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Mykai Orr is a vibrant, polite, giggly third-grader who 

likes to read Junie B. Jones books because they're funny 

and enjoys math and gym. Mykai is also a little girl who 

has had three strokes, has headaches and every week gets 

tired before it's time for her regular blood transfusion.

Mykai has sickle cell disease. In some ways, she's lucky 

because she's never had the painful acute attacks known as 

sickle cell crisis. But she has already had her spleen 

removed to avoid having it burst and can't swim because 

she could go into shock if she jumps into cold water when 

she's warm from the sun or summer heat.

She's also lucky because she has been able to get blood 

that's a good match for her, so she hasn't developed 

antibodies that would make her body reject the 

transfusions. She needs those transfusions, which she gets 

every three weeks at the University of Michigan Medical 

Center, to avert a massive stroke.

But many black Americans with sickle cell disease, or who 

need transfusions for other reasons, aren't so lucky 

because their best shot at a good match is from other 

black Americans, and traditionally they haven't donated 

often enough or in numbers large enough to provide the 

best matches.

So Mykai, health educators, the American Red Cross 

Washtenaw County Chapter and the University of Michigan 

Medical Center are holding a blood/marrow/organ drive at 

the Ann Arbor Community Center Monday, during Sickle Cell 

Awareness Month. The drive is open to everyone but focuses 

on black residents.

Yolanda Whiten started working on the drive even before 

she was named executive director of the Community Center 

in May. Her father died for want of a kidney donation, "so 

things like this matter to me," she said.

Whiten, an associate minister at Second Baptist Church in 

Ann Arbor, is using the center to educate people about the 

need for black Americans to donate blood and organs.

"We have one of best hospitals in the United States here, 

but people don't realize you can go into a place like U-M, 

and every week somebody might be turned away from that 

hospital because the blood that's needed for them is not 

available," she said. "That's why everyone who can should 

give blood at least three times a year."

"Sickle cell," she added, "is a nasty disease. It attacks 

children, keeps them from enjoying childhood. It's 

incumbent on us to do something about it."

Dr. Andrew Campbell, a black pediatric blood and cancer 

physician at U-M, and one of Mykai's doctors, said there 

is a lot of misinformation in the black community about 

blood and organ donations.

"If all blood were alike, this would not be as important," 

he said. But it isn't. Doctors have learned that they must 

go beyond the well-known A, B, and O types and match blood 

proteins, or antigens. And antigens, he said, match best 

within ethnic groups.

If antigens don't match, patients who need multiple 

transfusions, organs or bone marrow develop antibodies, 

and their bodies reject the new blood or organs - 

sometimes leaving the patient worse than he was before.

Whiten said it is the responsibility of black Americans to 

help other black Americans.

"We must help these children," she said. "You must help 

yourself."

For Mykai, it's even simpler.

On Monday at the blood drive, she said, she'll have a 

simple message for anyone who will listen: "Give blood. 

Save my life."

Susan Oppat can be reached at soppat@annarbornews.com or 

at 734-482-1166.

