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Estrella “Star” Castillo, 26

Before Star was born, the doctors told her parents that their unborn child would have a heart defect. Never in a million years would they have imagined that they would have to send off their two-year-old to open heart surgery to fix her little heart. 

Star had open heart surgery for a procedure called, Fontan -a surgical practice used in children with complex congenital heart defects. Fortunately, Star had a semi-quick recovery; however monthly visits to the doctor’s office became part of her childhood.  
Her memories as a child are still very vivid today when she describes wanting to be active but couldn’t.  “I would see kids running during PE, and all I could do is and watch. My job was to keep tally of their laps.” She remembers girls her age playing soccer and wanted nothing more than to join a soccer team herself. In fact, at the age of 13, she did just that. Against her doctor’s orders, Star tried out for a soccer team and got in. Her dream of being a soccer player ended before it could begin because her coach learned very quickly of her heart condition. 

She never quite understood the severity of her heart condition but she was constantly reminded by the scar left across her chest which had hindered so many things she wanted to do. At the age of 16, Star wound up in the hospital once again after complaining of shortness of breath one evening in church. That day the doctors put her asleep for nearly 10 hours only for Star to wake up to a sore chest and aching and dry throat.  Feeling fatigued and groggy, Star looked down at her chest and confirmed no additional scars but did see markings from the shocks she had apparently received during the time she was put asleep.  Although a surgery was not needed, the doctors kept her at the hospital for 3 days of observation.  This time, unlike when she was 2 years old, she understood the something was wrong with her heart and had many questions for her family. Star wanted to know everything and her parents, in tears, explained in detail what they had gone through when she under went her heart surgery as a toddler. Star could see the worry in their eyes as they feared they were going to re-live the same experience once again. 

Fortunately for Star, the next 10 years have been very stable. At the age of 26, she has learned to live her life to the fullest and although her physical activity has remained limited, she incorporates some type of low impact activity such as walking and swimming and makes healthy lifestyle choices.
Star feels grateful and blessed to have such a strong support system and says that she’s been able to get through this because of her loving husband Alex, her parents, and her siblings. “For people out there who have experienced heart disease at a young age, there are ways to cope. Surrounding yourself with loved ones and taking care of yourself, is my advice,” said Star. 
