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Cousins with inherited disease receive gift of life 16 years apart
They exemplify importance of organ donation
Note: Regular readers know Ralph and I have written a lot about my May 9 kidney transplant surgery.
As we approach the end of a truly remarkable year I thought I’d share something my cousin, John Delehanty, also a kidney
recipient, penned about his journey.
We both were diagnosed with polycystic kidney disease when we were in our mid-20s, and we lived with the prospect of one day
experiencing kidney failure.
Polycystic kidney disease, PKD, is genetic. My father, the oldest of six, had PKD as did John’s mother, one of my father’s four
sisters. Five of the six children had PKD.
John was fortunate to receive a kidney from a living donor, as I did. He
wrote this column a few years ago about getting the gift of life in 2001.

By John Delehanty
Special to The Valley Voice
I was 25, fresh out of law school, with an excellent job waiting for me in
New York.
I was also just married and Judy and I were making plans for our new life
in the City. But Vietnam was looming. Law school was a three-year
haven from the war but that ended when we graduated in 1969.
We continued my deferment for one more year by serving as VISTA
volunteers in D.C. But the year was running out, my draft number was
dangerously low, and all the reserve units were full.
And we didn’t want to have a baby yet: that would be a last-ditch option.
So, in the Spring of ’70 I was summoned to Baltimore for my Army
physical. Peeing into a paper cup, a ritual I have done hundreds of time
since, turned into a life-saving event - but with very large strings attached.
It turned out I was spilling protein.
That in itself was not a show-stopper, but it triggered further
investigation, a kidney X-ray and the discovery that I had a genetic
disorder called polycystic kidney disease or PKD for those who like
acronyms.
Hundreds of tiny cysts filled my kidneys and, as they grew, they strangled
the healthy tissue and ultimately caused kidney failure, 10, 20, or 30 years
down the road.

Cousins John McDonald Delehanty and Patricia
McDonald Villers, both living donor kidney
recipients, met for lunch in September. They both
inherited polycystic kidney disease, which eventually
leads to renal failure requiring dialysis or, for the
fortunate ones, transplant. Delehanty recently
celebrated his 16th anniversary as a kidney recipient.

That ended my impending conscription but the prospect of kidney failure
was another black cloud on my otherwise sunny horizon.
When I told my parents, I got another shock. They had concealed from me that my mother had PKD, her father had died from
the disease at age 47 and four of her five siblings had PKD as well. And of course, my children and grandchildren could also
inherit it from me.
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A Life Changing Phone Call
Continued from P.1
I soon learned that concealment was a necessary corollary of this disease, from employers, clients, family members, and
particularly insurance companies.
We had not even started our family and I was already uninsurable - unless I kept a lid on the facts.
All of this changed my life. I became exceedingly diligent about my health and Judy and I lived our lives as if mine would end
at age 55. We did not put things off: children, travel, vacations, each other all took priority over our careers.
And we watched the critical measure of kidney function, called creatinine clearance, slowly climb in a geometric progression
from 1.2, which is normal, to 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 and onward. At a creatinine of 6, the kidneys are operating at 15 percent. I deluded
myself into thinking they would stay this way.
But in 2001 when I was 55, my nephrologist told me that I would need a transplant that summer. He did not want me to go on
dialysis and told me to find a living donor. (Cadavers were also used, but living donors were the best.)
Judy did not have my blood type, my children were too young and my two brothers were tested and both had PKD. The
transplant coordinator at Columbia said: “Don’t worry, someone will come through for you. Policemen, firemen, and teachers
are always willing to donate.”
“Thanks,” I said, “but most of the people I know are lawyers, who are not accustomed to giving up their body parts.”
The walls were closing in. Judy and I drafted a letter to everyone we knew, asking for help. But we never had to send it. Judy
had mentioned in passing to Marcia, a friend and classmate from college, that we would have to put off our usual summer
weekend on Cape Cod.
The reason: John was spending the summer looking for a kidney. Judy didn’t ask for help but simply stated that as a fact.
Two days later, I got a life changing phone call. Jim, Marcia’s husband, offered to give me a kidney. Hallelujah! Jim and I
were not close friends but that didn’t matter to him. He saw a person he knew in need and jumped right in to help. He said he
was inspired by a story he had read about a white woman in the South (where Jim was born) who had given a kidney to a
young black boy who she barely knew. Jim felt he could do at least as much for me.
Six weeks later we were both on cold metal tables while his life-giving organ was transferred into me. And it is still working
16 years later!
Oh, and I almost forgot to mention, Jim was not a lawyer; he was a history teacher.
To read more about Patti's kidney transplant, see
these Valley-Voice newsletter article links:
•

The waiting is the hardest part

•

Altrustic donors make transplants happen

•

Kidney transplant means gratitude

•

Patti takes a field trip

•

Kidney transplant means dark chocolate

•

Kidney transplant gives writer a new lease on life

Right: Patti meets her donor Robin Gilmartin, while donor Suzanne Watson
meets her recipient William Greenwood at the 18 person donor/recipient
meeting at Yale New Haven Hosspital in July.
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