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Call it mother’s intuition. “You just 
know when something’s not right 
with your child,” HUGS Mom 

Pauline Barbadillo said about her 
daughter Alexis Perez-Rodrigues, then age 
2. “She couldn’t hold down any food, was 
throwing up constantly and sleeping a lot,” 
Pauline said. “She also had a hard time 
walking.”
 The vomiting continued for two 
more weeks as they waited to get answers. 
“When Iz [Alexis’ dad] and I saw her 
MRI scan, we couldn’t believe a mass that 
large – six centimeters – could fit in a 
tiny 2-year-old’s skull,” said Pauline. “We 
thought there must have been a mix-up 
with someone else’s MRI.” Alexis was 
diagnosed with medulloblastoma, a type 
of brain cancer in children. “I remember 
thinking, ‘how can this be happening?’” 
she added.  
 Alexis underwent brain surgery to remove the tumor 
which had ruptured. Radiation for brain tumors is not 
recommended in children under 3 because it can cause 
permanent damage. As part of Alexis’ treatment plan, Pauline 
and Iz reluctantly agreed to have her participate in a clinical 
trial. For 10 months, Alexis was in and out of the hospital for 
chemotherapy and three bone marrow transplants, becoming 
the first and youngest patient on Oahu to receive stem cell 
transplants in which she was her own donor. In her case, a bone 
marrow drive wasn’t needed because her own stem cells were 
harvested, then put back into her body after chemotherapy 
treatment. While doctors were pleased with the progress, the 
process was tiring for Alexis and her parents. The Perezes learned 
about HUGS and were grateful for the weekly hospital visits. 
 Three years later, when Alexis was in kindergarten, 
there was a relapse. A spot near the same area of the brain was 
discovered. She underwent surgery for a second time which was 

followed by radiation therapy on the right 
side of her brain and her spine.
 “We took video moments of Alexis so 
she would know the faces of the many 
people who helped her,” Pauline said. 
Alexis doesn’t remember much of the 
nightmare they all lived through but 
understands the seriousness of her cancer. 
She has been in remission for the past five 
years. 
 Today, Alexis, now 10, is doing well 
and enjoys being a big sister to her younger 
sibling Aleyna. 
A 5th grader at 
August Ahrens 
Elementary 
School, she is 
very interested 
in computer 
coding and 
loves building 

with Lego and drawing. She drew this 
self-portrait on her first day of school 
this year. 
 Alexis looks forward to 
Surf4HUGS, because she likes getting up on a surfboard and 
hanging out with the friends she has made through HUGS. 
“Alexis and Aleyna attend the Respite events on the west side. Iz 
has been attending Dad’s Nights and I’ve been going to Mom’s 
Nights, when I’m able. I like being able to share the things you go 
through as a mother with the other moms,” Pauline said. Living 
in Waipahu, they appreciate that many of the HUGS events are 
now held on the west side. “HUGS has been there for us 
throughout our long journey,” she added.
 “Our advice for newly diagnosed families is to take one 
day at a time,” said Pauline. “There will be many bad days, so it’s 
important to have family and friends around you, have a 
shoulder to cry on and try to be positive.”

The Perez Family

Alexis Perez self portrait
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ALOHA!

At HUGS, we strive every day to create a solid support network for Hawaii’s 
families with seriously ill children.  We’re here to help families with children, 
from newborns to 21 years old, who suffer from diverse life-threatening 
illnesses, including cancer, heart issues, liver and kidney ailments, and 

chromosomal defects, by offering comprehensive, long-term services that address the needs of 
the entire family. 
 HUGS has grown since its founding 35 years ago, today helping about 300 families each 
year throughout the state.  In recent surveys, families have said they would benefit from more 
support with referrals to ancillary services. Thanks to a City & County of Honolulu grant-in-
aid, we’re starting Hò okele, a new case management program that provides families with an 
additional level of support, this month.  Hò okele, which means to navigate, is designed to help 
our families by assessing their personal situations and providing information and referrals to 
appropriate services and connecting them to resources they need.  These may include rental 
assistance, job search, child care assistance, and individual or family counseling. 
 My deepest Mahalo to all of you who contributed to HUGS this year as donors, event 
attendees, or as volunteers. Our growth and success are possible because of all your support and 
efforts.  My hope is that HUGS will continue to be here for Hawaii’s seriously ill children and 
their families for many more years to come.  Thank you for your continued support of HUGS 
and our HUGS families. 

 Sincerely,

 Joan Naguwa
 HUGS Executive Director

AUW Designation #96590
CFC Designation #84333

Board Shorts

Robb Tanaka

Elizabeth M Ignacio, M.D.

HUGS welcomes Robb Tanaka, 
Director of Government Affairs &
Planning at Hawaiian Electric 
Company, to the Board.

Congratulations to HUGS Board 
member Elizabeth M. Ignacio, 
M.D., orthopedic surgeon, 
Surgical Director of the Queen’s 
Center for Sports Medicine and 
co-owner of IMUA Orthopedics, 
Sports & Health, LLC, named one 
of HONOLULU magazine’s Top 
Doctors and featured on the cover 
of the September 2017 issue. 
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HUGS Past President Christine Daleiden has been 
promoted to Senior Vice President & Division Manager, 
Operations and Process Design at Central Pacific Bank. In 
this position, she oversees areas including Commercial and 
Consumer Loan Services, Loan Booking, Deposit 
Servicing, Wire and ACH Operations, Policies and 
Procedures, Process Improvement, and Fraud Mitigation.  
She previously served as Senior Vice President and Senior 
Legal Counsel.

Christine Daleiden

UH Med Students
Intern at HUGS

First-year medical students from the John A. Burns School of Medicine (JABSOM) at the University of Hawaii at Manoa 
are an integral part of HUGS’ hospital outreach program, serving as interns for the school year. Once a week, the 
HUGS interns visit critically ill children at Kapiolani Medical Center for Women & Children. The goals of the hospital 

outreach program are to help decrease children’s and families’ fear and anxiety 
associated with hospitalization and illness, facilitate bedside play, and provide support 
before and after medical procedures. Among their tasks, medical students visit the 
HUGS children and families, help in the playroom, provide respite in the hospital, as 
well as make Last Day of Chemo and Happy Birthday signs, gaining experience working 
with young patients and their families. As a course requirement, first-year students must 
volunteer at a community-based service agency; they receive credit interning at HUGS, a 
partnership that was first developed with the medical school in the 1990s.
 
Noa Yee and Laura Kagami completed their internship at HUGS in June. They both 
agreed the internship was “a very humbling and rewarding experience.” Their advice for 
new interns is “to be fully present when you’re with the kids” and to follow the simple 
rule of life, “You get out what you put in.”

Thank you Noa and Laura for sharing our mission!
 
Kenny Kato and Taylor Peter-Bibb, our JABSOM interns for 2017-2018, were selected 
from a pool of some 20 applicants who were all eager to intern at HUGS. Noa Yee and Laura Kagami

Bill Tobin and Tracy Tanaka

Board Shorts

Congratulations are also in order for HUGS Board member 
Bill Tobin, managing partner/owner of Tiki’s Grill & Bar, 
who was inducted in the Hawaii Restaurant Association’s 
Hall of Fame. The Hall of Fame celebrates the 
accomplishments of outstanding restaurateurs and chefs 
who have made lasting contributions to Hawaii’s restaurant 
and food service industry. 
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Remembering Our HUGS Children 

HUGS families gathered at Sunset Ranch, one of Oahu’s most beautiful and pastoral settings high above Pupukea on 
the North Shore, for our annual Celebration of Life, sponsored by Locations Foundation. Held on July 29, 
Celebration of Life honors and celebrates HUGS children who have passed on. The day provided opportunities to 

write messages of remembrance on the Memory Tree, spend time together while enjoying cupcakes and acai bowls, play 
yard games, and be one with nature. “It was a wonderful and special Celebration of Life that helped us honor our son 
Aiden,” said the Sison family. “Thank you for all the support you have given us.”
 The highlight included walking the short trail to a ridge 
overlooking Sunset Ranch and Waimea Valley for a dedication ceremony 
for a grove of young Hawaiian koa trees. Planted as seedlings two years 
ago, each tree is a living legacy of a child who has passed, marked with 
a small plaque. As part of the ceremony, pure water from the top of 
Waimea Falls was poured at the base of each tree. Waimea Valley Park, 
in partnership with Sunset Ranch Hawaii, dedicated this parcel to the 
children of HUGS.
 We extend our deepest thanks to Greg Pietsch and Sunset Ranch 
Hawaii, Waimea Valley Park and Locations Foundation for making 
Celebration of Life so special and memorable for our HUGS families.
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Mom’s Night Brings Moms Together
for Sharing and Fun

Once a month, Mom’s Night provides opportunities for moms to gain support from other moms in similar 
circumstances and rejuvenate themselves from the daily stresses of life with a seriously ill child. HUGS Moms 
look forward to the much-needed break from the stress and anxiety of caregiving, family obligations and growing 

financial concerns.
 Mom’s Night, one of HUGS’ peer-to-peer support programs, is especially beneficial for “new” HUGS Moms to meet 
“seasoned” Moms who have “gone through what they are going through now,” normalizing some of their fears and concerns. 
The social support helps moms learn to cope and adapt to their child’s serious illness. They also share practical information 
and resources.
 “We don’t feel as isolated, and it’s not because we are still 
newcomers to Hawaii from Canada. Even if we had family and 
friends in Canada, it was still very hard to see how different our 
daughter is to kids who are not disabled and the impact it has had on 
her and our family,” said HUGS Mom Nicole Hall, who has 
attended several Mom’s Nights and other HUGS events since 
becoming a HUGS family in February of this year. “With HUGS 
families, we all share common ground. No one is being judged, so it 
allows us to be ourselves,” Nicole added. 
 In August, HUGS Moms got together for a relaxing pupu 
and paint party at Just Tacos in Mililani. Each of the moms went 
home with their own depiction of “Rainbow Dolphins.” Nicole said, 
“I absolutely loved the paint class. What a relaxing and enjoyable 
night!” Other monthly Mom Night activities include dinner and a 
movie or a spa night with a massage or manicure/pedicure. HUGS Moms display their “Rainbow Dolphins” paintings 

after a fun Mom’s Night.

NAIOP Hawaii
Golf Tournament

HUGS is so fortunate to be the beneficiary of the NAIOP Hawaii 
Annual Golf Tournament for years. Mahalo to all the players and 
sponsors who made this year’s tournament at Kapolei Golf Club 
another great success!
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PHOTO GALLERY
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& Group Support

Oahu Spine and Rehab collected toys and school supplies for 
our HUGS kids. 

Nine hundred twenty-five non-perishable food items were 
donated by the ladies of Arise 5 of Inspire Church to fill our 
Kokua Kupboard. 

Community Donations Hawaiian Air’s Team Kokua

The Airport Operations team from airports around the Hawaiian Airlines system 
sanitized the HUGS sand box, trimmed the hedges, pulled weeds, raked the 
leaves, and also made beautiful birthday cards.

The HUGS staff ordered delicious takeout from CPK Kahala on 
HUGS’ FUNdraiser Day. Mahalo to all who supported HUGS! 

HUGS was among the agencies participating in Hawaiian Telcom’s
Nonprofit Fair on September 8 at the Bishop Street location as part of its Aloha 
United Way campaign. 

We ♥ AUW and Hawaiian Telcom

Enjoying CPK Specialties at HUGS
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Fun Day of Sun & Surf
at Surf4HUGS

The 14th annual Surf4HUGS at Kuhio Beach on Saturday, July 22, was a fun-filled day of sun, surf, sand, and smiles.  
Brett and Dee Thomas and their then-teenaged children, Torrey and Leila, created Surf4HUGS in 2004, to share the 
joy of surfing with our HUGS kids who are living with childhood illness. Fourteen years later, Torrey and Leila are 

now grown and living on the mainland; however, Surf4HUGS is stronger than ever, thanks to the support from so many 
caring individuals and businesses in the community. At the event, First Insurance Company of Hawaii employees presented 
a check for $1,500.00. 
 “Surf4HUGS is such a fun experience which our families look forward to every year,” said HUGS Executive 
Director Joan Naguwa. “We’re so grateful to Dee and Brett and the community that come together to support this event.” 
 For some, it was the first time on a surfboard, the youngest being 16 months old. Others had so much fun, catching 
wave after wave, it was hard getting them out of the water, including 4-year-old Kayla. “Take me on a bigger wave!” she 
squealed with laughter. The day was capped with all the HUGS kids receiving a commemorative trophy to remember this 
fun-filled day. 
 Our heartfelt mahalo to the Thomases for coordinating another awesome Surf4HUGS event, as well as for the custom 
T-shirts and trophies; all the surfers who took the children out on the waves; Jimmy Gusukuma of Rainbow Drive-In and his 
friends for the delicious lunch; Ted Coons for the beverages; Larry Carrilho of Koa Board Sports for the rash guards and use 
of surfboards for all of the surfers and children; and Sobel Westex for the beach towels. Special thanks also to the volunteers 
from First Insurance Company of Hawaii, Crazy Shirts, Kiwanis Alakai Young Professionals, and Wells Fargo.  
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Donate Your
HawaiianMiles

to HUGS
When you donate your unused

HawaiianMiles to HUGS, you’ll be 
helping families travel from the neighbor 

islands to Oahu or to the mainland for
life-saving procedures. 

Go to www.Hawaiianairlines.com, click the 
HawaiianMiles link, click Redeem, then
Donate Miles and scroll to select HUGS.

Mahalo!

Support HUGS 
While Shopping

With Halloween a few weeks away, Cyber 
Monday and more holiday shopping around 

the corner, shopping online through 
AmazonSmile provides convenience and 
better prices and allows you to support 
HUGS at the same time. AmazonSmile 

will donate 0.5% of your purchase price to 
HUGS. Visit smile.amazon.com, log onto 

your Amazon account and select HUGS for 
Hawaii’s Seriously Ill Children and Their 

Families. Thank You!


