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By MONICA RHOR
The Associated Press

HOUSTON — On the
eighth floor of Texas Chil-
dren’s Hospital, behind
double doors leading to the
renal dialysis unit, Jasmine
Davis floated through the
hallway in a frothy cocktail
dress of black lace and teal
satin. A rhinestone tiara
glittered against her soft
halo of dark curls.

A few feet away, Carlos
Mata shifted nervously
from one foot to another,
clasping a bow tie and
glancing shyly at the cluster
of pretty girls.

On most days, Jasmine
and Carlos arrive on this
floor of the Houston hospi-
tal prepared to spend sev-
eral hours tethered to a
dialysis machine, a process
that keeps them alive but
can also keep them from
experiencing regular child-
hood rituals.

This night would be dif-
ferent. On this Sunday in
late April, they would brush
aside the necessary routine
of doctors’ visits, needle
pricks and dialysis ma-
chines and, for a few magi-
cal hours, get the chance to
be normal, silly, giggling,
dancing kids.

Jasmine, Carlos and
about two dozen other
young patients from the
hospital’s renal services
unit were going to the
prom. The event organized
by a small army of hospital
employees, volunteers and
community supporters
would be a first for the hos-
pital, and for nearly all the
patients, many of whom
have missed out on school
dances, classmates’ parties
and other commonplace
social rites because of ill-
ness.

For weeks, the teenagers
had imagined a night of
glitter and magic. But now,
just an hour before the
prom, the young people
primping in hospital corri-
dors and treatment rooms
were getting nervous.

“I’m ready, I guess. I don’t
know,” admitted Carlos, a
15-year-old middle school
student who is awaiting a
kidney transplant. He
glanced down at the brand-
new bow tie tangled be-

tween his fingers. “This is
the first time I’m doing
this.”

Staying optimistic
A few weeks earlier, Jas-

mine, 15, a disarmingly
bright high school sopho-
more diagnosed with lupus
in 2001, had described life
on dialysis:

“Close your eyes for a
minute. Think like this.
You’re going to school, but
no one knows what you’re
going through. When you
get to the hospital, you see
all the kids who are sick,
nurses, doctors, needles,
machines beeping all the
time, people rushing all the
time. They put needles in
your arms, and catheters in
your chest. You can’t stop
and say I’m not going to do
this. You just think ‘Why is
this happening to me? I
haven’t done anything
wrong.’”

Like many of the pedi-
atric dialysis patients at
Texas Children’s Hospital,
Jasmine has treatment
three times a week, for
three to four hours at a
time. 

She is on a waiting list for
a kidney transplant, and
has had several surgeries to
implant a catheter used in
dialysis.

Yet, Jasmine remains op-
timistic, determined and
ambitious. She attends a
Houston charter school
specializing in science,
math and engineering and
plans to become a pediatri-
cian.

“Everything we go
through just keeps us
strong and keeps us fo-
cused,” said Jasmine, who
looks years younger than
her age, a common side ef-
fect of kidney disease. “It
makes us thankful we have
a life.”

At Texas Children’s Hos-

pital, a team of child life
specialists work to help
young patients cope with
chronic or life-threatening
illnesses. They scatter toys
and games and books
throughout treatment
wards, and plan parties,
outings and other activities
designed to distract from
the grim realities of medical
treatment.

The prom, dubbed
“Shining Stars: TCH Renal
Prom 2010,” was part of
that effort. More than 300
dresses in a rainbow of col-
ors, styles and sizes were
donated by hospital em-
ployees and community
members. Volunteer seam-
stresses pitched in to alter
dresses for perfect fits. Cos-
metology students from
San Jacinto and Lone Star
College offered to apply
make-up, style hair and
give manicures and pedi-
cures.

Everything was planned
perfectly, from the Holly-
wood-themed party decor
to the red carpet unfurled
outside the chic prom
venue, The House of
Dereon, pop diva Beyonce’s
studio-banquet hall.

It’s all because for pedi-
atric renal patients like Jas-
mine, medical treatment is
only part of the picture.
There are emotional and
psychological concerns
that separate younger pa-
tients from adults receiving
dialysis.

“All the time they spend
in the hospital might be in
conflict with regular activi-
ties like the prom,” said He-
len Currier, director of the
hospital’s renal services
unit. “And the kids they go
to school with might not be
their peers. Their peers are
other children with chronic
illnesses. They are different
and they get treated as dif-
ferent.”

Chance to go to prom

Melanie Duncan consid-
ered herself in a small
hand-held mirror. It had
taken a hair stylist more
than an hour to curl and
comb the 19-year-old’s
thick mane of strawberry
blonde hair. A sparkling hair
band held back the luxuri-
ous locks.

“I’m all glitterified,” joked
Melanie, whose personality
is as large as her petite
frame is small. “This is cute.
I like it.”

As Melanie bantered and
batted out witticisms, her
grandmother sat watching
with glimmering eyes.
Many times over the past
years, Emily Wilkinson had
wondered if her grand-
daughter would live to see
her prom night.

Melanie, who suffers
from a recurring kidney dis-
ease, has had two kidney
transplants, one when she
was seven, the second
when she was 15. She has
come close to dying at least
four times.

“When you live with a

chronically ill child, you
never know what’s going to
happen. Your dream is to
watch your kids grow up
and enjoy life, but there is
so much she missed out
on,” said Wilkinson, dab-
bing at her eyes. “These are
happy tears.”

“They are also sad, be-
cause you know what you
missed,” added Melanie.
“But, at least I get to do it
now.”

An hour later, Melanie
emerged from a charter bus
that carried the young
prom-goers from the hospi-
tal to the House of Dereon.
She wore a strapless, choco-
late-tinted evening gown,
the color a perfect comple-
ment to her peaches-and-
cream complexion.

Behind her, a stream of
young girls in dresses of
emerald, lilac, silver, ruby
red and sea-foam blue and
a line of young men in black
suits and white shirts
stepped out from the bus
and onto the red carpet.

The storm-saturated
clouds of that morning had
dispersed to unveil a glori-

ously sunny afternoon. Be-
hind the double doors lead-
ing into the House of
Dereon, strobe lights cast
multicolored shadows on
the walls. Silver and gold
balloons bobbled above ta-
bles decorated with silver
top hats and party bags
filled with perfume, T-shirts,
tiny Academy Award stat-
ues and other prom me-
mentoes.

As each teenager opened
the door and slipped inside
the club, they were greeted
with a burst of pulsating
party music. Jay-Z and Ali-
cia Keys were singing: “Con-
crete jungle where dreams
are made of, There’s noth-
ing you can’t do.”

And in that moment,
everything else — the doc-
tors and dialysis, kidney
transplant waiting lists and
school days missed from
sickness — seemed to fall
away.

Suddenly, they were not
patients. They were just kids
at a prom.

“This is the most fun I’ve
had in a long while,” gushed
Melanie. “It’s awesome.”

Good morning, Prince
William. Hey teens,
those fabulous folks

at the Prince William
County Animal Shelter
have just announced the
Teen Summer Volunteer
Program. You must be at
least 13 years old with as-
signed community service
hours for school or a club,
be willing to work as sched-
uled, behave appropriately,
be willing to perform duties
alongside the caretakers,
able to work at least 25
hours during the summer
and fill out the volunteer
application by May 31. The
orientation is scheduled for
June 21. Please call Suzette
at 703-792-5798 with any
questions, or stop by and
fill out your application.

» Cheers to the friends of
SERVE and Cinco de Mayo
Day! Please join their mem-
bership drive at the Center
Street Grille from 5:30 to

7:30 p.m. Wednesday for
appetizers and a cash bar.

» The Joe 15 Team is bring-
ing spring beauty to senior
citizens throughout the
month of May. The teens are
bringing flowers and pots for
the seniors to choose from
and then planting them
where appropriate. You can
help by joining the team or
providing plants and pots
for this lovely project. Cheers
to these wonderful kids and
all the super stuff they do
every month throughout the
year. Please call Debbie at
703-895-1606 for more infor-
mation.

» The Literacy Volunteers
of America are having a car
wash from 10 a.m. to 3 p.m.
May 15 at the Tee’d Off Golf
Center at Potomac Mills.

Volunteers are needed to
help wash cars to support
the great work of the tutor
volunteers. Please call Vicki
at 703-670-5702 to register
for this event.

»  Hey golfers, please
mark your calendar for the
ninth annual Tee Off Against
Litter on May 14 at Prince
William Golf Course in
Nokesville. Come have a fun
time playing golf, enjoying
friendly competition and
good food. The cost is $100
per player. There also are
various sponsorships avail-
able. Please call 571-285-
3772 for more information.

» The wonderful folks at
SERVE have the perfect op-
portunity for you to share
your barbecuing skills with
other neat folks. Volunteers
are needed Memorial Day
weekend to prepare lunch
and dinner for 60 residents
of the Family Emergency
Shelter. Gather your family

and friends and your super
recipe for potato salad or
macaroni salad with ham-
burgers and hot dogs and
you have the perfect recipe
to kick off the summer sea-
son with these families.
Please call Jan at 703-367-
6742 to sign up for either
lunch or dinner during the
holiday weekend. 

» Last but not least, the
folks at Habitat for Human-
ity are just buzzing along
with their Brush with Kind-
ness Program. The new vol-
unteer opportunity avail-
able is for a crew leader for
the project in Manassas on
June 2, 3 and 4. The work on
this house includes interior
painting, installation of a
vinyl fence, installing a se-
curity light and a couple of
other minor interior repairs.
Please call Dan at 703-369-
6708 to become the crew
leader of this project.

If you are looking for

other opportunities, please
don’t forget to call my won-
derful team at Volunteer
Prince William. Diane can
help senior volunteers with
Retired and Senior Volun-
teer (RSVP) opportunities
at 703-369-5292 ext. 207,
Shelley can help with any
individual or group project
and send you weekly up-
dates if you’d like. Shelley is
at 703-369-5292, ext. 201,
and Bonnie can help you
with all the other many op-
portunities available in Dis-
aster Preparedness at (703)
369-5292, ext. 202. Or
please don’t forget our web-
site at www.volunteer
princewilliam.org.

Thanks so much for all
you do in our community.
Until next week, please stay
safe.

Mary Foley is the executive
director of the Voluntary
Action Center in Manassas.
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Joel and Maryanne
Charles of

Manassas, VA are
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the engagement of
their daughter, Tara
Anne Charles, to Mr.
Burton Jay Rodgers,
son of George and
Maurica Rodgers of
Manassas.

An October wedding
is planned.
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FREE
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Shelter seeks responsible teens
mary
FOLEY

call to action

Prom in the hospital: 
For one night, just kids 

Teenage renal dialysis patient Carlos Mata, 15, dances during a prom April
18 at Beyonce's House of Dereon in Houston. Texas Children's Hospital
organized the first prom for their teenage renal dialysis patients since most
of them spend hours each week in dialysis. {Michael Stravato/Associated Press}


