
Providing a home-away-from-home

Serving island 
families for 20 years

An unexpected challenge

(TOP) Hawaii’s second
Ronald McDonald House 
in Manoa Valley opened in
2006.

(RIGHT) Volunteers like
Lindsey Doi supervise 
the RMHC Family Room 
at Kapiolani Hospital.

It all started twenty years
ago, in 1987, when a group of
concerned citizens began
work to open a Ronald Mc-
Donald House in Hawaii. The
group was composed of par-
ents of previously hospital-
ized children, medical per-
sonnel, business people (in-
cluding McDonald’s), and
representatives of the Junior
League of Honolulu, the
March of Dimes, and the hos-
pital auxiliary of Kapiolani
Hospital.
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The mission of Ronald Mc-
Donald House Charities of Hawaii
(RMHC-HI) is “to provide a
home-away-from-home for se-
riously ill children and their fam-
ilies, and to develop other pro-
grams and partnerships aimed
at improving the lives of chil-
dren in Hawaii and the Pacific.”

To achieve its mission, the
organization operates two
Ronald McDonald Houses in
Honolulu as well as the Ronald
McDonald House Family Room
inside Kapiolani Medical Cen-
ter for Women and Children.

Each year, RMHC-HI assists
hundreds of island families that
have children facing serious,
often catastrophic, health issues.

It perfectly complements
the exceptional medical pro-
fessionals in Honolulu by of-
fering families a comfortable
place to stay near the hospital,
where they can feel “at home.”
Many pediatric treatment regi-
mens, even for the most seri-
ous of ailments, are done on
an outpatient basis or with a
combination of inpatient-out-
patient treatments, so often
the patient is able to stay to-

gether with his or her family
at the “Ronald House” be-
tween treatment cycles.

RMHC-HI families are pro-
vided with transportation to
and from the hospital, and a

HOW IT IS PAID FOR
RMHC-HI is a non-profit

organization and depends
on support from the com-
munity to fund the operation
of its programs. Guest fami-
lies are asked to contribute
$20 per day, if they are able,
but no one is turned away
because they cannot afford
the requested room fee.

Twenty dollars a day only
covers a fraction of the cost
of providing RMHC-HI lodg-
ing and services, with the
balance raised through on-
going fundraising initiatives.
Hawaii foundations, individ-
uals in the community, and
businesses, led by McDon-
ald’s Restaurants of Hawaii,
step forward to make
RMHC-HI’s work possible. 

According to the National
Marrow Donor Web site,
Acute Lymphoblastic
Leukemia (ALL) is the most
common leukemia among
children, with about 4,000
cases reported each year in
the U.S.

Usual treatment may in-

clude chemotherapy, radia-
tion, and a bone marrow or
cord blood transplant.

Treatment plans depend
on many factors, including
age at diagnosis; white
blood-cell counts; changes
to certain chromosomes; and
the patient’s overall health.
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By Gene Davis
Public Relations Manager

Trinette Hepa, a 37-year-old
single mother of four from
Hanamaulu, Kauai, certainly
didn’t expect to be spending so
much time in Honolulu. But
when one of your children is
diagnosed with a serious illness,
you do whatever you have to,
and you do it without hesitation.

Tishelle, Trinette’s nine-year-
old daughter, was diagnosed with
Leukemia on March 3, 2006. Now,
they travel regularly to Hon-
olulu for treatments and they
are familiar faces at the Ronald
McDonald House, where they
reside while on Oahu. They
usually spend one to two
weeks each time they come.

Recently, I had a chance to
sit down with both of them and
talk a little about their situation
and Tishelle’s illness.

It all began back in January
2006 when Tishelle began ex-
periencing pain and weakness
throughout her body. “My joints
were hurting, and then my
back was hurting,” Tishelle
told me. “I couldn’t really run
anymore.”

“She was at the point
where she had a hard time
even walking,” added
Trinette. “She looked
like she was deteriorat-
ing before my eyes, she
lost a bunch of weight,
and she was just in a lot
of pain. She was con-
stantly sleeping.”

“Following a series of
tests, Tishelle’s doctor
called me, Tishelle and her
father into his office,
and told us
straight up
that she
had

Leukemia,” Trinette said. 
When they arrived at Kapi-

olani Medical Center on Oahu,
a bone aspiration revealed ex-
actly what was causing her
symptoms—Acute Lym-
phoblastic Leukemia (ALL).
“From that day, everything
went really fast,” said Trinette.
“Tishelle instantly went into the
hospital to begin treatments.”

Tishelle’s treatment is in six
phases over two and–a-half
years. “They give her one set of
medicines for two months,
then she rests for two weeks,
and then they start another
phase and give her different
medicines for two months, and
so forth,” explained Trinette.
“On Kauai they don’t have a
place where you can go and re-
ceive chemo, so that’s why we
have to come to Oahu so much.”

Trinette said that Tishelle
was in so much pain at first,
that they gave her morphine.
There was surgery to install a
“Hickman” semi-permanent
catheter in her chest to make it
easier to inject medicine, and
additional bone aspirations be-
fore beginning chemotherapy,
but during the first cycle of

treatment, she 

received steroid therapy along
with her chemo and she felt
much better and able to eat
again.

Like most parents in her situ-
ation, Trinette suddenly had an
insatiable appetite for informa-
tion about treating ALL. 

“It all boils down to this:
Tishelle has good cells battling
it out with confused cells and
the chemotherapy doesn’t
know the difference and kills
all the cells,” said Trinette.

Young Tishelle said she has
become interested in how ana-
lyzing bloodwork unlocks the
clues that lead to the most ef-
fective treatment plans. “Even
if you have a fear of shots like
me, you have to overcome it.
It’s really important,” she said. 

At home, Trinette also looks
after her 85-year-old, wheel-

chair-bound father and
her other children, 13-

year-old son, Tyren
and two daughters,
Tyra-Lynn, 15, and
Tamara, 17. So,
aside from fight-
ing the leukemia,

the biggest
challenge

for the
Hepas is

main-

taining family continuity back
on Kauai. “I can only imagine
where we would be financially
if it weren’t for staying here at
the Ronald McDonald House,”
she said.

“Hotels are so expensive and
don’t have the healing atmos-
phere we have here. Plus, you
have to rent a car and eat meals
out. Here, you have all the pri-
vacy you need, but you can also
enjoy this big, beautiful home,
cook when you want, and be
with other families that are go-
ing through similar experiences.
The Ronald House offers secu-
rity, comfort, and a staff that
shows they really care. Being
so far away from home, it is a
real comfort to find friends
here. It gives us such a sense of
peace. It’s about parents help-
ing other parents and children
helping each other too. We’ve
learned so much from the other
families staying here.”

Tishelle said that she has
made some new friends here,
mentioning Ruthie, Meredith
and Rica in particular. “It made
me feel really good when
Ruthie was getting her trans-
plant, and she told her mom
that she missed me and wanted
to come back home to the
Ronald McDonald House and
play with me,” Tishelle said.
“She knows I’m her friend.”

It has been almost a year and
nine months since Tishelle was
diagnosed and began treat-
ment, and she and her mom
carry their burdens with ut-
most grace and with continu-
ously positive attitudes. They
have begun the maintenance
phase of her treatment and,
barring a relapse, their trips to
Oahu will be shorter and less
frequent in the future. Of
course their “home-away-
from-home” at the Ronald
McDonald House will be
here for them when they
need it.

Kauai family fights leukemia together

(TOP) Trinette and Tishelle Hepa call Honolulu’s Ronald McDon-
ald House their home-away-from-home when they come to Oahu
from Kauai for Tishelle’s leukemia treatments.

(ABOVE) Tishelle (center) is flanked by new friends Rica Ada,
from Saipan (left) and Meredith Palafox, from the Big Island.

(LEFT) Tishelle (right) with her buddy Ruth Mersburgh, from
Kailua Kona.

WHAT IS ACUTE LYMPHOBLASTIC LEUKEMIA?

The Ronald McDonald House on Judd Hillside Road, Manoa.

Based on their personal ex-
periences and the testimony
of nurses and social workers,
there was an overwhelming
need in Hawaii for an afford-
able, temporary “home-away-
from-home” for the families
of children hospitalized with
serious life-threatening ill-
nesses. Based on this need,
the capital campaign for the
project was hugely successful.

RMHC-HI is a non-profit

See RMHC-HI page 6
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fully-stocked kitchen,
pantry and laundry room so
they have fewer things to
worry about and can con-
centrate on being there
for the child. 
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RMHC-HI: making a
world of difference

A Message from RMHC-HI 
Executive Director Jerri Chong

organization that has a strong
partnership with McDonald’s
Restaurants of Hawaii. Mc-
Donald’s supports many of
RMHC-HI’s fundraising ef-
forts, and steps forward for

n Since the first Hawaii
Ronald McDonald House
opened its doors to families
on March 27th 1987, the or-
ganization has lodged more
than 21,000 people.

n More than two-thirds have
been residents of Hawaii’s
Neighbor Islands, the rest have
come from other locales such
as Guam, Saipan, and Samoa.

n Average stay of families is
about one-week

n Seventy-five percent of
children whose medical con-
dition triggered the family’s
trip to Oahu, were under 
5-years-old

n The RMH Family Room at
Kapiolani Hospital serves
nearly 9,000 visitors each year

Continued from page 5 the organization in many oth-
er ways. Employees of local
McDonald’s restaurants even
serve as volunteers.

The organization however,
depends on public donations
as the major source of its 
revenues.

RMHC-HI FACTS

2007-08 RMHC-HI BOARD OF DIRECTORS

PRESIDENT Brian Takeda

1ST VICE PRESIDENT Richard Rand, Esq.

2ND VICE PRESIDENT Frankie Chung

SECRETARY Terri Cano

TREASURER Paul Takayesu

PAST PRESIDENT Dr. Daniel Robie, M.D.

Kimo Cano
Doreen Griffith
Mi Kosasa
Patrick Lim
Beth Lum
Patricia Milburn
Dennis Pang
Donna Ribellia-Abreu
Ken Silva, Chief (HFD)

Families from all over the islands come to stay at Ronald McDonald
House. Here, the Mendoza family from Hilo are shown at the recent
reunion of Big Island families.

You may remember little
Ruthie Mersburgh, who was
shown on the cover of last year’s
special World Children’s Day sec-
tion hugging her mom Charlene.
I thought you might like a brief
update on how Ruthie, now six-
years-old, is faring one year later.

As you may recall, Ruthie suf-
fers from a very difficult child-
hood cancer called Neuroblas-
toma. She received a relatively
new treatment that combined an
all-day stem cell harvest from her
blood, maximum chemotherapy
done over seven days in an isola-
tion room, and a “transplant” of
her own stem cells back into her
system. The idea is to rid Ruthie’s
body of the cancer cells that are
lurking in her bone marrow with
the near lethal series of chemother-
apy treatments. This kills all of
the patient’s bone marrow.

When her healthy stem cells
were reintroduced into her body,
it “kick-started” production of
new bone marrow — marrow
without the cancer cells!

So far, the follow-up tests have
all been good, and she is looking
and acting more and more like a
normal, healthy child. Of course,
everyone is tempering their ex-
citement with the knowledge that
what Ruthie calls her “lumps,”

could conceivably return.
The Mersburghs are very spe-

cial people, and the way they have
dealt with this upheaval in their
lives has attracted the attention
and support of many, many peo-
ple from all over the country, in-
cluding Oprah Winfrey.

Charlene, dad Dan, Ruthie, and
her brother and sister, Thomas
and Rebekah, all made the trip
back to Oahu for our 20th An-
niversary event on March 27.
They were one of several neigh-
bor island families that returned
to take part in our wonderful re-
union/celebration.

During that visit Dan used the
permanent in-room diary to share
his feelings about his family’s un-
expected challenges. Please take a
moment to read his moving pas-
sages (below).

We are constantly amazed and
humbled by the love, courage and
strength of the families that call
the Ronald McDonald House their
“home-away-from-home” during
their intense and stressful battle
for their child’s life. All of us at
RMHC-HI feel fortunate to even
just know them, and we are proud
to be able to turn the contributions
of our caring community into
very real help for these seriously
ill children and their families.

Room Diary Entry 3/27/07

In the beginning, when things were really tough for
Ruth, she would cry and say she wanted to go home to
Kona. Charlene and I felt as though we could just melt
and burst into tears when we heard this. We knew how
hard and how long Ruth’s treatment would be. We also
knew it probably meant staying on Oahu most, if not the
entire time.

Even though we would have liked to all stay together,
Thomas and Rebekah, Ruth’s older brother and sister,
needed to be in school and I had to be at work.

After the first of what would be eight treatments, Ruth
was cleared to be discharged from Kapiolani. Jeff, our so-
cial worker, suggested we check into either a hotel or
maybe he could get us into the Ronald McDonald House.
We chose the latter.

We were unsure that the RMH would work for us. There
would be a lot of rules and I wasn’t sure Charlene could
handle cooking and cleaning on top of caring for our
sick daughter. This is when the love of RMH kicked in.
The staff, volunteers and fellow guests opened their arms
and took our family in. For the next eleven months, RMH
gave our family support, love, friendship, hope and most
importantly, normalcy in the face of a chaotic situation.

As Ruth’s treatments wore on, we would continue to ex-
perience difficulties and setbacks. Ruth would cry and
say “I want to go home!” But there was one important dif-
ference. The “home” Ruth cried for now was no longer in
Kona. It was her HOME in Manoa Valley on Judd Hillside
Road that she wanted!

I will spend the rest of my life trying to repay you and
will do whatever I can to support your most worthy cause.
Thank you for the big part you played in saving our family.

Much Aloha,
Dan Mersburgh
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Ruth and Dan Mersburgh

2006 World Children’s Day cover 
Ruth and Charlene Mersburgh
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Happy 20th Anniversary Ronald McDonald House® Hawaii

The people who made the dream come true 20 years ago

THE FOUNDING BOARD

Shirley & Barney Barnhouse Patrick & Paulette Kahler
Patricia Binkley Russell & Karen Mau
Linda & Victor Borgia Hubert & Sandra Minn
Susie Childs Willow Morton
Irving & Cathi Chun Marcia Nagatori-Carroll
Dale & Joyce Crabtree Kaiulani Nelson
Kitty Dudley Neal Okabayashi
Susan Entz & John Burns Jane Sherwood
Dennis & Jill Fitzpatrick Robert & Joyce Torrey
Heidi Helm James & Patti Wagner
Janet Huff Francis & Kathy Yamamura
Karen Huffman & Rick Zwern Loretta Zahner
Rick & Mina Humphries

Spanning two decades, the
Ronald McDonald House on
Judd Hillside has been a caring
home-away-from-home for
families during a most vulnera-
ble time — when a child is seri-
ously ill.

Since the House’s opening, it
has welcomed more than
21,000 guests and provided
them with approximately
87,000 nights of lodging.  Al-
though the vast majority of
families served by the House
have come from the Neighbor
Islands, families from all over
the world have stayed at this
serene and beautiful home over
the years.

A special gathering and an-
niversary celebration took
place earlier this year, reunit-
ing many of the original found-
ing board members, and bring-
ing together community sup-
porters as well as several fami-
lies that had stayed at the
House at different times during
its history.

Those attending the com-
memoration were treated to
lunch catered by Sam Choy’s,
live music, and tours of the
House.  They also enjoyed
browsing the photo displays
and memorabilia that showed
the history of the “House That
Love Built.”

One of the returning families
was the Pickops of Lihue,
Kauai, who stayed at the House
shortly after it opened.  Nali-

nee, an infant then, suffered
from infantile botulism poison-
ing.  As they walked through
the doors for the first time in
nearly 20 years, Ed paused and
said, “It still feels the same.  I
can still feel the warmth and
aloha of this wonderful place.”
Ed and Nalinee spent the night
at the House, talking story with
other returning guest families
before joining the anniversary
festivities the following day.

Judd Hillside home
has served more
than 21,000 guests

(ABOVE) Some of the kids
that returned to the House

with their families for the 20th
anniversary.

(RIGHT) Nalinee and dad
Ed Pickop stayed at the

Ronald McDonald House
nearly 20 years ago when
Nalinee was just an infant,

and traveled back to the
House from Kauai for the

20th anniversary.

Dee, Heather, K.J. and Tre on the day the two families parted ways.

Hailey, Danniel, Heather and Chase Marlatt, shortly before going
home to California with new baby Austin.

Bringing people together
Something Ronald McDon-

ald House guests often say is
that they are so grateful to have
other families nearby that un-
derstand what they are going
through and to share each oth-
er’s uncertain journeys. Often
this bonding is so strong that
families stay in close contact
for years after meeting here.

The House brings people to-
gether from all over the world
and from every walk of life.  It
is the common experience of
having a seriously ill child that
transcends all and allows peo-
ple to see how similar we all
really are.

This incredible power re-
cently brought two families to-
gether from very different places,
and with very different stories,

The Walker family from the
Big Island and the Marlatts from
California recently stayed at
the House, both with prema-
ture babies at Kapiolani Hos-
pital.  Although they are from
diverse races, cultures and
places of origin, they formed a
strong and immediate friend-
ship, and by helping each oth-
er through their difficult times,
they found the strength to en-
dure their own situations.

Their stories in short: The
Marlatt’s (who had previously
been chased out of New Or-

leans by Hurricane Katrina)
saw their expected one-week
Kona vacation turn into a
three-month stay at the
Ronald House when Heather
Marlatt suddenly delivered
their baby boy Austin three
months prematurely. It was
extremely fortunate that, de-
spite suffering from bleeding
of the brain and undergoing
heart surgery, he responded so
well that the family was able
to return to the mainland the
first week of July, expecting
Austin to lead a normal life.

At the same time, the Walk-
ers, of Waimea, along with
doctors at Kapiolani Hospital,

fought incredibly hard to save
the life of their tiny baby girl
Kiya, who had been born pre-
maturely. But in the end,
Kiya’s little heart wasn’t
strong enough and she passed
away on June 26.

For the two families, it was
difficult to say good-bye after
becoming so close and sharing
so many of each other’s emo-
tional highs and lows.  They
decided they wouldn’t say
“good-bye.” Instead they
vowed to stay in touch and to
remain close across the miles.

Recently, Dee Walker,
Kiya’s mom, sent this note to
the RMHC-HI staff:

Dear Friends at Ronald McDonald House,
Thank you very much for the wonderful place you provided us with during these past two

months. We feel truly blessed to have had the opportunity to be housed there through this 
challenging time for us. Every single one of you has left a lasting impression on us with your
kind and gracious ways.

We will always remember all we gained during the short two months we were able to spend
with our little girl, Kiya Leshay. We’ve gained a “new family,” new friendships and most
of all the love and support that guided us through each day. We will be forever grateful for
this heartfelt experience and we will always remember your kind generosity.

With much appreciation,
Kelsey, Dee, K.J. and Tre Walker
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n Gift Certificates
Wal-Mart
Blockbuster
Costco
K-Mart
Sam’s Club
Longs Drugs
Safeway
Gasoline Gift Cards
Pre-paid Phone Cards

n Household Items
Laundry detergent
Fabric softener
Non-stick pots & pans
cookware
Automatic dishwasher 
detergent
Paper towels, napkins &
plates

Toilet paper 
(individually wrapped)
Ziplock bags
Aluminum foil
Plastic food storage 
containers

n Food Items
Rice
Saimin
Sugar
Flour
Cooking oil
Frozen meals (microwave)
Individually wrapped
snacks
Miscellaneous canned
goods

WISH LIST
Imagine supplying your family with needed household and

food items for one month. Multiply that by 17 (the number of
guest rooms at Hawaii’s Ronald McDonald Houses) and you
get an idea of the amount of these essentials necessary each
month to accommodate guest families. Call 973-5683 ext. 225.

I would like to make a donation today to Ronald McDonald House 
Charities of Hawaii. Enclosed is my gift.

$500 $250     $150     $100    $75     $50     $35    Other

Name
Address
City, State, Zip

Enclosed is my check payable to Ronald McDonald House 
Charities of Hawaii

Please charge my: _____  Visa _____  MasterCard _____  American

Card Number
Exp. Date
Name as it appears on the card
Signature

HERE’S HOW YOU CAN HELP

Clip and mail to: 
RMHC Hawaii, P.O. Box 61777, Honolulu, HI 96839-1777

Express

RMHC-HI has been fortunate to receive support from foun-
dations and businesses from our local community for which we
are very grateful.  

Our staunchest supporter in the business sector is McDon-
ald’s Restaurants of Hawaii. We are often asked about this rela-
tionship and many are surprised to learn that we do not fall un-
der the McDonald’s corporate umbrella.  

RMHC-HI is a private 501(c) (3) non-profit organization that
relies on the whole community for its support to operate our
programs. McDonald’s Hawaii has been with us from the begin-
ning and faithfully continues to step forward on behalf of the
families we serve by sponsoring events such as World Chil-
dren’s Day, but we need your help too.  

Your private donation in comparison to a corporation may
seem small, but without the support of individuals like you,
who are the backbone of any non-profit, we would not be able
to help the hundreds of families we do each year. We count on
friends like you to help keep families together when they need
each other the most.

Volunteering at Ronald McDonald House can be fun!

Helping others for a good cause

Volunteers, led by the hard-
working RMHC-HI Board of
Directors, are the organiza-
tion’s life blood. Are you in-
terested in contributing to the
well-being of seriously ill chil-
dren and their families in
some small but important
ways?

Volunteer applicants are
given volunteer roles that
match their interests and tal-
ents, and there are many re-
warding volunteer roles
available.

Your help is needed at
RMHC-HI’s two Manoa
Ronald McDonald Houses and
the Ronald McDonald House
Family Room at Kapiolani
Medical Center for Women &
Children.

For more details, visit the
“Volunteering” page at
www.ronaldhousehawaii.org

RMHC-HI
volunteers lend 
a helping hand 

KHON-TV’s Manolo Morales and Trini Kaopuiki with manager
Janet Lau, at the McDonald’s King Street location.

WORLD CHILDREN’S DAY
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