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It Takes a Village by Candice Olson
As I stood in the hospital room, raised my right hand and
promised the judge “I will,” the weight of our decision and the
recognition of our unrecognizable lives over the past two years
struck me. My husband and I had just adopted our daughter,
Anastasia and she has Trisomy 9 Mosaic or, in other words,
severe medical needs.
We had considered Anastasia our daughter from the day we met
her and her twin sister in a Florida NICU in 2016, but it hasn’t
been easy. The girls were born at 31 weeks and spent long
months in several NICUs. Our other daughter quickly learned
to eat and breathe on her own and was eventually discharged.
Anastasia just couldn’t catch up. She was airlifted to Ann &
Robert H. Lurie Children’s Hospital of Chicago, and spent another
four months in the NICU there. It was the Lurie Children’s
geneticist who gave us the devastating news that our daughter
“was not normal” and told us how it would impact our lives.
Almost Home Kids (AHK) represents the best and worst of
times for us. Anastasia has been at the Chicago and Naperville
locations seven times for both transitional and respite care. It
was the staff at Almost Home Kids who commiserated with us
when Anastasia added epilepsy to her long list of “problems.”
That was the hardest diagnosis to bear. Having to helplessly
watch your baby daughter have seizures is something no parent
should endure. Anastasia required powerful medication to be
injected to control the 20 to 40 seizures she was experiencing
each day. The AHK nurses trained us to administer the shots and
taught us how to measure her dangerously high blood pressure.
AHK reassured us, gave us confidence and didn’t discharge
Anastasia until we were completely comfortable with the new
treatment plan.
We celebrated the twins’ first birthday at AHK, as well as my
fortieth, Mother’s Day and numerous other holidays. AHK
enabled me to attend my brother’s wedding in England, and the
respite program has also provided much-needed breaks. When
you are a special needs parent, it is difficult to step away and be
a “normal” mom and dad. AHK allows us to have “staycations”
and spend precious time alone with Anastasia’s twin sister who
sometimes feels left out.
When I became a mother, I knew it would be tiring and stressful,
but I wasn’t prepared for the amount of guilt I would feel. As a
special needs mom, it’s easy to lay awake at night wondering if
I should add just one more therapy to the 14 sessions per week
that we are already doing. I question myself all the time—have
I found the best doctors, the perfect therapy equipment and
spent enough time with the rest of my family?
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Anastasia and Volunteer Carol

AHK offers a break from those worries. It’s always reassuring
to hear the nurses at AHK say “Anastasia has had a great day.
She sat in the garden, a volunteer is reading a story to her,
a therapist is teaching her to sit up,” or “we discovered that
Anastasia likes classical music!”
Our guilt, responsibilities, never-ending battles with insurance
and around-the-clock-care are forgotten for a while when
Anastasia is at AHK. My husband and I can fully enjoy our trip,
family event or “staycation” knowing that Anastasia is in the
best hands and is having a vacation too.
(continued on next page)
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It Takes a Village
(continued) They say it takes a village to raise a child. I have
learned that it takes a city to raise twins and a whole country to
raise a special needs child. As we stood at Anastasia’s bedside,
swearing to take care of her for the rest of her life, it was fitting
that the adoption ceremony took place at her Alma Mater—
Ann & Robert H. Lurie Children’s Hospital. It was Anastasia’s 11th
admission to the hospital in 18 months. When Anastasia is not at
home or at the hospital, she is at AHK.
I looked around Anastasia’s hospital room and for once my eyes
didn’t hover on the pulse oximeter numbers, the suctioning
machine or oxygen cannula. Instead I saw friends, family, nurses,
social workers as well as representatives from our adoption
agency, AHK and Lurie Children’s hospital. They have become
our new family as we have learned to navigate the special needs
world. It’s an exclusive club that we didn’t plan to join, but now
that we are lifelong members, we welcome and frankly need the
support from AHK. We have come to rely on the AHK staff and
we have made some caring friends along the way.
Olson family photo - adoption ceremony

Peoria’s First Family
The first transitional care admission at our new Almost Home
Kids at OSF HealthCare Children’s Hospital of Illinois (AHK), was
Ben Thang, and his development since that first admission
has been thrilling to watch. “Ben is now sitting up on his own,
holding his head up well, responding to his name, and is starting
to reach out for objects and learning to crawl!” marvels Cristol
Klicker, Ben’s social worker. Prior to his admission to AHK, Ben
spent the majority of his young life in a hospital, so settling into
AHK’s more home-like environment has been an easy and very
welcomed change.
Ben has Down syndrome as well as pulmonary hypertension and
other conditions that require him to have a tracheostomy tube
to breathe and a G-tube for feeding. Ben’s parents are refugees
from a region in Southeast Asia, near Myanmar. They came to
the United States three years ago and were not prepared for the
stressful and worrying difficulties that come with having a child
with medical complexities. Ben’s mother, Tuan Rem, and father,
Tha Sang, only speak Hakha Chin, which further complicated
things for the family. “In the hospital they have a translator,
they always do, but at the same time, you know they want to
communicate face-to-face instead of having a translator beside
them,” said Mercy Zathang, a family member translating
for Ben’s mother.
Ben’s mom said having her son at Almost Home Kids has been a
great relief for the family, knowing Ben is receiving the best
possible care and attention, but in a very home-like and different
environment to the hospital.
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Ben enjoying the therapy ball during PT

Our Family
Peoria’s First Family

Volunteers: In Their Own Words

(continued) Ben’s father told Klicker now that his son is out
of the hospital they can spend more time as a family, and
strengthen their bond.
As with the Naperville and Chicago locations, Almost Home Kids
in Peoria is able to accommodate up to 12 kids for transitional
or respite care. Over half of the facility is dedicated to families.
With a living room space, outdoor seating and an accessible
playground, it offers the same nurturing environment and
opportunity for families to truly prepare for bringing their
child home.
“They really like it. If it were possible for them to just move here,
they would love to move here and live. That is how comfortable
they are,” Zathang translated as Ben’s mom sat on the floor
holding him.
Given his diagnoses, combined with the family’s language
barrier, and Illinois’ shortage of nurses, it hasn’t been easy to
find an in-home nurse to help Ben and his family, but Cristol and
the Almost Home Kids team are working to make it happen.
When Ben turns two this month, he will be able to celebrate
outside the hospital setting for the first time with a celebration
planned at Almost Home Kids, and the family will take an
important step towards his transition home.

Shinobu with Lavar

Volunteer of the Quarter: Shinobu Nomura
Chicago, Spring 2019
Shinobu Nomura is such a caring and thoughtful volunteer
and we are lucky to have her in our Chicago Volunteer Program!
Her goal is to make the children’s life a little bit brighter while
they are in our care and she certainly does that! Having
Shinobu to count on this past year has made such a difference.
The children and the staff love that Shinobu is a committed
volunteer and we are happy to give her the Chicago
Volunteer of the Quarter award.
How and when did you come to be involved with
Almost Home Kids? When the Ronald McDonald House
Chicago was under construction a few years ago, I passed by
with interest and finally when I needed to give myself a break
from my job last year, I was able to start volunteering at AHK!
Tell us about your first day as a volunteer at AHK. On my
first day of volunteering, I was a little nervous but if I think back
right now I didn’t need to worry. As soon as I arrived, a nurse
set me up with a child to play with and told me what kinds of
toys he liked and what kinds of books were appropriate for him.
I spent some time with him and eventually he fell asleep. I felt
welcomed and I was comfortable being here from the first day.

Ben with Deb (AHK Child Life Specialist)
almosthomekids.org
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Volunteers: In Their Own Words

Shinobu Nomura with our clinical staff

What is the most enjoyable and rewarding aspect of
your work at AHK? I think just meeting the children is a lifechanging experience. They have great smiles and are so active
despite facing many challenges in their life. Their smiles and
energy always light up my day every time I volunteer.
Does your volunteer role give you the chance to use
talents that you love sharing? Or to build new skills
you’re glad to have? I have been taking care of children as a
nurse both in Japan and in the U.S., and my passion has been
helping children with special needs. From my experience, I
always wanted to do something not only for children but also
for families and staff who are required to do hard work, so when
Lisa Snow, the Community Outreach Coordinator, was looking
for some volunteer help for the clinical team with administration
tasks, I thought that was a great opportunity for me. I’m glad
that I can help nurses also, even it’s just little help.
Would you recommend AHK to friends as a good place
to volunteer? Of course I would recommend AHK to friends!
I’ve recommended AHK to one of my friends and she’s started
volunteering! I think everyone can benefit from interacting with
children and having fun.

Volunteer of the Quarter: Pete Whittington
Naperville, Spring 2019
It has been a delight to have Pete on our volunteer team for
almost 3 years! He is always willing to volunteer with the
children, who certainly have a fun hour with Pete! His charming
personality and funny wit is a perfect match for our children and
staff. Pete has volunteered for 80+ hours and has such a great,
positive attitude that is contagious.Pete also volunteers on 4th
of July weekend to help us serve beverages at the annual
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Pete Whittington with Cassidy and Beth (AHK RN)

Naperville Rib Fest. Our Volunteer Program is fortunate to have
Pete on our team and we are thrilled to recognize him.
How and when did you come to be involved with
Almost Home Kids? Five or six years ago, my daughter was on
the Chicago Young Associates Board and I helped with an event
fundraiser. I attended a Volunteer Orientation at the Naperville
location in December 2016 and have been actively volunteering
once a week ever since.
Tell us about your first day as a volunteer at AHK.
On my first day I remember reading and playing with a couple
of children and I was hooked!
What is the most enjoyable and rewarding aspect
of your work at AHK? I enjoy playing with the children
and especially the ones learning to walk.
Does your volunteer role give you the chance to use
talents that you love sharing? Or to build new skills
you’re glad to have? I really enjoy just playing with the
children and helping with whatever needs to be accomplished
with the children or any tasks the staff need a volunteer to help
with. I have also volunteered at the Naperville Rib Fest for a
couple of years with the AHK volunteer crew in the beer tent,
which is a fun evening!
Would you recommend AHK to friends as a good place
to volunteer? Yes! I have recommended volunteering at
Almost Home Kids to multiple people and I know a couple
have signed up to volunteer.

Our Community
Almost Home Kids Celebrates
20 Years of Care!

Choose 1 of 4 Secure, Easy Ways:
1. Go to http://give.almosthomekids.org/sustainer and
set up monthly giving on a credit card.
2. Go to http://give.almosthomekids.org/sustainer and
set up monthly giving automatically from your checking
account by choosing “direct debit” (this option saves
us transactional fees).

Almost Home Kids began 20 years ago as the dream of two
mothers who longed to create a place in the community where
families of children with medical complexities could turn for
care to avoid prolonged hospitalization or long term care
institutions. With the grassroots support of the community and
generous donors like you, today Almost Home Kids has homes in
Naperville, Chicago and Peoria—with more locations on
the horizon.

Become a Sustainer Donor and make a difference!

Elisabeth and Florence (AHK Lead CNA) share a smile

3. Use your bank’s website to set up a monthly transaction
(this option saves us transactional fees).
4. Send us a handwritten check each month – whatever is
easiest for you.

Long Legacy of Caring in the Community
To mark our 20th anniversary of caring for children in the
community, Almost Home Kids has established a new honorary
society. The Haaning Heritage Society honors individuals who
have included Almost Home Kids in their will, trust or other
charitable planned gift. Dorothea Haaning created a perpetual
trust in honor of her son, who was profoundly disabled. While
he never received care at AHK, Dorothea’s far sighted planning
is making a difference here at AHK. Originally, the trust ensured
her son was cared for after her own passing. Decades later,
Dorothea’s thoughtful generosity is felt every single day at
AHK. Her intent was to support an organization that provides
Respite Care (temporary relief from care giving) for children
with complicated health needs. When you become a member,
you join a circle of friends determined to keep the Almost Home
Kids mission alive forever. There is no cost to join and there are a
host of benefits.
To request a brochure or more information about the Haaning
Heritage Society, please call Raeann Olsen-Jackson, Director
of Development at 312.282.7081 or email her at rjackson@
almosthomekids.org

Please help us mark our 20th anniversary by joining our
Sustainer Giving Program. Your monthly gift will allow us to
plan with confidence, especially during the summer months
when so many donors vacation. There are several secure and
customizable ways to make a commitment.
You can help us sustain the families that turn to us for care. We
provide a bridge for parents and caregivers from the hospital
to their home. When you become a Sustainer Donor, you
are making a lasting impact at AHK and we will provide a gift
summary at year-end to help you prepare for your taxes. The
most important benefit is knowing that your contributions are
improving the lives of amazing children.

almosthomekids.org

Lorenzo and Jen (AHK PT) enjoying a therapy session
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Getting Involved with AHK
Almost Home Kids Golf Marathon
Friday, September 13, 2019 at Zigfield Troy, Woodridge
Picture a sunny day in September, full of camaraderie and fun,
all benefitting the children of Almost Home Kids! Whether you’re
an avid golfer or someone very new to the game, the AHK
Golf Marathon is a fun way to make a difference. It’s a simple
concept designed to make a great impact by the collective
contributions of individual golfers and their friends, family, and
business associates.
Almost Home Kids Board Member Marty Koehler has been
participating in the Golf Marathon for several years, and often
takes home the prize for both Top Fundraiser AND Lowest
Score! In his own words, Marty describes below why
he returns to play 100 holes for the children of AHK:
Why do you participate in the Golf Marathon year after
year? Firstly, it is for the kids. When you have been blessed
as I have, you can’t help but feel a sense of obligation to do
“something.” So that part is easy. Secondly, it is an awesomely
fun day. I happen to enjoy playing golf and having our event on a
par three golf course gives you 100 chances for a hole-in-one.  
What’s not fun about that? Also, last year I got to see my son
make his first hole-in-one.

Dan Ault, Casey Meyer, Debbie Grisko and Marty Koehler (Golf Marathon)

How do you ask friends and family to support you and
the kids at AHK? I have been blessed with a large, generous
network of people. Within that network there is a large
contingent with a “pay it forward” mentality. They see my
enthusiasm for AHK, which compels them to donate generously.
Who is an ideal candidate for participating in the Golf
Marathon? The Golf Marathon is not about golf (although it
is a blast to play). The Golf Marathon is about fund raising and
playing golf is the medium. The ideal candidate is someone who
isn’t shy about asking people for money, has a reasonably large
network and is willing to spend the day in the sun having fun.
You can join the Golf Marathon as an individual or a foursome
by inviting friends, family and colleagues to join you. The Golf
Marathon is also a great opportunity for corporate groups to
participate in for team-building for a cause, just ask the guys
from NEUCO!
To learn more email Liza Larsen at
elarsen@almosthomekids.org, or register at
team.almosthomekids.org/2019Golf.
Our Wish List is available on our website in the About
section or email Lisa at lsnow@almosthomekids.org
for more information.
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Noor with volunteer Meghan

I’ll Be There – A Motown Affair
The energy was high as we danced the night away to the
Motown sound by The Moods at our Naperville gala on April
12, 2019. Guests were treated to a fun and memorable
experience by Co-Chairs Sheila Gallagher and Yonhee Gordon,
and their talented committee, and inspired by the extraordinary
commitment of event honorees, Neuco and Kathy Wennerstrum.
Paige Richards eloquently shared her family’s experience with
Almost Home Kids and reminded everyone why their support
matters. CBS 2 reporter and news anchor Mai Martinez served
as host and together with Marion Valle (auctioneers) encouraged
the 340 attendees to raise almost $150,000 in much needed
funds for Almost Home Kids. Thank you to everyone who helped
make this a fabulous and very successful evening!

Upcoming Events
Visit give.almosthomekids.org/event for more
information and to register for our upcoming fundraising
events.
Young Associates Board “No Place Like Home”

Awardees Kathy Wennerstrum and Brian Neustadt (Neuco) with
Terri Danko AHK Board Vice Chair

May 3, 2019 (Porter Kitchen & Deck, Chicago)

Tasting for a Cause: Women in Wine (Wine Event)
June 13, 2019 (Larkin Hall, Fulton Market District, Chicago)

Golf Marathon
September 13, 2019 (Zigfield Troy Par 3 Golf Course,
Woodridge)

Share the Care Ball, Italia!
October 25, 2019 (Hotel InterContinental, Chicago)

Volunteer Talia and Cassidy singing nursery rhymes

almosthomekids.org

Gala Committee Co-Chairs, Yonhee Gordon and Sheila Gallagher
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Affiliated with

7 South 721 Route 53
Naperville, IL 60540

		
Our mission at Almost Home Kids is to provide a bridge from hospital to home for
children with medical complexities.
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