
 

Baby born with heart defect faces more
challenges after stroke

January 14 2021, by Stefani Kopenec

  
 

  

Kayla Scritchfield had a normal pregnancy and delivered her second
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daughter, Ava, thinking all was well. About six hours later, Ava looked
purple. Medical personnel whisked away the newborn.

Kayla and her husband, Garrett, were told that Ava probably had a heart
defect. She needed to be transported from Salina, Kansas, to Kansas
City.

Garrett flew with the medical team and his intubated daughter,
wondering if she would survive. After they arrived, doctors inserted a
stent to open an artery in Ava's heart, which had a defect known as
transposition of the great arteries. The condition results from the two
large arteries of the heart (aorta and pulmonary artery) being connected
to the wrong heart chamber.

Open-heart surgery could correct the problem. But Ava's heart wasn't
strong enough. She healed for 10 days.

The night before Ava's surgery, Kayla and Garrett were headed out of
the hospital for a bite to eat when they got a call to come back. No
explanation was given.

Doctors and nurses filled Ava's room. The nurse assigned to Ava for the
night was crying in the hallway. The couple wasn't allowed in the room.
A doctor came out and explained they were trying to start Ava's heart
again because of an error.

"They were changing the IV line, which didn't get fully locked to keep
out all the air, so air slowly filled her IV line when they turned it back
on. Air went to her heart and caused her heart to stop. And then as it
moved up, it went to her brain and caused her to have a massive stroke,"
Kayla said.

Doctors got Ava's heart beating again, then sent her for tests to look for 
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brain damage. Other evidence of the trauma already was evident. Ava
was swollen and her face and hands were covered in deep red splotches
because as the air embolism traveled through her body, it burst blood
vessels.

"They warned us that there could be some major brain damage or that
she could possibly be brain-dead based on the amount of air that had
traveled to her brain, which was hard to hear," Kayla said.

Thankfully, Ava's brain showed activity, even though it also had some
dead spots. She had 20 subclinical seizures, meaning they were
experienced but were not visible. Staff took X-rays of Ava's bowels and
intestines to watch the embolism as it worked its way out of her system,
checking to see that it didn't perforate anything.

A day and a half later, Ava woke up and was alert, promptly getting
hiccups at 5 p.m. – the same time of day she did when she was in the
womb. It was a soothing, positive sign that things may be improving.

At 20 days old, doctors successfully performed her nine-hour heart
surgery. Ava was soon ready to go home to Lindsborg, Kansas. By year's
end, she didn't need any more seizure medication. She did have lingering
effects from the stroke, specifically right-sided deficits that left her with
braces on her legs and hand.

Now 3, Ava runs and plays and interacts with other kids as best she can.
Twice a week, she goes to preschool, where she gets physical,
occupational and speech therapy. She receives additional physical and
speech therapy at an infant child development center nearby.

"If you didn't know the background and her story, without watching her
closely, you would never be able to tell that she went through all that,"
Kayla said. "I always say she's very resilient and determined."
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Garrett called her a fighter who makes the family smile.

"She's one of the happiest kids you've ever seen," he said. "She's got a
laugh that will light up a room real quick."

Ava's 7-year-old sister, Maleah, helps the family share Ava's heart story
by raising money as part of the American Heart Association's Kids Heart
Challenge that helps children learn how to have a healthy heart. Kayla
and Ava also go to schools to discuss how some children are born with
congenital heart defects.

"Before she was born, I had no idea what CHD was," Kayla said. "It's
our new normal. We try to stay active and advocate and bring awareness
to it."
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