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Five years ago I was a senior at Highlands High School.  I, like all of you, participated in our annual Hoxworth Blood Drive.  Our National Honor Society organized it and members of NHS could get community service hours for donating and for getting others to donate. So, as a member of NHS, I donated my own blood and recruited my parents for some additional service hours. It felt good to be contributing to a community need but to be honest, at the time I was just glad to completing my community service requirement.  I would be lying if I said I understood exactly where my blood was going to go. Trauma victims? Wounded soldiers in the military?  I am embarrassed to admit that this was about all I could imagine. Four years later I learned a huge lesson. 


I was enjoying my fourth year studying Chemical Engineering at the University of Dayton in the fall of 2006.  Despite having to fight off sickness and visit the campus health center from week to week, I was having the time of my life.  I loved living on campus and partying in the student neighborhood, also known as, the “Ghetto”. Our little bubble was always alive, always friendly and always hard to leave for breaks. So when fall break came, I hugged my friends and wished them a good weekend before climbing in the car with my mom.


My mom was concerned about all the sickness I had been experiencing and so before even going home, I had a visit with the family doctor in Bellevue. As somewhat expected my symptoms were explained away and I was told I was just unfortunately getting every sickness that was going around and perhaps having a bad allergy season. Unsatisfied with this explanation, I requested a blood test. 


On the morning of Monday, October 9, 2006 I got a call from my family doctor. The blood test results were in and the news was troubling. My parents and I spent several hours in an ER room that day. Nurses stopped in, many of them to draw blood. We sat and waited and wondered why we were sitting and waiting. I knew something horrible was wrong but I tried to hope for the best. Around 3pm a hematologist walked in. This didn’t scare me all that much because I had been iron deficient anemic for several years. I figured perhaps he would tell me the anemia worsened. After discussing my health history with him, he broke the news. I remember him saying, “We found blasts in your blood, which tells me we might be dealing with some form of leukemia”.


My heart sank but I didn’t cry. I swallowed my tears and asked what we do next. As he started to explain the process my tears escaped my eyes as my parents came to my bedside and held me. That next hour was probably the hardest hour of my life as I cried and I cried and wondered how this could happen to me. What had I done to deserve this? What had I not done? We were angry and sad and confused all at the same time. At first I told my mom not to tell my three siblings anything until we had an official diagnosis, but changed my mind when I decided I wanted them by my side too. I called my boyfriend who lives an hour away and asked him to come down. I cannot even express what his presence did for me. It reminded me how much living I have left to do.


Not long after settling into my hospital room, I was given my first of many blood transfusions.  At the time, my hemoglobin levels were at 8.1 which was life threatening. The normal level is closer to 15. I don’t know who donated that blood but I do know that it calmed my fears and ultimately saved my life.


By Wednesday the official diagnosis was Acute Myelogenous Leukemia. This is a cancer of the blood that attacks blood cells in the bone marrow. This is a cancer that 50-60% of patients overcome after one round of chemotherapy and this is a cancer that allows only 40-50% of those patients to survive more than 5 years. I told my family and friends that day that they could count on the statistics to rise because I refused to be defeated.


Come Thursday the chemotherapy began. Chemotherapy is something that a lot of people think of as poison. Well, it pretty much is. But I never viewed it that way. Chemo was my healing medicine because it killed off all the cancerous cells in my blood. Yes it killed off all the good blood cells too but that’s where people like you came in. During my treatments I received transfusion after transfusion of blood and platelets from generous people who took time out of their day to save a life, my life. 


There were times, however, when I needed a transfusion and the hospital had difficulty finding a matching donor. I remember one time in particular when I needed platelets badly. My platelet level was below 20 when the normal level is closer to 150. Platelets help clot blood and when they are lacking, it is easier for bleeding to occur both externally and internally. After waiting all day for platelets I began to worry more. I had trouble sleeping as it was but going to sleep knowing my platelet level was so low was impossible. I waited until 2am before the pints of platelets arrived. That was the night I realized how important Hoxworth is to our community.


After my first treatment which required transfusion of over 20 pints of blood, my doctor allowed me to go home. Even though I had just spent 25 days in the hospital, I chose to go to Hoxworth before going home. My mom’s friend had set up a platelet drive in my honor at the Fort Thomas Hoxworth and over 20 people showed up to donate. It overwhelmed me to see so many people there for me and I was happy I had the chance to thank many of them in person.


On November 13, 2006 I was given the good news that I was in remission. In months following I received three more treatments and dozens more blood and platelet transfusions. I was able to return to my little bubble at school last summer and just this past Sunday I received my diploma. I am set to start a job with GE Aviation this summer. 


This would not have been possible without people like you. Did you know that over four million lives are saved every year in the US from blood donations? Four million lives that have been in car accidents, victims of violence, courageous wounded soldiers fighting for our country or perhaps they are lives like mine that have been interrupted by illness. Every three seconds, someone in the US needs blood. Will you commit to be there for them? Will you commit to be there for the children, who make up 20% of blood recipients, so that they can live to fulfill their dreams? Just one pint of blood can save up to three lives. Three lives can be saved when you take just 30 minutes out of your day to give blood. For those high schoolers in the crowd, if you continue to donate blood as often as possible, you could donate almost 47 gallons of blood by the time you are 79 years old. That means you could potentially save over 1000 lives. How awesome is that?


On behalf of all those who needed your blood, I simply but sincerely say thank you for saving our lives. And for current and future patients in need, I ask you and I encourage you to become lifelong blood donors, lifelong lifesavers. I’d like to close with a quote that I came across while I was compiling a cookbook I wrote about my experience with cancer. I have a few copies of my cookbook with me today if you are interested in purchasing one. All proceeds benefit the American Cancer Society. 

The quote comes from Ralph Waldo Emerson:
To leave the world a better place

To know even one life has breathed easier because you have lived

This is to have succeeded
Thank You

