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Chemo doesn't block her ambition
Submitted by Anonymous on Sun, 11/30/2008 - 1:00am
By: Hannah Disch
While many teenagers are notorious for their bad attitudes, one Verona Area High School freshman is better known for her
positive attitude through some bad experiences.
Despite serious health complications, Mikealyn O'Brien has passed a test to become a certified karate instructor and is in
the process of earning a second-degree black belt after six years of involvement with the sport.
"I live life this way because I don't know any other," says O'Brien, who goes by Mikey. "Some people want to say the grass
is greener on the other side. Well I don't know about the other side, so I can't tell you."
(http://w w w .connectv erona.com/simpleads/redirect/145)

That's because four years ago, at the age of 10, she was diagnosed with a type of brain tumor called an astrocytoma. And
because Mikey had so much fluid on her brain when the tumor was discovered, her mother, Lisa, explained, she doesn't
remember much from before that time.
So having a brain tumor - and practicing karate - really is the only life Mikey knows.
"She's just been so strong through all of it," her mother said. "She's never shed a tear. She doesn't sit around and feel
sorry for herself. She just lives life. I'm proud of her. She's very strong."
That's a good trait to have when you're undergoing chemotherapy like Mikey is. Though most people associate
chemotherapy with cancer, in this case, it's simply an attempt to shrink the tumor.
"I think a lot of people think because she's undergoing chemotherapy that she has cancer, but it's benign by location and
it's low-grade," Lisa said.
If the chemotherapy doesn't work, however, Mikey will need to undergo surgery to remove the tumor.
(http://w w w .connectv erona.com/simpleads/redirect/7748

And until the chemotherapy is finished, Mikey has to take a yearlong hiatus from karate. That's because the access port
that was implanted in her chest to deliver the drugs makes it dangerous for her to practice karate. The port will be
surgically removed a few weeks after her treatment is completed.

)

She's looking forward to being able to practice again, but in the meantime, taking the instructor's class has allowed her to
stay involved. Now that she has passed the two-part (written and oral) exam she will be able to pass her love of karate on
to others as a student instructor, working with kids ages 6-10 who are just getting started in the sport.
That's a big deal to Mikey, who earned her first degree black belt two years ago and says karate has been therapeutic for
her.
"It was something that I did to get away from all the drama, just something to go take it out on, get my energy out and feel
better afterward," she said.
Her instructor at Black Belt America in Middleton, school founder Don Wideman, describes Mikey as very persistent with
an extremely good attitude.
"The most amazing thing is how upbeat she's been through all this," he said. "She always comes in here with a smile on
her face."
(http://w w w .connectv erona.com/simpleads/redirect/8467

Wideman said he likes to think that practicing martial arts has given Mikey goals and something to focus on.
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"Focus is the main thing in karate," O'Brien said. "If you don't focus then why should you be in it?"
One thing O'Brien is focused on is someday becoming an emergency medical technician, because she wants the reward of
having helped someone at the end of the day. And she definitely sees herself continuing with karate for a long time.
Over the next year, the focus karate taught her will help her get through something that has had a major effect on her life.
Though chemotherapy has obviously been necessary and, she feels, worthwhile, the treatment has not just caused her to
miss out on her extracurricular activities, it's also required her to miss quite a bit of school, as well - about two days a
week.
"I've been strong through all of it, but it's kind of hard to do all the stuff that I've been doing, like go to school," she said. "I
love school to death. I wish I could be there every day, and that's what brings me down the most."
But her mother said Mikey has been getting a lot of support from both teachers and fellow students at VAHS.
"We want to thank everybody," she said. "They're just awesome!"
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This sentiment is returned by O'Brien's friends.
"Mikey, she's such a nice person. She's a person you want to be friends with, and you want to be around her because
she's really nice," said Angel Sandoval, one of her friends. "She's outgoing and she's very determined to get over this and
to be a normal teenager. She's a real inspiration to me and to my family because she is just such an amazing person."
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