family's strength

Blood drive to assist boy, 6; father contracts ALS

By Sandra T. Molina Staff Writer

SANTA FE SPRINGS - Every two weeks, Marisol Quintero sees the gift of life literally drip into her son's veins as he receives a blood transfusion.  Born with Diamond Blackfan anemia, a disease in which the body's bone marrow produces little or no red blood cells, 6-year-old John Paul Quintero needs the transfusions he receives at UCLA Medical Center to stay alive. Red blood cells carry oxygen throughout the body. 
"Without the transfusions," Quintero said over the phone last week, "John Paul literally wouldn't be here." 

From 8 a.m. to 3 p.m. Wednesday, the Santa Fe Springs office of the California Highway Patrol will conduct a blood drive in the boy's honor. The office is at 10051 Orr and Day Road. 
"We found out about John Paul's situation through his uncle, CHP Officer Rick Quintero, FOX-11's morning traffic guy," said CHP Officer Joe Zizi, "and we had to do something because the department is one big family." 

When he approached Quintero about the blood drive for John Paul, she said that it should be a drive in honor of her son and not for him.  "I appreciated what he wanted to do, but I wanted to make sure that the blood would go into the blood bank for others in need of transfusions." 
She explained that her son, who also has liver damage due to excessive iron in his system, has designated donors at UCLA, and she felt that there are others in more need of the blood collected at the drive. 

And just as important, Quintero said, the blood drive would spread the word of the importance of blood donation. 

Even so, having designated donors isn't always a guarantee. 

The donors could be sick or be pregnant, or any number of reasons, Quintero explained, and not be able to donate for any particular week. 

"It took me a long time to accept John Paul's condition," she said. 

And now, she has to accept the latest illness to befall her family: Lou Gehrig's disease. 

Her husband, Juan, was diagnosed with the neuromuscular disease more than 18 months ago. 

Lou Gehrig's disease causes motor neurons in the brain and spinal cord to shrink and disappear, eventually causing the body to become paralyzed. 

She was shocked by the diagnosis. "I didn't think I could handle it," she said. 

Her biggest fear is that she will be left alone to raise John Paul and his sister, Jacqueleen, 8. 

There is no cure, and according to the ALS Association, about half of all people with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis live at least three years after they find out they have the disease, and 20 percent live five years or more. 

As many as 10 percent will survive more than 10 years. 

The toll on the family has been enormous, especially since her husband's illness has now taken away the use of his hands and arms. 

But still, she is reluctant to take help from people. 

"I've never been one to depend on anybody," said Quintero, who was demoted from her job at a collection agency and is now on a leave of absence. 

"That's one of the toughest things to accept." 

Although Juan has Medicare, the family still pays more than $1,000 in health insurance payments. 

As part of Wednesday's blood drive, monetary donations will be accepted on the family's behalf. 

Quintero is overwhelmed at the support, both financial and emotional, from friends, family and strangers. 

"It's awesome that people donate blood and that a stranger is willing to give John Paul life," she said. 

For more information on how you can donate blood or money, call CHP headquarters at (818) 240-8200 or log on to www.johnpaulquintero.com. 
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