
Cancer
survivor

tells story
11-year-old writes a children’s

book to help others cope.

Two teachers are aiding with writing and illustration.
The first draft (left) appears next to the final cover.
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Willner said.
Student and teacher began

working on the book together
at the end of May, writing dur-
ing lunches and free periods.

Meloni Kinckner, art teach-
er at Muñoz-Marin and the
book’s illustrator, drafted
the cover art with Deana
and developed a color
scheme that reflects the
varying emotions cancer pa-
tients often feel.

“When she’s really sick and
she’s in the hospital, she’s go-
ing to be in color because her
spirits were up, but every-
thing around her is going to
be in black and white and
gray,” Kinckner, of Oreland,
said.

The title, How My Sun Got
Its Smile, refers to the arc of
Deana’s illness, mirrored by
the book.

“On the corner of each
page there’s going to be a
sun, and as I get sicker and
sicker the sun will get sad-
der, and then when I start to
get better, it’ll start to
smile,” Deana said.

Ups and downs defined
Deana’s experience.

In the eight months that
she spent at St. Christo-
pher’s Hospital for Children
in Philadelphia, she fell into
some deep depressions, un-
able to muster the strength
to get out of bed. Some days
she’d insist the blinds stay
closed and the TV turned
off, declining to see or talk
to any visitors.

But according to her moth-
er, Rose Vega, most of the
time Deana amazed every-
one with her positivity.
When her hair started fall-
ing out, she made the quick
decision to chop it off. “I
asked her, ‘Are you sure?
Are you really, really sure?’
But she was,” said Vega,
who cut off her own hair to
support her daughter.

“A lady made me a wig, but

I never wore it,” Deana said.
“It was itchy. I just kept say-
ing, ‘Bald is beautiful.’ ”

Deana learned to keep busy
while in the hospital, a tip she
stresses in her book. She vol-
unteered to sharpen pencils,
clean out game closets, and
help take care of newborns.
She also kept a journal and
wrote about what was happen-
ing to her.

A l w a y s u p
front , Deana
tells her story
with a frank,
youthful energy,
using analogies
chi ldren can
laugh at and un-
derstand. “Life
as a cancer pa-
tient was terri-
ble,” she writes.
“It was worse
than stinky cheese. It was
worse than old milk. It was
worse than old garbage. It
was even worse than babies’
diapers. I think you get the
idea, it was bad.”

Most important, Deana
says, is finding ways to have
fun and to laugh. Her favorite
book in the hospital, Walter
the Farting Dog, calmed her
before big procedures. “It’d
make her laugh and get rid of
her nerves,” Vega said.

She also found ways to goof
off: She danced to an Alvin
and the Chipmunks song in a
hospital talent show with her
grandmother and five young-
er siblings and played pranks
on the nursing staff around

Halloween.
The book is due out Aug. 31.

Willner and Kinckner, who
split all the printing fees,
have not set a price yet. The
two created a Facebook
group (How My Sun Got Its
Smile) for people interested
in buying or promoting the
book.

Though Deana remains in
remission, she still has to

get spinal taps
and blood tests
once a month. If
t h e c a n c e r
comes back, she
could need a
bone-marrow
transplant, Vega
said. And while
Deana has doz-
ens of matching
donors, the fami-
ly remains opti-

mistic that she won’t need
them.

After she receives her
award Thursday, Deana’s
off to Camp Can Do, in Her-
shey, a one-week overnight
camp for children with can-
cer. Last summer was her
first at the camp. Vega re-
members the emotional mo-
ment when her daughter
drove away in the bus.

“I couldn’t stop crying,”
Vega said. “I was just so hap-
py, because there was a
point when I never thought
that day would come.”

Contact staff writer Julia Terruso
at 610-313-8110 or
jterruso@phillynews.com.
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Rose Vega (left) cut off her hair to support daughter Deana
Vega, whose hair fell out during leukemia treatment in 2008.

SHARON GEKOSKI-KIMMEL / Staff Photographer
Meloni Kinckner (left) is illustrating Deana Vega’s book about coping with cancer. Judy Willner
(right) began writing the book with Deana in May during lunches and free periods at school.
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As soon as Deana Vega felt strong enough, she
was back in the hospital where she’d spent nearly
a year of her life battling cancer.

Deana, 11, wasn’t there for herself last Septem-
ber, but to cheer on other young patients weighed
down by the disease she knows all too well.

“I told them, ‘Keep your head up, smile, and
remember: Bald is beautiful,’ ” she said.

Now, Deana, who was diagnosed with an
acute form of leukemia in May 2008 and is in
remission, has recruited the help of two com-
mitted teachers to write a children’s book
about her experience for others coping with
cancer.

“I think this book is going to help people by
reading what someone else went through and
getting their advice,” said Deana, who will start
sixth grade at Luis Muñoz-Marin Elementary
School in Kensington this fall.

Judy Willner, a reading specialist at Muñoz-
Marin, is coauthoring Deana’s book, How My Sun
Got Its Smile. She also nominated Deana for the
National Liberty Museum’s Young Heroes
Award. Deana won the President’s Honor, which
comes with a laptop and a $1,000 prize, and will
speak at the awards ceremony at the museum
Thursday.

Willner, of Bryn Mawr, met Deana during a
schoolwide “Read for the Cure” event, at which
Deana spoke about missing all of fourth grade
while in a hospital bed fighting for her life.

Willner asked Deana if she would contact a
cousin who was about to endure nine weeks of
intensive chemotherapy. She agreed. “That’s
when I realized, ‘Wow, this is a special kid,’ ”

See BOOK on B9

r
ry

hildren’s

illustration.


