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W

hen Bridget O’Meara
of Clarendon Hills
went for her 20week ultrasound in
2006, she had no
reason to suspect that anything would be
different than a couple of years earlier,
before giving birth to her first child.
But the second time around was
different, as doctors diagnosed the baby
she and husband Brian were expecting in
utero with hypoplastic left heart syndrome
(HLHS), a congenital heart defect that
compromises growth in the left side
of the heart. According to the Centers
4
for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC), fewer than 1,000 babies are
diagnosed with HLHS each year.
Brian’s and Bridget’s second son,
Liam, would be born without a functional
left side of his heart, thereby making it
impossible for oxygenated blood to be
pumped properly throughout his body.
“On its own, the condition is fatal,”
Brian O’Meara said. “He couldn’t have
survived without the surgeries.”
The O’Mearas conducted research
on the condition, and stumbled upon a
group at Children’s Hospital of Wisconsin
in Milwaukee that specialized in the
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Brian and Bridget O’Meara of Clarendon Hills with
their three children, Finn, Liam and Seamus

surgeries that Liam required.
“It was terrifying,” Bridget O’Meara
said. “I think one thing that we did not
know before Liam came along is that
heart defects are the most common type
of birth defect. ...
“They’re more common than you
think.”
The CDC confirms this fact, adding
that roughly one out of four babies
contract critical congenital heart diseases,
and require surgery prior to turning one.
“It could be something as simple as a
hole in the heart, to something as complex
as Liam’s condition, where he’s missing a

“Heart defects are
the most common type
of birth defect.”
– BRIDGET O’MEARA

whole half of the heart,” Bridget said.
Bridget said she experienced no
additional complications with the
pregnancy, and just a week after Liam
was born in September 2006, doctors
performed a surgical procedure that
reconfigured the way his circulatory
system operates.
Ordinarily, the left side of the heart is
responsible for pumping out oxygenated
blood through the aorta to be distributed
throughout the body. But for Liam, who
lacks a left ventricle, the right ventricle
needed to be readjusted to perform the
task usually carried out by the left.
“They had to reconfigure his heart so
that his right side does the job of both
sides of the heart,” Bridget said.
Liam required two subsequent
surgeries, one at two months, and
another shortly following his second
birthday.

MEND A HEART
Like many parents entering uncharted
waters with a defect in their child with
which they were completely unacquainted
months earlier, Brian and Bridget turned
to their doctors for answers. While they
were satisfied with doctors’ short-term
responses, they soon discovered even the
experts were relatively uncertain about
what the more distant future would hold
for their son.
“[Doctors] are able to fix the shortterm,” Brian said. “What we would ask
is, ‘What does it mean long-term?—
What does it mean when he’s 20, when
he’s 30?
“And a lot of the answers we got back
[were], ‘We don’t know.’ ”
Brian said the reason for that was
because research concerning long-term
solutions in pediatric cardiology is not
very well-funded.
“The research up until that point
had really been focused on immediate
survival—saving these kids’ lives when
they’re newborns, one-year-old, twoyears-old,” he said.
This stimulated the O’Mearas to set
up their own foundation to raise money
for additional research to be conducted
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on congenital heart defects like the one
that affects their son.
“Being in the hospital for such a long
time around whether it’s the nurses, the
surgeons or the intensivists who take
care of the babies, some of them are
so dedicated and are there around the
clock,” Bridget said. “So, we really wanted
to be able to support those people that

are doing research in their spare time.”
Bridget and Brian launched the Mend
a Heart Foundation, establishing it as a
501(c)(3) non-profit organization so that
contributions they received would be taxdeductible.
In 2007, shortly after setting up the
foundation, the O’Mearas resolved to
hold a fundraiser, starting with their

Christmas card list to find friends and
family who could assist them.
Later that year, they held the
inaugural “Heartfest” at The Village Club
of Western Springs.
Since the first fundraiser, Brian and
Bridget said the annual event has grown
considerably.
“We’ve grown each year,” Bridget
said. “Our mailing list has gotten
bigger; more people have stepped up
to help us.”
The O’Mearas credited the
community with being supportive
from the outset. They said neighbors
looked out for their oldest son, who
was being babysat by his grandparents
while his parents were up in
Milwaukee with Liam undergoing
surgeries.
“I think that neighborhood and
community were wonderful support
for us,” Bridget said.
Bridget said most of the Mend
a Heart Foundation’s extensive
volunteer committee members are
Clarendon Hills residents or other
“heart” families that they’ve met
along the way.
“The ‘heart’ community is a
pretty connected and interactive
community,” Brian said.
The O’Mearas said it’s “pretty
incredible” to see volunteers from
the community step up on an annual
basis.
“It’s a completely, 100-percent
volunteer group,” Brian said.

HEARTFEST 2015
This year’s Heartfest, the eighth
annual, was held at The Community
House in Hinsdale on Feb. 14.
More than 200 community
members came out to spend their
Valentine’s Day evenings with the
O’Meara family with the hopes of
raising money to support research for
congenital heart defects.
Heartfest, a casual contrast to
many other fundraisers of the blacktie variety, featured a dinner buffet
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donated by Casey’s Market in Western
Springs, live musical entertainment
and live and silent auctions. Silent
auction items included an Ernie Banks
autographed bat and a tour of the
WMAQ-TV studios in Chicago, while
the live auction featured several travel
packages and a “super tailgate” experience
for 30 people.
Guest speakers Connor and Kelly
Awick of Hinsdale highlighted the evening
at the podium. Bridget met Kelly Awick
as her oldest son’s fourth-grade teacher
at Prospect Elementary School this year,
and learned that her son Connor also
suffered from a heart defect.
Awick said Connor was born with
a severe narrowing of his aorta, and
required two open-heart surgeries in order
to widen it. She said the compassion of
others throughout the journey made her
see the world as a better place.
“I have personally learned that with
family and friends, you can get through

anything in your life,” Awick said.
Connor Awick reiterated his mother’s
gratitude, and thanked guests for their
support.
“The real heroes are you guys—the
families who give and the loved ones who
have children with heart problems,” he
said. “The other heroes are the surgeons
and the medical staff who work tireless
hours doing research, diagnosing and
performing surgeries to save lives and
restore families.”

•••

Since undergoing his third surgery in
2008, Liam has not required any further
invasive procedures. Bridget said he goes
every six months to see his cardiologist for
periodic tests like EKGs, echocardiograms
and stress tests.
Brian said Liam takes medications
designed to keep his heart rhythm
regulated, as well as some blood thinners,
but doesn’t require the assistance of any

external machines like a pacemaker or
implanted defibrillator.
“He doesn’t have a lot of restrictions,”
he said. “He gets tired, he gets fatigued
pretty quickly.
“With
runs
and
high-exertion
[activities] of that nature, he’ll tire out
pretty quickly.”
Now eight years old, Liam attends
Prospect School, and according to his
parents, lives essentially like any other
boy his age.
“Unless you saw his scars,” Brian said,
“you would never really know.” n

To learn more about the Mend a Heart
Foundation, visit www.mendaheart.org.
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