When I reflect on this Operation Smile Mission trip to Santa Cruz, Bolivia, my heart just fills up with
so much love. It blows my mind, still to this day, that I went on a life changing mission for Operation
Smile to help little babies, young toddlers, young teens/tweens and even adults, when in actuality, my
life was changed.
I’ll never forget landing in Santa Cruz with my mission buddies, Avis Latimer, Brenda Rose and
Jennifer Smith. We had no idea what we were about to embark on and we were all so humbled and
blessed to have been the ones chosen by Close To My Heart to go.
Pre-screening Day was so emotional for me, even more so than Announcement Day. We arrived bright
and early Saturday morning and got to work entertaining the children and bringing some comfort and
ease to the over 300 families that traveled all over South America to see if their loved one qualified
for a life changing surgery. We had toys, bubble machines, paper, markers and Insta Cameras (huge
hit) to aid us in this entertainment. When some of those ideas wore off, I decided to teach the kids how
to make “cootie-catchers” out of paper. It was an instant success!
This was also the day Avis, Brenda, Jennifer and I got to find a family or two to follow through the
pre-screening process. I had remembered two girls, in particular, that touched my heart the moment I
laid eyes on them. Their names were Maite and Isabell.

Maite was wearing a Peppa Pig sweat shirt and I instantly knew I had to follow her. My niece loves Peppa
Pig so it was easy to bond with Maite. Her mom, Vania, was with her as well as her grandma. They were
from Santa Cruz and this was their fourth visit to see if Maite qualified for a life changing surgery. She
had been sick all the other times, with a cold/cough, and wasn’t healthy enough for surgery. I followed
Maite during her pre-screening to help her mom keep her occupied. She’s two years old, so you can only

imagine what it was like to spend 6+ hours with a toddler and keep her happy. We had a lot of fun together
tossing a little football in the very crowded, hot/humid and confined hospital area.
Isabell was the other girl that touched my heart. She was 14 and had had a previous surgery in her home
of Argentina, but her grandmother explained to Monica Wihongi and me, that it was not a successful
surgery and it needed to be repaired. Sadly, this is very common for cleft lip and palate patients.
The second day was Announcement Day. Monica had prepared us for the floods of emotions we’d
experience. I was thrilled to learn that both of my girls had passed their pre-screening exams and were
scheduled for surgery the next day. My heart ached for the families that weren’t chosen, but what I
learned, and what makes me want to support Operation Smile even more, is that no patient was left empty
handed. They either were given dental care, set up for orthodontics or placed on the next mission
schedule. No one was turned away. Even a 72-year-old man was given a life changing mission. Per one
of the Operation Smile staff, it’s Operation Smiles mission to make sure that no teen or adult live another
day with a cleft lip or cleft palate. Just brings tears to my eyes reliving the emotions I felt when I heard
this. Life changing!!
The third day was Surgery Day and my heart just about jumped out of my body when I went into Maite’s
room and saw her mom with the other families that were getting ready for surgery. I ran up to Maite,
picked her up and gave her the biggest hug. She eagerly squeezed me back. Her mom teased me and
said in Spanish, “You stole my daughter’s heart.” Well, I can say without a shadow of doubt, this little
girl stole my heart.

I was able to be with Maite the entire day. Maite was scheduled in the third surgery round. There were
five surgical tables, two rooms, and this medical team was non-stop performing life changing surgeries.

I was humbled to be able to be in the room with Maite and witness, first hand, the amazing surgical skills
of Dr. Carlos Dorado. To actually see his handy-work in action and see the transformation from a bilateral cleft lip to a perfect lip is hard to put into words. My eyes tear up just re-living this moment. It’s
a miracle in action for sure. After the surgery, I was able to be with Maite and hold her in recovery while
the anesthesia was wearing off. I was able to give her a syringe of apple juice (they want them to start
sucking/drinking as soon as possible), but she wanted nothing to do with it. The nurse helping me
suggested that I try the cup, next to me. I started to bring it to her mouth and she instantly grabbed it and
started drinking from it. You have no idea how emotional this was to see. This was the FIRST time she
had ever been able to drink from a cup and have it all go in her mouth. Brought me to tears! It was pretty
exciting to be able to carry her out to her mom, in the waiting room. What an incredibly awesome day it
was.
Isabell had her surgery the following day. I only was able to spend a few minutes with her and her
grandmother. Thank goodness for social media, because I’ve been able to keep in contact with both
families and their progress. Isabell had a very successful surgery and will have a follow-up orthodontics
this month.
Our last full day was spent preparing for the 4,000 surgery. This was a huge event for Operation Smile
Boliva and for all of us to be there for this celebration was pretty incredible. I spend the morning, in the
recovery area with Maite, her mom and grandma. She was recovering so well and starting to want to eat.
She took me by the hand and walked me over to a room where a refrigerator was. Inside were little Jello
cups. She grabbed as many as her little hands could carry and walked me back to her recover station.
Look at how well she’s eating, in the picture. This is a true miracle at work. Let me just tell you saying
good-bye to her and her mom was the hardest part of this entire trip. The bond that I formed with this
family will be forever imbedded in my memory. I’m so thankful for this opportunity and life changing
experience.

