Be the One to Save a Life

During the Month of National Childhood Cancer Awareness and Beyond
As students of all ages across New Jersey started a new school year after Labor Day, there was one student left behind, not by choice, but by leukemia.  This student is Kevin Shen, a sophomore at Bridgewater-Raritan High School of New Jersey. Last year, cancer robbed him of the chance of entering high school with his peers, and this year it has returned to do the same.  
In July 2008, Kevin was diagnosed with Acute Myeloid Leukemia (AML), a type of aggressive leukemia.  He was 14 then.  His family was devastated, knowing that they could not shield him from the pain of this often fatal disease.  In the following 8.5 months, Kevin went through five rounds of chemotherapy and suffered from severe side effects.  He endured it all with courage and perseverance, and achieved remission.  During these trying times, Kevin always longed to return to school because all his friends started their freshman year in high school.  He studied in the hospital whenever he felt a little better; he worked very hard after going home this past March.  By the end of the summer, he finished all his academic requirements and was ready to go to high school.  His family, teachers, and friends rejoiced for him.
Six months after Kevin went home, the cancer returned.  Shortly after Labor Day this year, a CT scan revealed a tumor in his brain.  Instead of going to school, Kevin landed in Children's Hospital of Philadelphia once again.  A bone marrow test confirmed that AML has relapsed, more deadly than the first time, and the tumor in his brain is also AML. His treatment plan now involves not only intensive chemotherapy, but total body irradiation followed by a bone marrow transplant.  The task is more daunting this time because the chemotherapy also has to penetrate the brain in order to shrink the tumor.  
The doctors started Kevin on chemotherapy immediately with more powerful drugs and dosage, aiming to suppress the cancer quickly.  Once remission is achieved, Kevin needs to have a bone marrow transplant.    His life now depends on a matching bone marrow donor.  Unfortunately, the test results for his immediate family showed no match.  As the transplant team in Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia contacts the National Bone Marrow Program (NBMP), Kevin's family and friends are also working around the clock to organize bone marrow drives in their local communities throughout the country.  
September is National Childhood Cancer Awareness Month. About 10,730 children in the United States under the age of 15 will be diagnosed with cancer in 2009. Despite its rarity and the major advances in treatment and supportive care, cancer is still the leading cause of death in children under 15 years old. About 1,380 children are expected to die from cancer in 2009, and the most common cancer is leukemia. We are all aware that a pink ribbon is for breast cancer, but we rarely know that a gold ribbon represents cancer in children.

Kevin’s ordeal gives us a glimpse of what many children with cancer have been through, and allows us to imagine the lasting void left in the hearts of loved ones and friends by the children who do not survive the battle.  The question “What can I do to help?” is not a mere question but a call to action.  There are many ways to help children with cancer; some don’t even cost a dime. Become a blood or bone marrow donor.  Anyone between the ages of 18 to 60 with no cancer history can donate.  There are a few ways to become a donor:

1. Register online with National Bone Marrow Program, website http://www.marrow.org/JOIN/Join_Now/join_now.htm.  You will need to answer a few simple questions, and then click “go”.  In 4-5 days, you will receive a kit from the organization containing detailed instructions on how to take a cheek swab test and mail it back for testing.  You can also browse the site especially “Q&A about joining”, “Medical Guidelines”, and “Meth and Facts about Donation” to understand how the program works.
2. Register online with Asian American Donor Program, website www.aadp.org/pages/register/php.  You will need to answer a few simple questions, and then click “submit”.  In 4-5 days, you will receive a kit from the organization containing detailed instructions on how to take a cheek swab test and mail it back for testing.  You can also browse the site especially “Learn More” to understand how the program works.
3. Go to the first bone marrow drive held jointly by Cammy Lee Leukemia Foundation and Rutgers Community Christian Church on 9/27/09, between 12:30 pm to 5 pm, at 71 Cedar Grove Lane, Somerset, NJ.  Contact: Ms. Bo Feng (848-219-2533) or Mr. Yanxia at yanxia08820@yahoo.com.
4. If you are a member of a church and/or other civic organization and would like to help organize bone marrow drive in your community, please contact Yiping Guo at yipingg@hotmail.com or call 201-887-6776.
There is no better gift than the gift of saving another human being’s life.  By registering in the national bone marrow database, you may be the one to give this precious gift, a second chance at life for leukemia victims like Kevin.
