
Help, Understanding
& Group Support

HEART TO HEART
Volume 1 ™ Spring 2017

Emily Mitchell loves
watching funny cat
videos on YouTube,

playing tag, jumping in
bounce houses and on
trampolines, and her favorite
Disney princess is “Moana.” 

She sounds like a typical 9-
year-old, but not quite so.
During her mother Tricia’s
pregnancy, an ultrasound
revealed that Emily’s brain
ventricles were very large and
her body was abnormally
small; she had only one
kidney and no left thumb.
Tricia gave birth to Emily at
34 weeks. 

Doctors initially
diagnosed Emily with
VACTERL association
because of the
abnormalities to her
limbs, kidney, spine,
and ribs. However,
further test results
confirmed she had
Fanconi Anemia, a rare
blood disorder that
occurs in only 1 in
160,000 people
worldwide and can lead
to bone marrow failure
and an increased risk
for certain cancers. During her
young life, she’s had 10 bone
marrow biopsies and numerous
blood draws. 

At age 20 months,
Emily received a
new thumb, a
painful procedure
that still makes it
difficult for her to
write or grip the
handlebars of her
bike for too long.
She was almost 2
when she started
walking. And
because Emily is
smaller than most
of the kids her age,
she stopped

playing soccer, finding it harder to
keep up with them. Instead, Emily,
now a 3rd grader at Daniel K.

Inouye Elementary School
on Schofield Barracks, began
taking Taekwondo classes
twice a week in September,
which provides strength
training.

Despite her many physical
challenges, Emily has led a
life as normal as possible.
She has always had a positive
outlook and is so
appreciative of life, Tricia
says. “She always gives
everyone a hug,” Tricia adds.
Emily has a big imagination
and can find fun in
everything she does. She is
doing well these days; her
blood count is good. 

A HUGS family since April 2016,
the Mitchells say HUGS has been
a blessing for everyone. They attend
Family Dinners, which provide
time for Tricia to connect with
other parents who understand the
fears and stresses they go through
and share similar experiences.
Respites provide hours of playing
time for both Emily and her older
sister Erin where they are “happy
and spoiled rotten,” while Tricia
and Dad Ian enjoy a rare date
night. The Christmas party for
HUGS families was “amazing.” And
last year’s SibCamp was especially
memorable for Erin, allowing her
to bond with other children and be
able to talk to a few camp

Love, Hope and Fun
Keep the Mitchells Together!

Clockwise from top: Tricia, Ian, Erin and Emily Mitchell. 

Emily Mitchell

Continued on page 2
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T his year marks HUGS’ 35th year of helping Hawaii’s families with a
seriously ill child. 

HUGS was founded in 1982 by a small group of volunteers at Unity
Church who recognized the many challenges and stressors that families with
seriously ill children face. They dedicated themselves to establishing an agency
that would provide support, compassion and aloha with a firm commitment
to improving the quality of life of these families as they navigate the

challenging journey of life-threatening childhood illness. The organization was initially
known as the Young People’s Support Center, and the first family to receive services had a
young daughter facing a rare genetic disorder. For this girl and others that followed, the Center
became a place that brought “normalcy” into their lives. 

The organization’s name was officially changed to HUGS (Help, Understanding &
Group Support) in 1989. It was actually a family who came up with the acronym, HUGS,
while receiving support for their son, who had a cancerous tumor.  “When your child is
diagnosed as having a terminal illness, sometimes the only thing even a doctor can do is give
you a hug,”  said Pleaman Shaver. “There are days when I wake up wanting nothing more or
less than a big hug. It says so much – ‘I care, I hurt with you, hang in there.’” The name says it
all and has remained ever since. Thank you Pleaman. 

Today, HUGS serves approximately 300 families annually with a host of services that
includes monthly Family events, Mom’s Night Out, Dad’s Night Out, Respite, sibling programs,
and financial assistance. All services are designed to strengthen families throughout their
journey of caring for a seriously ill child. In 2017, we’ll be introducing new programs as well. 

HUGS will be here for more families for many more years, for as long as they need our
services and support. We can continue to do this only by working together with our caring
community. I’m sincerely thankful for the compassion, commitment and generosity of our
Board of Directors, volunteers, community and corporate partners, and donors like you who
have helped thousands of Hawaii’s seriously ill children and their families over the years. 

There are many ways in which you can get involved to support HUGS, both with
financial and in kind contributions and through gifts of time. Please call us at 808-732-4846
or visit our website at www.HUGShawaii.org to learn about the different ways to support
HUGS. 

Mahalo,

Joan Naguwa 
HUGS Executive Director

AUW Designation #96590
CFC Designation #84333

Help, Understanding
& Group Support

counselors who became like big sisters to
her. Erin also enjoyed swimming in the
pool, hiking and listening to stories, Tricia
says appreciatively. 

“The needs of siblings are overlooked
[unintentionally when you have a child
with a serious illness]. I have caught
myself treating the girls differently when
they have colds.” Tricia explains. “I have to
remember that Erin’s owwies are just as
important.”  

The Mitchells have some good advice to

share with newly diagnosed families.
“Never lose hope. It’s important to focus
on what you can do to help your family.
Build fun in your family life that makes
good memories. For parents, it’s OK to cry
every once in a while, but you have to pick
yourself up and keep going.” 

The Mitchells are grateful for the support
that HUGS provides for their family and
hope to participate in more HUGS events
before they leave and move to Brooklyn,
New York this summer.

Love, Hope and Fun Continued from page 1
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A small group of volunteers
from Unity Church established
an agency called the Young
People’s Support Center,
known as the “Center,” that
would provide support,
compassion and aloha to
support families who are caring
for a seriously ill child. Since the
agency’s inception, programs
and services are free to the
families we serve. 

HUGS becomes a
partner agency of Aloha
United Way.

Agency officially changes
its name to HUGS (Help,
Understanding & Group
Support). 

HUGS holds its first annual
Celebration of Life, to
honor and remember
children who have passed.

HUGS receives the
Hekoa Award from the
Pacific Foundation for
Cancer Research. 

HUGS opens a Respite
Care Center at Kawaiahao
Church, where children can
get together and parents
get a needed break.
Respites are later held at
the HUGS house. 

HUGS assists 75 families.

HUGS moves to its present
home in Kaimuki, a State
cottage that was occupied
by Dr. Cecil Saunders, a
Leahi Hospital physician,
and his family in the 1920s. 

The mission statement
is revised.

HUGS assists 110 families
statewide. 

The Thomas family holds its
first Surf4HUGS event for
HUGS families where the
waves wash their cares and
stressors away for one day
to enjoy surfing and riding
in outrigger canoes. 

Over the past 25 years,
HUGS has helped to
support more than 1,400
family members for an
average of three years
each. 

First SibCamp held, a
three-day camp exclusively
for the siblings of HUGS
children, where they meet
other children who are
struggling with similar
situations. 

Family Dinners and Respite
Nights expand to West
Oahu. 

HUGS celebrates its 35th
year, helping some 300
families with programs that
include Family Dinners,
Mom’s Nights, Dad’s
Nights, Respite Nights,
Hospital Visitation, and
financial assistance. 

1982 1986 1989 1990 1992 2000

2002 2004 2007 2012 2015 2017

35 YEARS OF HELPING HAWAII’S
SERIOUSLY ILL CHILDREN AND THEIR FAMILIES

Help, Understanding
& Group Support

Mission:
To strengthen Hawaii’s

families and improve their
quality of life as they face

the emotional and financial
hardships of caring for a

seriously ill child.
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More than a hundred MC&A
employees dedicated
December 15 to their

company-wide effort of giving back to
the community and selected HUGS.
They spent the afternoon tackling a
number of major projects to spruce up
the HUGS house. 

Volunteers added a touch of whimsy by
painstakingly repairing and painting the storage container in the backyard with cartoon
characters and painting the rocks that line the driveway; repainted the children’s restroom,
adding bright and cheerful sea life decorations and new curtains; cleaned and sanitized the
Respite Room toys, outdoor toys and sanitized the sandbox; replaced broken playground swing
seats; fixed and painted the outdoor deck; washed the windows and cleaned the screens; and
organized the storage closet.  Landscaping projects included trimming the bushes, raking
leaves, cutting the grass around the property, and planting new plants in the memory garden. 

In addition, MC&A employees adopted two large HUGS families at Christmas, purchasing two
presents for each family member, making the holidays a lot brighter for them. 

“Each year, MC&A selects one nonprofit organization to assist in a significant way, and HUGS
is so grateful to be the recipient of their major acts of kindness,” said HUGS Executive Director
Joan Naguwa. “The HUGS children were so delighted when they saw the container painted
with many of their favorite characters.” 

MC&A Hawaii Selects HUGS for Community-Wide Acts of Kindness

Bank of Hawaii Employees Lend Many Hands to HUGS

More than 100 Bank of Hawaii employees
were out in full force on November 5,
lending many helping hands to HUGS.

In anticipation of the project day at HUGS, “Bankoh
Blue Crew” volunteers conducted an Amenity Kit
drive, collecting more than 1,000 toiletries, including
toothbrushes, toothpastes, shampoos, and soaps,
from the community. Three hundred fifty HUGS
amenity kits were assembled that are now being

distributed to hospitalized children and their families when admitted on an emergency basis.
Another group sanitized our Respite Room toys. 

On the outside, more volunteers worked in the HUGS playground’s sandbox, pulling weeds,
replacing the weed barrier and pouring sand. Others sanded and repainted 10 picnic benches;
cleaned and sanitized outdoor toys and equipment; and performed landscaping duties around
the property that included raking up 15 bags of leaves. 

Community service is part of the culture at the Bank, and on every given weekend, employee
volunteers are out in the community. “HUGS is truly grateful for the support from the Bank of
Hawaii employee volunteers who ‘live kokua,’” said Joan Naguwa, HUGS Executive Director. 

The day of caring at HUGS was organized by the BOH management training team. Mahalo
Bank of Hawaii! 

V
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The windy and rainy weather outside did not dampen the fun and laughter inside as
nearly 60 HUGS children and volunteers gathered in a classroom at Seagull Schools in
Kapolei. The occasion was the first Evening Respite of 2017.

Students from Kapiolani Community College, the University of Hawaii at Manoa and
Punahou School as well as HUGS volunteers were paired with children, becoming buddies for
the evening. Some played with blocks, colored or read books, while others played hand
clapping games or board games or enjoyed a tea party. The movie of the night was “Hotel for
Dogs.” 

Dinner, generously provided by A Catered Experience, featured Zippy’s spaghetti, garlic bread
and fruit. 

HUGS children and siblings say they love the Respite events because “there is always a lot of
other kids around” with “fun things to do.” As one 8-year-old eloquently said, “HUGS puts
fun back into our lives.” Respite is a safe and fun place to go on a Saturday night. More
importantly, Respite provides a much-needed break for parents from the stress and
responsibilities of caring for a seriously ill child. This four-hour break enables them to relax,
refresh and recharge so they can continue to best meet their child’s needs. Many parents use
the “kids-free” time to enjoy a rare date night.

Respite events are among the 50 activities the HUGS Family Services Program staff
coordinates each year for our families. About half of the events are held in West Oahu, thanks
to grants-in-aid from the City & County of Honolulu and State of Hawaii. 

“All of our events were previously held at our HUGS center in Kaimuki or other community
sites in Honolulu,” said HUGS Executive Director Joan Naguwa. “About 50% of our families
live in Central or West Oahu; the ongoing road construction and traffic congestion prevented
many of these families from participating in events. 

“Families are grateful that we’ve listened to their needs. We’re happy to see them and know that they’re benefiting from the
connection with other families,” Naguwa added.  

Donate Your HawaiianMiles to
Support HUGS Families! 

Respite Provides a Break for Parents and Fun for Children

Did you know that you can donate your unused
HawaiianMiles to HUGS? These miles can help our
families travel from the neighbor islands to Oahu or

to the mainland for life-saving medical treatments. At the
end of the year, Hawaiian Airlines will match up to a
half-million miles to HUGS. 

Visit the Hawaiian Airlines website, www.hawaiianair.com
and click on the HawaiianMiles link, click Donate Miles
and select HUGS. 

In our effort to “go green,” HUGS offers a digital
version of our Heart to Heart newsletter. This
eco-friendly option not only conserves paper but

also saves us money. If you would like to receive our
Heart to Heart newsletter digitally, please send an
e-mail message to cheryl@hugslove.org. 

Thank you for choosing to “Go Green!”

Heart to Heart Newsletter
Provides Option to Go Green
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In 2017, we begin a new column in
Heart to Heart about family traditions
and how HUGS families celebrate them.
Our first tradition is Girls’ Day that
was celebrated on March 3. 

Hinamatsuri: Girls’ Day

Hinamatsuri (Girls’ Day) is a special
day celebrated on March 3 by
Japanese and Okinawan families

with mochi (rice cakes) and dolls. The observance actually begins two weeks
earlier when girls unpack their doll collections that were started at birth.
This activity is meant to teach discipline, patience, neatness, and
responsibility, and the display must be taken down on March 3 if parents
want their daughter to marry. 

The dolls, displayed in tiers on a red cloth or carpet, usually include an
emperor, empress and their attendants in traditional court attire of the
Japanese Heian period. 

Stephen and Yuko McGahey and their three girls, Fiona, Raicheal and
Cathleen, have been a HUGS family since 2015. “I used to have Girls’ Day
dolls when I was growing up in Japan but the dolls are still there,” said Yuko,
who was born and raised in Kanazawa. Fiona and Raicheal were also born in
Kanazawa. The family moved to Hawaii in 2014 when Fiona was diagnosed
with leukemia. “When Fiona was born, my aunt made Emperor and Empress
dolls by hand for her, using kimono fabric for the clothing,” she added. “We
start displaying the dolls in mid-February and keep them out until Girls’
Day. Also, we sing “Happy Doll Festival,” a Girls’ Day song.

“I try to make a Japanese dish such as chirashi zushi [sushi rice topped with
raw fish and other ingredients], tempura or hamaguri clam soup that the
girls like to eat. We have cake, which is not traditional, but the girls like it,”
Yuko added. “Last year, my parents sent hina arare [colorful and lightly sweet
rice crackers] from Japan to us.”

On Girls’ Day, families often enjoy hishi mochi, diamond-shaped mochi
made in three layered colors: pink for energy and to ward off evil spirits,
white for purity, and green for health and vital power. Shirozake (white rice
wine) is also a specialty.  

Paper peach blossoms, a symbol of peace, are given to girls to convey the
wish that they will be gentle and tranquil.

(Family Traditions In Hawaii, 1994, Namkoong Publishing)

Family Traditions

Fiona McGahey stands next to her
family’s Girls’ Day display. 

P

Zippy’s Wellness
Challenge Finals 
Zippy’s held the finals of its 2nd
annual Wellness Challenge Feb. 17 at
the Pomaikai Ballrooms.  Employees
from Zippy’s, Kaiser Permanente, Atlas
Insurance Agency, UHA, and DTRIC
Insurance participated in the wellness
challenge that encouraged walking,
smoothie making, and community
service—promoting getting healthy
while having fun. HUGS had a
presence at the event, as a
beneficiary of various community
service projects from all the
participating companies, as well as a
canned food drive. 

National Pancake Day
at M.A.C. 24/7
Thank you M.A.C. 24/7 Restaurant for
celebrating National Pancake Day on
February 28 and donating proceeds
from pancake sales to HUGS.

HUGS Executive Director Joan Naguwa with
FCH Enterprises President Paul Yokota. 
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P H O T O  G A L L E R Y

HUGS Christmas Party
It was a magical time for HUGS
families as they boarded the Polar
Express at our annual Christmas party
at the Neal Blaisdell Center. There
were delicious island foods, fun
holiday activities, a special visit from
Santa, and gifts galore for our HUGS
children. Mahalo to Albert808 Photo
Booth for capturing precious
memories for our HUGS families. 

Maui Christmas Party 
HUGS families on Maui also
gathered for a special Christmas
Party at the Maui Economic
Opportunity Center. There were
games galore, craft stations, bingo,
and gifts for all our HUGS children.
Special thanks to Badua’s Catering
for the delicious food.

Westside Family
Dinner
HUGS families gathered at Waikele
Community Park in January for the
first Family Dinner of 2017. Families
relaxed and enjoyed the camaraderie
over lunch featuring grilled
hamburgers and other picnic foods,
followed by games including water
balloon toss.

HUGS Welcomes New Employees
HUGS welcomes the f ollowing new employees:

Chiyomi Chow, LSW – Director of Programs
Cheryl Tamura – Development Director
Alan Castillo – Volunteer Coordinator
Audrey Pascual – Family Services Program Specialist 
Karen Kaneko – Administrative Assistant, Part-Time
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“HUGS is truly one of a kind...the support they offer
to families is endless” — Kelsie, HUGS Intern

HUGS will celebrate its 35th Anniversary at its annual
HUGS Gala, “Celebrating 35 Years of HUGS,” on
Saturday, May 13, 2017 from 5 to 9 p.m., at the Hilton

Hawaiian Village Waikiki Beach Resort’s Tapa Ballroom. Anne
Lee, Board President, and Erin Kirihara, Board Member, are
co-chairs for this year’s signature Gala. 

The festive event will feature delicious food and wine, mobile
silent auction and live auction, mission appeals, Wishes for
HUGS, and wine drawing. The best part is knowing that net
proceeds will help our HUGS families with hospital outreach,
peer support groups, respite care, and financial assistance.

“Our HUGS Gala is the most visible and largest source of
funding of the year,” said Joan Naguwa, HUGS Executive
Director. “We’re so appreciative for the past support from our
generous community. Please join us as we celebrate HUGS’ 35th
anniversary and make it a special night to remember,” she added. 

Tables of 10 are available from $3,500 to $10,000. Dress Code:
Cocktail Attire. 

For more information about the HUGS Gala, call 732-4846. 

Mark Your Calendar for
May 13 – HUGS Gala
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