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'‘To make her better, | have to torture
her': a doctor, a burned girl, 276 days
in hospital

Dr. Kevin Poster, head of the Arizona Burn Center in Phoenix, was working

on 5t Patrick's Day when the call came in,

There had been a horrible accident. As a family in Phoenix was gerting ready
for a neighborhood parry, the father built a fire in a fire pit in his driveway.

He had used gasoline 10 ignite it and it exploded.
I'le was burned badly and his 8-year-old daughter was engulted in Hames.

In the moment Foster saw Isabella McCune for the firse time, saw how badly
she was hurr, he thoughr ot his daughrer, Karie, who is a few years older

than Isabella and also has dark hair and cyes.

Foster put Isabella in a drug-induced coma almost immediacely. A rube

down her throar helped her breathe.

Third-degree burns covered her hands and arms, one side of her (o150, her

buttocks and legs, [ront and back. Her [ace was mosily spared.

Over the next three days, loster would take Isabella into the operating room
several dimes, slicing open her limbs o relieve pressure from swelling,

curting away the destroyed skin,

It was only the beginning. It would take months ro repair the damage.

Isabella would hurt all of the time, even with pain medication.
She was burned over 65 percent of her body. She would need exrensive skin
gratts.

Foster would use the unburned skin on her back, and he'd rake more cach
time her back healed. Using her own skin meant chere was less chance of

rejection.



Lt would be harrowing lor Isabella. It would be hard on her family. It would

haunt Fosier.

e tocused on what he knew could be, Twenry years ago, Isabella would not

have survived this, Bur Foster and his staft could fix her.

The day would come when Isabella would leave the hospiral. She'd go back

1o school and gymnastics.

lioster would keep thar picture in his mind. Tle'd try to make Isabella see it,
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Isabella McCune undergoes surgery at the Arizona Burn Center in Phoenix on May 24, 2018, She was

severely burned in @ home accident in March,
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Isabella McCune wears a glove to protect her burned hands at the Arizana Burn Center in Phoenix May
24, 2018. She was severely burned in a hame aceident in March,

Isabella McCune gets a kiss from her mom, Lilly, before surgery at the Arizona Burn Center in Phoenix
May 24, 2018. She was severely burned in a home accident in March.

Isabella McCune holds a Wonder Woman dall before surgery at the Arizena Burn Center in Phoenix May
24, zo18. She was severely burned in a home accident in March,
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Murses and staff say goodbye to lsabella McCune at the Arizona Burn Center in Phoe

x on Dec. 17, 2018,

The g-year-old was being discharged nine months to the day after she was severely burned in a home
accident.

Isabella McCune gets a kiss from Phoenix Firefighter David Ford after being reunited at the Arizona Burn
Center in Phoenix on Dec. 17, 2018, Ford was one of the first responders that helped her after she was
severaly burned in March. The g-year-old was discharged nine manths to the day after her accident.

Isabella McCune answers questions during a press conference at the Arizona Burn Center in Phoenix on
Dec. 17, z018. The g-year-old was discharged nine months to the day after she was severely burned in a
home accident.

Isabella McCune cries at the thaught of intubation befare her surgery at the Arizona Burn Center in
Phoenix May z4, z018. She was severely burned in a home accident in March.




Dr. Kevin Foster and his team perfarm skin-graft surgery on lsabella McCune at the Arizona Burn Center
in Phoenix May 24, 2018, She was severely burned in a home accident in March,

A skin graft is stapled in place during surgery for Isabella McCune at the Arizona Burn Center in Phoenix
May 24, 2018. She was severely burned in a home accident in March.

Dr. Kevin Foster assesses [sabella McCune's burns during skin-graft surgery at the Arizena Burn Center in
Phoenix May 24, z018. She was severely burned in a home accident in March.

Harvested skin from Isabella McCune's back is ready for transplanting to her legs during surgery at the
Arizena Burn Center in Phoenix May 24, 2018, She was severely burned in a heme accident in March,




Dr. Kevin Foster {right) stands over |sabella McCune during surgery at the Arizona Burn Center in Phoenix
May z4, 2018. She was severely burned in & home accident in March.

lzabella MeCune smiles while recovering in her roam at the Arizona Burn Center in Phoenix June 14,
zo18, She was severely burned in a home accident in March,

Lilly McCune halds the hand of her daughter, Isabella, while she recovers in her room at the Arizona Burn
Center in Phoenix June 14, 2018. She was severely burned in a home accident in March.




Lilly MeCune kisses her daughter, Isabella, as she recovers in her raom at the Arizona Burn Center in

Fhoenix June 14, z018. She was severely burned in & home accident in March,
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Isabella McCune has a message to her father hung over her bed at the Arizona Burn Center in Phoenix

June 17, 2018. She was severely burned in a hame accident in March.

1.0, McCune sits bedside with his daughter, Isabella, at the Arizona Burn Center in Phoenix June 17, zo18.
She was severely burned in a home accident in March.

LD MeCune halds hands with his daughter, Isabella, at the Arizona Burn Center in Phoenix June 17, 2018,
She was severaly burned in a home accident in March,




lsabella McCune is pushed in her wheelchair by her dad, 1.0, at the Arizona Burn Center in Phoenix Dec.
12, 2018. The g-year-old was severely burned in a home accident in March,

Isabella McCune is pushed in her wheelchair by her dad, 1.D., at the Arizona Burn Center in Phoenix Dec,
12, 2018. The g-year-cld was severely burned in a home accident in March.

Isabella McCune sits in her wheelchair cutside the Arizona Burn Center in Phoenix Dec. 12, 2018. The g-
vear-old was severely burned in a8 home accident in March,

lsabella McCune is pushed in her wheelchair by her dad, 1.0, at the Arizona Burn Center in Phoenix Dec.
12, 2018. The g-year-cld was severely burned in a home accident in March.




Izabella McCune is pushed in her wheelchair by her dad, 1.0, at the Arizona Burn Center in Phoenix Dec,
12, 2018. The g-year-cld was severely burned in a home accident in March.

Isabella McCune gets a drink from her dad, 1.0, at the Arizona Bum Center in Phaenix Dec. 12, 2018, The
g-year-old was severely burned in a home accident in March.

lsabella McCune has her hair combed by her dad, J.0, in her room at the Arizona Burn Center in Phoenix
Dec. 12, 2018, The g-year-old was severely burned in a hame accident in March.

Izabella McCune sits in her room at the Arizona Burn Center in Phoenix Dec. 12, zo18. The g-year-old was
severely burned in a home accident in March.




lsabella McCune's hospital room at the Arizona Burn Center in Phoenix is deccrated with words of
encouragement Dec. 12, 2018, The g-year-old was severely burned in a hame accident in March.

Izabella McCune looks at the skin grafts an her arm in her room at the Arizona Burn Center in Phoenix
Dec. 12, 2018. The g-year-cld was severely burned in @ haome accident in March.

Isabella MeCune rests her hands an a cane in her room at the Arizona Burn Center in Phoenix Dec, 12,

2018, The g-year-old was severely burned in a home accident in March
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Dr. Kevin Foster talks with Isabella McCune in her room at the Arizona Burn Center in Phoenix Dec. 12,

2018, The g-year-old was severely burned in a hame accident in March.

Dr. Kevin Foster smiles after visiting with [sabella McCune in her room at the Arizona Burn Center in
Phaenix Dec. 12, 2018. The g-year-old was severely burned in a home accident in March.

Isabella McCune gives candy ta her dad, 1.0, in her room at the Arizona Burn Center in Phoenix on Dec.
12, zo18. The g-year-old was severely burned in a home accident in March,

Murses and staff say goodbye to Isabella McCune at the Arizona Burn Center in Phaenix on Dec. 17, 2018,
The g-year-old was being discharged nine months to the day after she was severely burned in a hame
accident,




Murses and staff say goodbye to Isabella McCune at the Arizana Burn Center in Phoenix on Dec, 17, 2018,
The g-year-old was being discharged nine menths to the day after she was severely burned in a home

accident.

Murses and staff say goadbye ta Isabella McCune at the Arizana Burn Center in Phoenix December 17,
z018. The nine-year-old was being discharged nine manths to the day after she was severely burned in a
harme accident in March.

In the first six weeks, Isabella underwenrt 1o surgerics. Skin grafes covered
her hands and arms and one leg. Her other leg and buttocks were siill raw

muscle protected by bandages.

Bur Isabella worked hard in physical therapy, walking on legs thick with
bandages, even through tears. Dr. loster told her thar the more she moved,

the berter she would heal,

"Isabella is something of an old soul, T think,” Foster said. "She scems to
understand the big picture. As horrible as her stay here has been, she is

gracelul and grarcful.”

lioster was in charge of Isabella’s treatment. Ile knew it would be

excruciating,
"To make her berrer, ' have to torture her," Foster said,

Yet Isabella lit up every time she saw the doctor, even when the news was

bad. He didn't always feel like he deserved her devotion.

lioster might have left her in that medically-induced coma for longer — it is
the best way to deal with the horrendous pain of an injury like this — but
in her waking moments, Isabella had pointed ac the intubation tube in her

mouth and hooked her thumb to well him to take it our.

Afterward, when Foster put her under to clean her wounds and change her
dressings, something that had o be done every other day, in the rwilight of

anesthesia, Isabella sang Taylor Swili songs.

"I don't know where that kind of resilience comes from," loster said. "I



wish we could boule it."

In the evening before a surgery, on May 23, Isabella was drowsy and pale,

worn out from a dressing change that morning. She sac in a wheelchair,

wrapped in a Super Girl blanket.

She roused hersell, eyelids lickering and then opening, when she heard her

name and smiled.

After the surgery, Foster told her she would be intubated, which she still

hated, for five days, kepr unconscious to stay still so she could heal.

Foster hoped this might be her lase surgery if he could ger enough skin from
her back 1o cover all the areas siill exposed: most of her thighs and her

backside.

" Possibly," Tsabella emphasized. She didn't want to ger her hopes up just in

case. "Dr. Toster said it could possibly be my last surgery.”

She had done this a hall' dozen times already. It didn't ger any casicr.
Her mother smoothed the hair near her face. "Are you hoi?" Lilly asked.
Isabella shook her head, no. @ler rears dropped onrto the blanker.

She had been in the hospital for 68 days. She was sicting on raw muscle
cushioned with padding and dressings. Her dad asked a nurse for more pain

medication.
Isabella hardly ever complained. She was not worried abowt the surgery.
"Dr, loster will be there,” she said.

Foster was there in blue scrubs, his face covered by a mask. The operaring
room was warm, almost oo degrees so Isabella wouldn't ger chilled,

Without skin, burn victims have trouble regulating their body temperarure.

Isabella lay on the surgical table, covered in drapes, just her back and her
bare feet showing. An anesthesiologist sat near her head. 'The team lined up

on either side.

Poster glanced ac Isabella's fece, The drapes help them focus on che sk ar

hand.

We concentrate on the area we are operating on, then it's not Isabella,

Lioster said. "It's a back and that makes is easier.”

It was time to begin.



The team worked methodically, removing skin [rom Isabella's back in sirips,

each a couple ol inches wide and tissue-paper thin.

‘The skin grafts were handed down the able and draped over the edge of a

bucket filled with saline solution to keep them moist.

lioster sat at a small metal table at the end and ran the strips through a small
machine thar looked like a pasta maker; it punched holes in che strips,
creating a mesh like a fish-net stocking. "The skin grafts stretch to cover more

surface this way.
It might be enough.

Foster took a small piece of skin to a side table where he mixed it with
enzymes that separate the skin cells into a spray solution. I'le was using an
experimental skin spray called ReCell with special permission from the U.S,

liood and Drug Administration,

Spraying it over the mesh grafis would help Isabella heal more quickly and

with less scarring,

Foster and another surgeon traded off, smoothing the grafts over the
exposed areas and securing them to the tissue beneath with a staple gun, the

sound sharp in the quiet operating room.

"We are going 10 do her backside now," Foster said. He carefully lified firsi

one leg and then the other. Stall murmured 10 one another as they worked.
"We have enough, guys,” Foster said.
It was 11:35 a.m. The surgery ook four hours.

Foster stood back, his arms crossed, watching as the graf 15 were covered with

dressings and then bandages and splinus.

"Ihis is an incredibly horrible invasive thing to do to a human being,” he

said. "l can't imagine what this must feel like,”

This was a tough surgery to go through once, Isabella had done ie six or

scven times.

"A single skin gralt is diflicult, yer she has to do it over and over,” Foster

said. "Ti's just remarkable how she has dealt with all this pain."

I le tollowed Isabella back to her room. A nurse called her mother and

handed loster the phone,
Isabella had the giggles, though she wasn't sure whar was so funny.
"I'm just so happy," she said.

It had been almost three weeks since her last surgery. 1 ler back hurt still,

from where skin was taken for grafts.

Bu il it heals enough by Monday, she could have another surgery 1o paich a



few holes.

"I don't think it will be ready,” Isabella said. It turned our that she was right.

‘The surgery would be postponed.

Isabella was ready 10 go home. Foster had 1old her maybe by the Fourth of

Tuly.

Isabella crinkled her nose and rubbed around the feeding tube that runs
down her nostril. She ate a meatball sandwich trom Red Devil ltalian
Restaurant earlier, bur she still got about 8o percent of her calories through

that rube,
Isabella had 1old Foster earlier that day that she wants 1o be a burn nurse.

"I've been through a lot, and I've had a hard 1ime, so I know what it's like,"

she said.

"l 'want o help people that have to go through what I've been through. 'l

be able ro well them not to be scared,” she said.

"T'll be able 1o tell them, "You're going 1o get beuter someday,” becanse I'm

better now."

A few weeks later, an infection caused Isabella to lose the new gralis, a

heartbreaking setback.

Foster moved Isabella into isolation on another floor. The infection resisied

antibiotics. She was there Lhmllgh July, Angusi and into Seprember.

On Sept. 10, Foster was stoic as he 1old Isabella that he was going 10 put her
into another medically-induced coma the next day, intabate her, and instead
of cleaning her wounds and changing her dressings every other day, he

would do it twice a day.

Foster wanted the infection gone. She would miss her ninth birthday four

days later.

"Tt's all right,” Isabella told him. She would do whatever he thought was

best.

"I'm like a daughter to him, so he does for me what he would do for his

daughter,” Isabella said.

Foster marveled thar Isabella scemed o grasp whar needed o be done.

Adulis olien don't 1ake i as well.

Isabella was glad the doctor was honest with her. "I would rather know what

was going to happen,” she said.

It Tsabella didn't understand something, she would ask for Toseer, He'd

come sce her as soon as he finished rounds or got out of the operating room,

"T knew I could believe him," she said.



Nurscs promised to bring in cupcakes to celebrare Isabella's birchday carly.

For Foster, it was the lowesr time in her trearment. "This wasn't just one step
back," he said. "It was a huge running leap backward.” He took it as hard as

her family did.

Isabella's mother warched loster as he left her room thar day. Once he was

our in the hallway, she saw his shoulders drop.

In November, when Foster was called into the packed hospital auditorium
and surprised with the 2018 MIHS Physician of the Year award, Isabella was

there, siting in a wheelchair, grinning at him.

She had come to cheer him on. It was the first time he had seen her in
regular clothes — not a hospital gown — over her bandages. 1 ler hands had

healed enough to clap for him, 1lard.

Foster felt like a hypocrite, accepting the award, because he hadn'c ixed her
yet. The infection she had been fighring for months was gone. She was

scheduled again for surgery to replace the grafis she lost.

lioster thought about her constandy, what he could do differently or better.
When he took a vacation to Montana last summer, as his kids picked our

souvenirs of the trip, l'oster bought a scufted fox for Isabella.

"As much as I love having her here and raking carc of her, I do wane her to

get berrer and ger out of here," he said.
"It's kind of been a constant reminder of failure.”

Isabella didn't see it that way. She has adjusted to life in the hospital, getting
stickers for doing well in physical therapy and surgery to earn prizes. A small

speaker. An American Girl doll.

"Dr. Foster is helping me get bereer,” Tsabella said. T couldn't do all of this

without him,"

Isabella was back in surgery the Tuesday before Thanksgiving, but the skin

grafts didn't take.

‘Ihe burtocks are one of the most difficulr areas to graft because the blood
supply is not good, the tissue underneach farry and che skin typically chin. It
is difhicult to keep the graft immobilized long enough for the blood vessels

to artach properly.

‘Three weeks later, oster covered her rear end again and kept Isabella on her

belly. "This cime, the grafts took.
Over the next few days, he removed her feeding rube and bladder catheter,

Her appetite was beter. She was walking up and down the hallways with a
walker and taking the stairs, one flight down and back up. Her pain was

under control.



After more than 109 surgeries and procedures, it nothing else went wrong,

Foster thoughr, she might be able ro go home before Chrisrmas,

On a Saturday evening, Isabella was surrounded by medical personnel, not

because anything was wrong but because she was going out.

"It’s not for wo long but at least I'm gerring out,” Isabella said. "This is

going 1o be so awesome. I'm so excited.”

Ller parents and brother were attending the Arizona Burn Foundation’s
annual holiday gala, bur they didn't know Isabella was coming, Her dad had

just called ro say he wished she could go.

"My parents are going to freak out,” Isabella said happily.

“Two days earlier, Foster had asked Isabella it she wanted to go to the gala.
Transforming her for a night out timned out 1o be a communiiy eflort.

Crystalynn Ramos, who was a licensed cosmetologist before she became a

nurse, dabbed concealer under Isabella's eyes.

"

"Your checks are so rosy already,” Ramos said, "and look at these eyelashes
They had been singed ofl when Isabella was burned, bt they had grown

back long and thick.

Ramos applied mascara and shimmery cold eveliner, tippine her lashes with
PF ¥ e 3 pping

it.
"You are going to sparkle,” Ramos said.

I'ler dress, hanging on the cabinet door, sparkled, too, ivory with lace,

Howers and a tulle skirt.

"Isn't i beawilul?” Isabella asked. She didn't mind thai it would show her
scars. She was proud of them. They showed what she'd been through, how

strong S} 1€ WS,
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Nurse Brook Chavarria finished her shift and then came back in to do

Isabella’s hair, bringing her dress and heels for the gala.

Isabella looked sideways ar the flat iron Chavarria used to curl her hair, "The

hear coming off it made her nervous.

"I 'won't burn you, 1 promise,” Chavarria said carefully releasing a ringlet.
She had been on duty when Isabella first arrived in the emergency

department.

Lmily Ilelmick, a physician resident, had bought Isabella a pair of glicrery

purple flats and a matching purple clutch.

Isabella carefully stood holding onto the back ol her wheelchair while the
bandage on her back was changed, the area sulll raw [rom where Foster had

taken skin grafts for her last surgery.



“Then, with O'Neill on one side and I'lelmick on the other, Isabella stepped

into her dress.

O'Neill tied the bow on the back. Isabella turned from side to side, making

the skirt swish, smiling.

"Ihe shoes,” Isabella remembered. I lelmick squarted down and gentdly

guided her feet into the gliteery facs.

Nurse Dana Rogoveanu gave Isabella an oral dose ol pain medication. I

should last the evening.
Isabella eased herselt back into her wheelchair and fluffed out her skirt.

Her cscorts were three firefighters who have volunteered to take Tsabella in

an ambulance. The gurney was draped with silver tinscl.

"You look so bemuiful, honey," Rich Lara said. "The shoes are the best.'
"We don't get 10 1ake a princess out very ofien," Kevin Duzy said.
"We'll have her home by midnighe,” Lara promiscd.

It was the first time Isabella had left the hospital in 268 days.

lour days later, Isabella was stll wearing the glittery purple flats wich her

pajamas,

‘The gala was fun, she said. I ler parents were surprised o see her there. "My

dad lost it,” she said, grinning,

Someone at the gala donated 1,500 to pay lor Isabella 1o go 1o burn camp

TIEXL SIUTUMET.

Mark Dewane, head of the board that over sees the burn center as part of
the Maricopa Integrated I lealth System, told Isabella her nursing school

tuition would be paid it that's whar she decides ro do.

The next day, Isabella texied Foster: "Hi, Dr. Foster. It's Isabella. I hope

you're having a great day.
He texted back: "I hope you are getting some rest after your big night.”

She took a picture of hersell making a funny face and sent it 1o him,

captioning it, "I woke up like this."
Foster texted back: "Go back 1o sleep.”

Later that day, the doctor came in o tell Isabella that she would go home on

Monday, nine months o the day she was admitted. She knew he wasn't

kidding,.

"Dr. Foster is kind of a serious guy becausce he has a serious job," Isabella

said.



"I{'T had a pair of shoes like that, I'd wear them every day, 100," Foster said.

She rold him that she had done her dressing change thar morning with no

intravenous pain medication, just 5 milligrams of oxycodone,

Isabella asked it she'd have o be sedared ro remove the PICC line from her

arm. "How will you guys rake it our?” she asked.
Ie'll tug it our, loster rold her. Isabella raised her eyebrows. "You'll look out
the window, and it will be our,” he said. "It's a piece of cake compared ro

whar you've been through.”

[sabella has a list of people she is going to miss when she leaves, She old

Foster she would miss him the most.

and

"You're going to forget about me the minute you walk out of here

that's the way it should be,” the docror rold her.
"B I' - . o e "
ur 1'm never going to forget vou.

Reach Blund ar karina, bland@arizonarepublic.cons or 602-444-8614. Read

more at karvinabland azcentral com.
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