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Ultimate 'Extreme Makeover' 
Dentists work to raise awareness, help woman toward transplant By Stacie Crozier

Alexander City, Ala. — Julie Smith, a local mother of three, needs a liver transplant. 

Dr. Richard Darling, a dentist in California, knows where Julie is coming from. He has survived three liver transplants and a heart attack, among other serious health issues. 
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	New smile: Julie Smith, front row at right, shows off her new smile. With Julie are, in front, from left, her daughters Samantha and Katherine, and in back, her son Casey, Hal Abramson of Global Dental Solutions and Dr. George Hardy. (Photo by Kelly Caldwell) 


Dr. Darling heard of Julie's plight and he knew it was time to help Julie receive the best kind of "extreme makeover, one that would save her life."

Julie recently took her first step toward a transplant, thanks to his efforts. She just received new dentures after being edentulous for almost two years, due to periodontal infection. But there are more hurdles she must jump before she can receive a transplant.

After a blood transfusion 17 years ago, Julie contracted hepatitis C, and her health has deteriorated ever since. She is too sick to work, yet she needs to raise enough money to pay half toward an estimated $375,000 transplant surgery, plus enough money to cover her first year of anti-rejection drugs, before Medicaid will consider a transplant.

Julie is weak and loses consciousness often and she requires frequent hospital stays to stabilize her condition. Julie's world right now is in her living room, where she stays mostly to her bed, surrounded by her children, Casey, age 11; Samantha, age 9; and Katherine, age 6. 

As her illness progressed, Julie developed periodontal disease. She couldn't afford periodontal surgery, so she had all of her teeth removed. Although her mouth healed, she has been unable to follow the diet recommended by her doctor because she couldn't chew.

Dr. Darling started his quest to help Julie by "calling dentists in Julie's town. When I called Dr. [George] Hardy's office, I learned he was at a dental conference in New York, so I have to admit I may have inferred that I was a friend and got his cell phone number."

Meanwhile, Dr. Hardy was sitting in a New York restaurant when his cell phone rang.

"Dr. Darling introduced himself and told me Julie's story," Dr. Hardy said. "When he asked me if I could give her some pro bono help so she could chew food again, I told him I was in."

Dr. Hardy returned and got the ball rolling for Julie to have a life-saving dental makeover — one that could help her on her road to the transplant list.

Dr. Darling, in the meantime, found a dental laboratory in Atlanta, Global Dental Solutions LLC, that volunteered to donate the lab work for Julie.

A few weeks ago, Julie received her new dentures. 

"I'm still trying to get used to them," Julie said. "I can't really feel or taste the food yet, but they tell me that will get better soon. Before, I could only eat soft things, and I know that wasn't helping me feel any better."

Julie's next extreme makeover step will be to overcome the financial obstacles between her and a new liver.

"The biggest thing for me is that I want to be able to stay here and raise my kids," she said. "That's the hardest part for me. They are frightened. My children are the reasons I wake up and breathe right now."

Dr. Darling hopes that his dental colleagues will be touched by Julie's story and contribute financial support to her cause.

"If every ADA member just gave $1, Julie could get a liver," he said.

To learn more about Julie or to make a donation toward her transplant, log on to www.geocities.com/save_julie. 

Dr. Darling is author of "Coma Life," an autobiographical memoir about his experience as a coma patient, and founder of the Fair Foundation, an organization dedicated to redistributing medical research funding to address the diseases with highest mortality rates. His Web site details his life-threatening medical experiences, his foundation mission and work with organ donation: http://fairfoundation.org.
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