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Donna Hoagland has proven the great-
est gifts are those that can’t be wrapped 
with pretty paper and a bow.

This past holiday season, Ms. Hoagland, 
who teaches at Marsh Pointe Elementary 
School in Palm Beach Gardens, gave Ana-
hita Volk — mother of her student, Troy 
Volk — that kind of present. She gave Mrs. 
Volk her own kidney.

“I just thought I could help her, hon-
estly,” Ms. Hoagland said. “She needed 
help. There was nothing else I could do to 
alleviate this problem for her.”

It all started about a year ago when Ms. 
Hoagland noticed Troy wasn’t engaged in 
her fourth-grade class.

“He was in a state of disconnect,” she 
said. “Troy was physically there, but his 
mind was elsewhere. He’s a caring child 
and tends to wear his emotions on his 
sleeve, so when I asked him what was 

 A Christmas gift – of life

SEE GIFT,  A16 

“Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to 
breathe free, the wretched refuse of your teeming shore. Send these, 
the homeless, tempest-tossed to me — I lift my lamp beside the golden door!”

COURTESY PHOTOCOURTESY PHOTO

Gene Vertus joins students at the school he Gene Vertus joins students at the school he 
founded and built in his hometown, Francois, founded and built in his hometown, Francois, 
Haiti, to educate and feed them.Haiti, to educate and feed them.
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awyers and doctors, 
elected leaders and 
teachers, IT experts 
and pastors and busi-
ness owners, moth-
ers and fathers, aunts 
and uncles, friends, 

Americans and fellow country-
men: They’re immigrants all.

 Let us introduce you to them.
In the wake of brutal questions 

about immigrants emerging from 
the White House recently, Florida 
Weekly decided to set politics 
aside, or at least to relegate it to a 
supporting role.

This week, we tell the brief sto-
ries of several immigrants them-
selves, Floridians who sudden-

TEMPEST-
TOSSED 
Triumphant immigrants, 
deeply loyal to the U.S., 
remember 
their beginnings 

Anahita Volk, left, has bonded for life with 
Donna Hoagland, who recently donated her 
a kidney.
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Preschoolers leave their mark 
on education center

Sporting hard hats, preschoolers ages 
4-5 from Opportunity Early Childhood 
Education and Family Center boldly 
entered a construction site on Westgate 
Avenue in West Palm Beach to witness 
the evolution of their new school and 
22,000-square-foot campus. 

The young students pressed their 

painted hands on concrete walls, mark-
ing their commitment to the school that 
promises to build a better future for 
children, especially those living in low-
income households. 

More than 500 children are waiting 
to enroll in the school’s early education 
programs. ■

Local philanthropist funds Columbia 
med center surgery program  

 Palm Beach Gardens health-
care activist and philanthropist A.G. 
(“Terry”) Newmyer III has funded a 
new fellowship program for cancer 
research at Columbia University Medi-
cal Center’s Department of Surgery in 
New York City. Mr. Newmyer did not 
disclose the amount of the donation, but 
Columbia considers it to be a major gift. 

The Newmyer Family Fellowship 
for Innovation in Surgery supports the 
work of Jean C. Emond M.D., Colum-
bia’s Thomas S. Zimmer professor of 
surgery and chief of transplantation 
services. Dr. Emond also serves as presi-
dent of the American Society of Trans-
plant Surgeons. 

Dr. Marc Najjar is the first Newmyer 
Fellow. He will gather data and out-

comes on the regeneration of healthy 
livers and using small grafts in organ 
transplantation. The data will allow 
physicians and scientists to better 
understand and employ surgical tech-
niques for the treatment and removal of 
cancerous tumors. 

Mr. Newmyer founded the patient 
advocacy group, The Fair Care Founda-
tion. He has served on numerous health-
care boards and is president of the new 
Opioid Research Institute of the United 
States, a project of the Kanter Health 
Foundation. 

Mr. Newmyer founded the Newmy-
er Institute for Innovative Teaching at 
Palm Beach Day Academy, which has 
paid for summertime teacher training at 
Harvard’s Project Zero. ■

Father-Son Breakfast benefits 
Cornerstone Scholarship 

 St. Mark’s Episcopal Church and 
School will host its Father-Son Break-
fast to benefit the Cornerstone schol-
arship program. The breakfast will be 
held 8:30-10 a.m. Saturday, Jan. 27, at St. 
Mark’s Coleman Hall, 3395 Burns Road, 
Palm Beach Gardens. 

“The cornerstone scholarship pro-
gram aims to transform the lives of chil-
dren in underserved neighborhoods in 
our local communities,” said Ron McEl-
hone, St. Mark’s Chief Financial Officer. 
“We identify students of promise and 
partner with their families to provide 
an exceptional education for those as 
young as 2 through eighth grade. This 
is a win-win event as we raise funds to 
help underwrite the costs related to a 
student’s education and life at St. Mark’s 
Episcopal School.”  

The event is open to the public. 
Supervised games and activities will be 
held for children ages 8 and younger.

Tickets for the baseball-themed event 
are available by visiting www.stmark-
spbg.org/cornerstone. ■

PHOTO BY RON ROSENZWEIG

Gabriel and Jomari, both 4, leave their handprints on the walls of the new campus for the 
Opportunity Early Childhood Education and Family Center in West Palm Beach.
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Donna Hoagland has proven the great-
est gifts are those that can’t be wrapped 
with pretty paper and a bow.

This past holiday season, Ms. Hoagland, 
who teaches at Marsh Pointe Elementary 
School in Palm Beach Gardens, gave Ana-
hita Volk — mother of her student, Troy 
Volk — that kind of present. She gave Mrs. 
Volk her own kidney.

“I just thought I could help her, hon-
estly,” Ms. Hoagland said. “She needed 
help. There was nothing else I could do to 
alleviate this problem for her.”

It all started about a year ago when Ms. 
Hoagland noticed Troy wasn’t engaged in 
her fourth-grade class.

“He was in a state of disconnect,” she 
said. “Troy was physically there, but his 
mind was elsewhere. He’s a caring child 
and tends to wear his emotions on his 
sleeve, so when I asked him what was 

 A Christmas gift – of life

SEE GIFT,  A14 

“Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to 
breathe free, the wretched refuse of your teeming shore. Send these, 
the homeless, tempest-tossed to me — I lift my lamp beside the golden door!”
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Gene Vertus joins students at the school he Gene Vertus joins students at the school he 
founded and built in his hometown, Francois, founded and built in his hometown, Francois, 
Haiti, to educate and feed them.Haiti, to educate and feed them.
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awyers and doctors, 
elected leaders and 
teachers, IT experts 
and pastors and busi-
ness owners, moth-
ers and fathers, aunts 
and uncles, friends, 

Americans and fellow country-
men: They’re immigrants all.

 Let us introduce you to them.
In the wake of brutal questions 

about immigrants emerging from 
the White House recently, Florida 
Weekly decided to set politics 
aside, or at least to relegate it to a 
supporting role.

This week, we tell the brief sto-
ries of several immigrants them-
selves, Floridians who sudden-

TEMPEST-
TOSSED 
Triumphant immigrants, 
deeply loyal to the U.S., 
remember 
their beginnings 

Anahita Volk, left, has bonded for life with 
Donna Hoagland, who recently donated her 
a kidney.
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going on, he got teary-eyed.”
Ms. Hoagland called a parent-teacher 

conference and learned what was caus-
ing Troy’s classroom distress. Mrs. Volk 
told her she was suffering from Stage 
5 kidney disease — a malaise that had 
been worsening for several years — and 
was undergoing dialysis treatments at 
home. The odds of finding a kidney 
donor were slim.

“My mom was in a lot of pain,” Troy 
remembered. “Every night she had to 
do dialysis and she screamed in pain 
because of it. I started focusing more on 
what she was going through than doing 
my schoolwork. I couldn’t pay attention 
in class. The whole thing kind of put me 
in la-la land.”

Mrs. Volk said if a new kidney could 
not be found, the disease would eventu-
ally take her life.

“My kidney functionality had dropped 
to 5 to 8 percent,” she said. “I knew this 
was taking a toll on Troy. I was hooked 
up to a dialysis machine for 8½ hours 
every single night.”

The experience often brought on a 
great deal of pain and fatigue.

“If I didn’t have a good night on the 
dialysis machine, the next day I’d be 
very sluggish and my blood pressure 

would go up, which would affect my 
health and put more painful pressure on 
my kidneys,” she said. “It was a vicious 
cycle.”

After doing some research through 
the University of Florida Health Shands 
Hospital, Ms. Hoagland discovered she 
and Mrs. Volk were a perfect match for 
a kidney transplant.

“It’s not that we both had a rare blood 
type,” Ms. Hoagland said. “It’s that get-
ting a perfect match is a rare thing. So 
many factors apply. Only 25 percent of 
siblings match.” 

“I joked with her saying, ‘You wouldn’t 
by any chance want to donate a kidney, 
would you?’” Mrs. Volk said. “She said, 
‘We’ll see.’ We left it at that. I wasn’t 
expecting anything.”

Ms. Hoagland had other ideas.
“The tests they did showed that her 

blood would not ‘attack’ my blood,” she 
said, “which meant her body wouldn’t 
reject my kidney. That was all I needed 
to know.”

“She met me at a parking lot outside 
where my son takes boxing lessons and 
said, ‘We’re a match. I’m going to donate 
my kidney to you,’” Mrs. Volk said. “I 
dropped to my knees right there in the 
parking lot and started crying. I was in 
shock and so thankful, so grateful this 
blessing came my way.”

After both women were cleared for 
the procedure, Mrs. Volk received Ms. 
Hoagland’s kidney on Dec. 19, over 
Christmas break.

“They cut me open just above the 

belly button,” Ms. Hoagland said. “A 
2-inch incision, not big at all. They took 
my kidney and gave it to Anahita. Aside 
from a little residual soreness, I don’t 
even feel that it’s not there anymore. 
The doctors said my remaining kidney 
will get a little bigger and there’s a 
chance my blood pressure will go up 
slightly, because that kidney now has 
double duty. But I feel no different.”

Mrs. Volk, however, feels a lot differ-
ent.

“As soon as I got her kidney, it started 
working within seconds,” she said. “I 
call it Super Kidney. It’s a miracle. I 
haven’t felt this good in so long. How 
do you thank someone for doing this? 
I’ve nominated Donna for teacher of the 
year at her school. She restored my faith 
in humanity. I’ve done all I can to get the 
story out, not only for the amazing per-
son that Donna is, but in the hope that 
it will inspire others to be as selfless as 
she was and register to become an organ 
donor. It’s so useless for people to die 

from this, because there are so many 
people out there who can donate and 
save lives.”

“Thousands of people die every year 
from kidney disease,” Ms. Hoagland 
added. “People who need a kidney and 
can’t get one. That’s a shame and it’s so 
preventable. It’s a simple matter to be an 
organ donor, as easy as checking a box 
when you renew your driver’s license. 
In the whole grand scheme of life, what 
I went through was nothing if it could 
help Anahita. If donating a kidney could 
save her life, it was completely worth it.”

As for Troy, the boy who unwittingly 
set this whole story in motion, he views 
it as a Christmas miracle.

“Our family has been waiting a long 
time for this to happen,” he said. “Every-
body got a Christmas gift. A gift of life. 
And love.”

For more information on how to be a 
kidney donor, visit the National Kidney 
Foundation website at www.kidney.org/
transplantation/beadonor. ■

GIFT
From page 1

Anahita Volk, left, embraces Donna Hoagland for giving her a kidney.

Troy Volk is a lot happier now that his mom is off dialysis and healthy. 

Preschoolers leave their mark 
on education center

Sporting hard hats, preschool-
ers ages 4-5 from Opportunity Early 
Childhood Education and Family 
Center boldly entered a construction 
site on Westgate Avenue in West Palm 
Beach to witness the evolution of 
their new school and 22,000-square-
foot campus. 

The young students pressed their 
painted hands on concrete walls, 
marking their commitment to the 
school that promises to build a better 
future for children, especially those 
living in low-income households. 

More than 500 children are waiting 
to enroll in the school’s early educa-
tion programs. ■

Father-Son Breakfast benefits 
Cornerstone Scholarship 

 St. Mark’s Episcopal 
Church and School will 
host its Father-Son Break-
fast to benefit the Cor-
nerstone scholarship pro-
gram. The breakfast will 
be held 8:30-10 a.m. Satur-
day, Jan. 27, at St. Mark’s 
Coleman Hall, 3395 Burns 
Road, Palm Beach Gar-
dens. 

“The cornerstone 
scholarship program aims 
to transform the lives of 
children in underserved 
neighborhoods in our local 
communities,” said Ron McElhone, St. 
Mark’s Chief Financial Officer. “We 
identify students of promise and part-

ner with their families to 
provide an exceptional 
education for those as 
young as 2 through eighth 
grade. This is a win-win 
event as we raise funds 
to help underwrite the 
costs related to a student’s 
education and life at St. 
Mark’s Episcopal School.”  

The event is open to the 
public. Supervised games 
and activities will be held 
for children ages 8 and 
younger.

Tickets for the baseball-
themed event are available by visiting 
www.stmarkspbg.org/cornerstone. ■

PHOTO BY RON ROSENZWEIG

Gabriel and Jomari, both 4, leave their 
handprints on the walls of the new campus 
for the Opportunity Early Childhood Education 
and Family Center in West Palm Beach.


