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A Home for Healing
By Joline Gutierrez Krueger / Journal on Fri, Sep 16, 2011
You don’t notice the scars, leathered arms, gnarled fingers. Not at first. Maybe not at all.
That’s a tribute to the many surgeries – no one remembers how many – Ada Ramirez has endured over the past 16 years since fire rained down from a burning ceiling in her family’s one-room shack in Guatemala.
It’s also an indication of how her big, bright eyes overshadow the scars, how her eyes seem to see deep inside you so that you see her, remember her, not as the girl who got burned but as the girl with eyes that sparkle like black diamonds.
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[image: http://www.abqjournal.com/main/wp-content/uploads/2011/09/blanktablefiller.png] [image: http://www.abqjournal.com/main/wp-content/uploads/2011/09/blanktablefiller.png]“People tell her she’s so beautiful, and that is really such a wonderful thing, because it means they can look beyond the scars,” said foster mom Carol Eiffert, whose family has played host to Ramirez since she was a frightened 3-year-old in a lot of pain and far from home. “And they can do that because of who she is. She has a softness, a sweetness, a character that kind of just shines out of her eyes.”
Ramirez is 19 now and back in Albuquerque for another round of surgeries – the slicing of fused fingers, the buttressing of a drooping eye, the softening of cheeks and the loosening of lower lip with fat liposuctioned from her small belly.
This is her fourth trip, though not her fourth round of surgeries. Teams of doctors from Albuquerque also have flown to Guatemala to operate on Ramirez over the years.  “She’s kind of Albuquerque’s girl,” Eiffert said.
Healing the Children, a national nonprofit that provides medical care to needy children here and abroad, sponsors the surgeries, but the physicians, staff and foster parents are all volunteers.
For this go-round, Drs. William Loutfy and Tess Balcomb donated their talents to the reconstruction. The Albuquerque Surgery Center donated the rest.  
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Ada Ramirez was brought to Albuquerque at age 3 when medical care she needed was unavailable in her native Guatemala. It was then that foster mother Carol Eiffert became her second mother. (Marla Brose/Albuquerque Journal)
But the largest part of the Ramirez’s care comes from Eiffert and her husband, Dana, and the families of their two children, David Eiffert and Holly Wehr.
“She is part of our family,” Wehr said.
Ramirez is one of five children the Eifferts have cared for over the years as a foster family for Healing the Children. She is the only one of those children to come back again and again – at ages 3, 6, 11 and now.
She is also the only foster child the Eifferts have visited in her native country, though because of concerns about the violence in her neighborhood they were unable to see the small home she shares with her mother and two brothers.
It’s a much different lifestyle for Ramirez in Albuquerque, where she has her own bedroom and use of a laptop.
“Facebook,” she says with a giggle, “is my life.”
Her room – this time at the Wehr house – is filled with photos of herself, school chums from Guatemala, her mother and the Eifferts.
In each photo, she is the tiniest one, her otherwise cocoa-brown skin streaked with scars in various stages of pink to red to purple healing, her thick dark hair growing longer through the years and those big black eyes, now made more dramatic with thick liner and bold crescents of brows she draws on herself since her own cannot grow from underneath the scorching and the scarring.
In every photo, she is smiling.
“She really is a very happy girl,” Wehr said.
Ramirez, who speaks only a smattering of English, finds it hard to narrow down those things that make her happy in Albuquerque.
“I like it here,” she said. “I like everything.”
Like “Glee.” Paramore and Hillsong United. Lots of hair products. Traveling with her foster family. Eating (everything). Driving (well, just a golf cart on private property). Socializing with new friends from church. And shopping. Oh, the shopping.
“We’ve had to tell her to slow down a bit on that,” Wehr said. “Eventually, she will have to ship it all back to Guatemala.”
What Ramirez doesn’t like is talking about how she was burned. She tells those who ask that she was in an accident.
To me, she says that flames, apparently from a candle, spread to the ceiling above her and that molten chunks of it fell on her face, her arms, her hands, the front of her body and her legs. The fire was so intense it burned away the tendons in her fingers.
“Feo,” she said. Ugly. Too ugly for her to dwell on.
Ramirez, in Albuquerque since May, is healed from this round of surgeries. Soon she will return to Guatemala to study accounting at the Universidad de San Carlos de Guatemala.
She imagines the day she returns to Albuquerque, her second city, her second family, for that last surgery that will erase any trace of scarring.
Maybe that can never happen. And then again, to those who have come to know her and her brave spirit and beautiful eyes, it already has.
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