvements to the life-saving surgery. Because of the reduction in the bone around her cheek, little could be done to fit her with a glass eye. An artificial nose, though, would help normalize Catarina's appearance and reduce the risk of infection and other complications from leaving an exposed cavity on her face.

While Dr. Ray Pais administered Catarina's 22-week course of chemotherapy, Scott Fiscus, a board-certified ocularist and anaplastologist, was brought in to build her a nose. “Dr. Little contacted me because this is the fifth or sixth case like this I've done,” he recalled. Fiscus had donated his time to help other children through Childspring International (http://www.childspringintl.org/), another faith-based organization that matches international children in need with health-care providers.

Fiscus downplayed his role in Catarina's treatment: “What I do is just icing on the cake. They saved her life. All I had to do was make a rubber nose.” Despite his humility, Fiscus fashioned seventeen “rubber noses” for Catarina, working through the Thanksgiving holiday to perfect the last that would make life easier for her in Belize. “It's hard to take a shower without a nose,” Fiscus said. “You can drown.”

Throughout her stay in the US, Catarina and her uncle lived with Glover and his wife, Lori. They attended the wedding of one of the Glovers' daughters, and while they were in Knoxville, the Glovers took the opportunity to show the Ishims what East Tennessee has to offer besides the incredibly giving community of volunteerism they were already experiencing. (A former Vols tennis coach gave Juan his championship ring.) Juan went to a UT football game but expressed a continued preference for the football he knew in Belize, soccer—just as Catarina continued to prefer the comfort foods of her homeland. San Pablo had no indoor plumbing and acquired electricity only in 2011, yet Catarina quickly developed skill with all the electronic devices the Glovers' own granddaughter, Kaisley, shared with her. She was soon DVR'ing her favorite television shows. Juan was more careful and afraid of breaking one of his hosts' miraculous gadgets.

At Thanksgiving, her treatments completed, Catarina went back to Belize, accompanied by her grandfather and the Glovers, who came to see her home. Her prognosis was good, but guarded; the cancer had defeated two previous surgeries, after all.

Nevertheless, thanks to the cooperation of area nonprofits, two Knoxville hospitals, and a team of some of East Tennessee's finest medical personnel, Catarina had a chance at a reasonably normal life—a chance to grow up scarred by battle, but scars that signified how she had been touched by a medical miracle. Her physical recovery had exceeded the doctors' expectations.

San Pablo marked her return with a village-wide celebration of thanksgiving—lowercase—and a fiesta that included the consumption of more than 400 pounds of chicken. And Grandfather Juan? After eight months and a more than 2,600 mile journey, Juan Ishim could at last return to his beloved hammock.

How You Can Help

If you would like to help other children like Catarina with vital medical needs, you can contribute to:

Faith Welch Fund 

East Tennessee Children's Hospital

P.O. Box 15010

2018 Clinch Avenue

Knoxville, TN 37901-5010

This fund supports both Children's Hospital and the University of Tennessee Medical Center in their endeavors to provide access to health care for children across the globe.

You can also help sponsor the education of a Belize child through:

Hearts of Christ Children's Ministry

P.O. Box 1738

Morristown, TN 37816

http://www.heartsofchrist.org/sponsor.html

