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Like many new parents, Shannon Rice spent a fair 
bit of time dialing up the pediatrician in the weeks 

following the birth of her daughter Madison. Yet, 
despite assurances that Madison was fine, Shannon 
couldn’t help feeling something was amiss. Just what 
that was exactly wouldn’t become clear, however, until 
a seizure at three months old brought Madison to the 
emergency room. 

At first, doctors attributed the seizure to an accumu-
lation of cerebrospinal fluid, known as hydrocephalus, 
which would require surgically placing a shunt to drain 
that fluid away from the brain. But a follow-up MRI the 
next morning led Madison’s neurologist to a diagnosis 
of lissencephaly — a genetically-linked condition in 
which the brain fails to develop its trademark folds and 
grooves and instead remains smooth. 

“So, in the course of a night, we go from thinking,  
she’ll need brain surgery, which is scary, but she’ll 
recover and have a typical life, to the neurologist telling 
us she won’t make it to two and that we should contact 
Noah’s Children,” Shannon recalls.  

But Shannon and her husband at the time, Chris, 
couldn’t make that call. 

“She just didn’t look like she was dying,” she says,  
“so, at the time, contacting them felt like giving up.” 

Depending on the degree of brain malformation, 
children with lissencephaly can present a wide range 
of symptoms requiring intervention on a daily basis, 
including seizures, respiratory difficulties and trouble 
swallowing, as well as delays in physical and intellec-
tual development. But in the years after her daughter’s 
diagnosis, Shannon says Madison’s main fight was with 
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kidney stones, which required her 
first surgery at two years of age. 
She also required periodic use of 
a feeding tube, as well as intra-
venous fluids to help keep stones 
from forming. 

Then, when frequent fever spikes 
kept sending Madison to the ER, 
Shannon says she made the commit-
ment to providing those 
interventions in the 
home, but the amount 
of work Madison’s care 
required eventually 
became untenable. 

“That was just our 
life until she was almost 
nine, and then one day, 
I remember sitting on 
the floor, and Madison 
has all these tubes and 
catheters, and my son 
Carter is climbing up 
her IV pole, Chris is 
traveling for work, and 
I just started crying,” 
Shannon says. “I didn’t 
know what I needed. I 
just knew I needed help, 
and all of a sudden, 
the neurologist’s face 
from all those years ago 
popped into my brain.” 

Shannon called 
Noah’s Children, and within a few 
hours the team was in her living 
room, assessing the situation and 
helping her come up with goals 
for Madison and a plan of action 
moving forward. 

“Of course, with the benefit of 
hindsight, I wish I would have made 
that call sooner,” Shannon says. “For 
so many years, I just misunderstood 
what Noah’s Children was for. It’s 
not about dying. It’s about living. 
And from the moment they entered 
our lives, they’ve always helped us 
put the pieces together, no matter 
what those pieces looked like. They 
just allowed us to live again.”

Throughout the past eight years, 
Shannon and Chris say Noah’s 
Children has helped Madison 
and her family in all the ways one 

normally associates — pain man-
agement, medical and end-of-life 

decision making, and helping to 
care for Madison in the home. 

“From house visits to very stress-
ful hospital stays, Noah’s Children 
has always been there,” Chris 
says. “But the care extends way 
beyond the medical side of things. 
The funding provided for summer 
activities for Carter, Thanksgiving 

meals for our family, planned 
family activities and an occasional 
Wegmans gift card have meant so 
much to our family and removed a 
lot of stress.” 

“They’ve also always made sure 
Carter has had someone to talk to 
whenever he needed, and that’s 
been so helpful,” Shannon adds, 
“because without that, who does a 
seven-year-old go to when his par-
ents are stressed and overwhelmed, 
and he doesn’t want to burden 
them further?” 

“And,” she adds, “who else can 
parents turn to when a decision 
about their child’s illness and 
treatment needs to be made with 
as much clarity as possible?” 

That time came for Shannon 
and Chris nearly five years ago, 

as Madison’s kidneys threatened 
to shut down completely and her 
respiratory system was failing. 
Doctors wanted to intubate 
her, Shannon recalls, which was 
something she and Chris had 
decided previously they didn’t want 
for Madison as a life-prolonging 
measure. But after calling Noah’s 
Children, they decided that giving 
Madison a break from breathing 

might allow her body  
to better fight the infec-
tion that was ravaging 
her kidneys. 

As it turns out, they 
made the right call. 
While getting Madison 
to resume breathing  
on her own required 
some painstaking 
therapy when the  
tube was removed, 
since that fateful  
decision, Madison 
hasn’t seen the inside  
of a hospital room. 

“Within a day after 
taking her off intuba-
tion, she was smiling 
and laughing and 
had more color in her 
cheeks than she’d ever 
had,” Shannon says. 
“We drove her home, 

and she didn’t have any more 
machines beeping around her. We 
weren’t changing catheters every 
four hours. She was eating almost 
everything by mouth and going 
to school again, and I’m just so 
grateful I had Noah’s with us that 
day, because if I’d gone on my own 
emotions, I might not have allowed 
them to give her another chance.” 

That chance has helped bring 
Madison on the verge of her 18th 
birthday this November, and while 
it’s such a triumph to reach that 
milestone after being told that two 
years of age would be a stretch, 
Shannon admits that having to say 
goodbye to Noah’s Children as her 
daughter ages out of the program 
is not only bittersweet, but down-
right scary at times. 

Learning to live again continued from front

Siblings of children with life-limiting diagnoses face their own unique challenges, 
and since joining Noah’s Children, Madison’s younger brother Carter, now 13, has 
always had someone he could turn to whenever he’s needed to talk.
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“When we first started talking 
about her having to exit Noah’s 
Children, I was like a toddler 
and didn’t want to talk about it,” 
Shannon jokes. “I’ve just been so 
lucky to have this 
security blanket, these 
people I could call who 
just knew how to come 
in and make everything 
better, but we’ve come 
up with a transition 
plan, and this is really 
just another layer of 
them teaching us how 
to live again.” 

That life now finds Madison enter-
ing her junior year at Manchester 
High School, building muscle 
strength and discovering new ways 
of engaging her world through 

physical therapy and embracing her 
wild side through United Athletics 
in Richmond, an organization 
which pairs athletes with people 
with disabilities to participate in a 

variety of sports, including triathlon 
races. Other times, that life finds her 
simply hanging out with her younger 
brother and his friends as they play 
video games. 

But for however long and wher-
ever the road takes Madison after 
she turns 18, Shannon and Chris 
say they’ll always be grateful for 
the life Noah’s Children has given 

to their family. 
“They’re probably 

going to have to 
change their number,” 
Shannon laughs, 
“because it’s going 
to be hard not to call. 
But, you know what, 
Madison is doing great, 
and I know it’s time 
for me to let go of that 

security blanket and allow that fund-
ing and that dedication they bring 
with them every day to go to a new 
family coming in with a life-changing 
illness to fight.”   

“I just misunderstood what Noah’s Children was for. 
It’s not about dying. It’s about living. And from the 
moment they entered our lives, they’ve always helped 
us put the pieces together, no matter what those 
pieces looked like. They just allowed us to live again.” 

— Shannon Rice

The start of a new school year is often filled with excitement; however, gearing up for that first day can put a 

strain on time and resources already stretched thin. That’s why, each year, Noah’s Children volunteers hit the 

stores and stock their carts with pencils, notebooks, glue, highlighters and all the other essential supplies 

needed to properly fill up a new backpack. They also shop for clothing, shoes and other necessities, spending up 

to $60 per qualified Noah’s Children patient or sibling. This year, thanks to the generous support of donors and 

volunteers, 64 children received the supplies they needed to start the school year off with a bang. 

Back to school in style

ILLUSTRATION BY FREEPIK.COM
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More than just a meal
Meals for Munchkins gives families a chance to take  
a breath, share time together and connect

When Ashley Osborne and her fellow volunteers from UPS Freight 
walk the Kroger aisles and load up their carts, they don’t know 

which Noah’s Children family will be receiving those groceries. They don’t 
know the nature of that child’s condition, how hectic work may have been 
for the parents lately, or how many doctors appointments and therapy 
sessions the family has juggled in the past week. But, Osborne says, as a 
working mother, she knows how hard it can be to find time to shop and 
cook even without those worries.

“I know it’s taking just one thing off the list,” Osborne says. “But if it 
frees up even a little more time to spend together, or to take care of 
something they need to take care of without the stress of putting food  
on the table that night, then how can I not do that?” 

S E R V I C E  S P O T L I G H T

But it isn’t just what comes in the 
box that makes Meals for Munchkins 
so meaningful for so many families, 
it’s also the act of receiving it. 

For instance, when Jody Conner’s 
son Bryce was first admitted into 
Noah’s Children nearly three years 
ago after being diagnosed with Leigh 
syndrome, she says having a volun-
teer come to her house was a much 
needed social interaction. 

“Initially, we didn’t have a lot of 
support,” she says. “So, while it was 
this beautiful blessing of a meal 
taken off your mind when you have 
so much to worry about, it was also 
kind of like a friend coming over. It 
was just the simplest act of kindness 
we could think of.” 

Bryce had been developing 
normally until the age of four, when 
a viral infection triggered a genetic 
predisposition to the condition, 
which resulted in a progressive loss 
of speech, muscular ability and 
mental and motor skills. As Bryce’s 
health deteriorated and required 
more therapies and interventions, 
Conner was forced to quit her  
full-time job. That, coupled with 
more money spent out of pocket  
to pay for treatments, put a 
strain on her family’s budget, she 
says, and that’s when Meals for 
Munchkins evolved from a welcome 
respite from daily stress to a 
significant financial relief. 

While children with Leigh syn-
drome typically have shortened 
life expectancies, Bryce is now 
nine years old and hasn’t seen the 
inside of a hospital room in three 
years. And, as her son’s health has 
improved and he’s able to partici-
pate in after-school activities and 
things like adaptive sports, their lives 
have become busier because of it. 
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As you can tell by the overflowing carts, it takes time to shop for Noah’s Children families. But 
for volunteers from UPS Freight, pictured above, it’s time well spent supporting the Meals for 
Munchkins program.
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H O W  YO U  C A N  H E L P
Established in 2015 through an anonymous dona-
tion, Meals for Munchkins is offered to all families 
from the moment they’re admitted into Noah’s 
Children through the generous efforts of our volun-
teers and donors. Those who choose to enroll receive 
two complete meals of their choosing per month 
and six meals during the summer months, as well 
as additional staples like bread, lunchmeat, yogurt, 
fresh fruits and veggies and other snacks, which are 
delivered to their homes at their convenience. 

Eighty-one percent of Noah’s Children families 
currently participate, and the yearly cost of offering 
this service adds up to nearly $20,000, or roughly 

$500 per family. In addition to the hours devoted  
by volunteers to shop for meals and groceries, 
volunteers deliver boxes up to three times a week 
and drive more than 500 miles every month to do so. 

If you’d like to volunteer to help shop for  
Noah’s Children’s families, visit our website at 
noahschildren.org, fill out a volunteer form and our 
volunteer coordinator Tasha King will be in touch. 
You can also make a designated donation to Meals 
for Munchkins or donate grocery store gift cards.  

“Now,” she says, “having some-
thing simple to throw in the oven 
gives us more time to go off and do 
some of the wonderful things that 
we’re able to do together that we 
weren’t always able to do before.” 

And not only that, she adds, 
it also allows her son to see 
incredible acts of kindness 
up close and learn from 

the selfless examples of the volun-
teers who come to their home. 

In his role with Henrico Area 
Mental Health and Development 
Services, Jonathan Watkins helps 
people with intellectual and devel-
opmental disabilities engage with 

their communities through work 
and volunteer opportunities, and 
when he first heard of Meals for 
Munchkins, he recognized immedi-
ately how enriching it could be for 
some of the individuals he serves. 

Now, he and a small batch of 
volunteers handle all of the meal 
deliveries, and he says it’s often the 
most rewarding part of their week. 

“There aren’t many feelings you 
can get like this, by bringing food 
and a smile to a family, so it gives 
them that connection,” he says. 
“However, it also gives the people I 
serve an opportunity to see a differ-
ent perspective — to see that, yes, 

V O L U N T E E R  A T  N O A H S C H I L D R E N . O R G

Meals for Munchkins
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We honor the memories  

and the lives of two very  

special children who have  

died as Noah’s Children 

patients since our last 

newsletter. These  

extraordinary children  

were an inspiration,  

and their lives will be  

forever remembered.

Jessica Schmitt, pictured above, is one of a 
few faces Noah’s Children families get to see 
on their doorstep delivering meals, thanks to 
a partnership with Hermitage Enterprises in 
Henrico County, which provides vocational 
and day support services to people with 
intellectual disabilities.

you have challenges you face every 
day, but there are others who face 
similar or even greater challenges, 
and you can do something to bring 
them hope.” 

“And for Bryce,” Conner adds, “he 
gets to see that there are things out 
there for him when he’s older. Even 
though he may not be fully function-
ing, he can go out and be a source 
of kindness in the community, just as 
they are.” 

“There aren’t many feelings you 
can get like this, by bringing 
food and a smile to a family.”

—  Jonathan Watkins
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W O R K I N G  F R O M  T H E  H E A R T

Noah’s Children receives $2,500 grant
At an event held June 27 at the Salisbury Country Club in 
Midlothian, the Bon Air Rotary Club presented a grant of $2,500 
from the James R. Mims, Jr. Endowment of the Community 
Foundation Serving Richmond and Central Virginia, established 
in 2010 to honor one of its most dedicated and longest-serving 
members. Pictured above is Bon Air Rotary Club member and past 
president Barry Almond presenting the check to Noah’s Children 
Community Liaison and Volunteer Coordinator Tasha King.

Noah’s Children welcomes new pediatric 
nurse practitioner

Carolyn Spilman, MS, RN, CPNP, has worked 
in pediatric units her entire career — most 

recently at the University of Virginia Children’s 
Hospital and the Children’s Hospital of Richmond 
at VCU. And in that time, not only did she witness 
firsthand the need for pediatric palliative care, but 
she developed a passion for delivering that care. 
All it took, she says, was finding the right fit, which 
she found in Noah’s Children. 

“In my prior positions, I cared for a small number 
of children who were also receiving concurrent 
palliative care through Noah’s Children, and I 
was always appreciative of the support Noah’s 
offered,” she says. “From the moment I met the 
team, I was drawn to how well they work together 
to come up with an individualized plan to best 
meet the needs of each patient and their family.” 

As Noah’s newest team member, Spilman 
serves families as a pediatric nurse practitioner, 
increasing home visits to address palliative care 
needs, as well as help patients and families 
manage symptoms, navigate complex hospital-
izations and offer practical advice and guidance. 
And, since joining the team in April, she says 
she’s already seen the tremendous impact Noah’s 
Children has — not just for families, but for her as 
a provider as well. 

“I’m inspired every day by each child’s journey,” 
she says. “To be able to see the joys and the 
sorrows, put the medical pieces together to help 
a family see the big picture and partner with them 
to meet their goals so they can find comfort and 
enjoy each day — that’s the best part of it all.”     
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Annual pool party brings 
21 families together
June 30 proved to be another day of fun in the sun, as Noah’s 
Children families and volunteers gathered for the annual pool party 
at the Jewish Community Center at Camp Hilbert. This year, 21 
families, comprising 111 individuals, were treated to time in the 
pool, a catered lunch and all the treats they could handle from the 
Sweet Frog dessert truck. 

As the Thomas family, pictured above, noted of the event, such 
excursions can be “hard, if not downright impossible for families 
like ours. But that’s [Noah’s] secret. [They] make it possible.” 

But events like these aren’t just about giving families an 
experience they can cherish together, it’s also about giving them an 
opportunity to meet other families on similar journeys and reinforce 
that none of them walk their paths alone.
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Holidays 
are right around the corner

While the Meals for Munchkins program featured in this newsletter 
helps provide for Noah’s Children families year-round, the need 

for meals and groceries amplifies around Thanksgiving and the entire 
holiday season. 

If you’d like to help ensure a festive spread makes it to our families’ 
tables this year, please send Kroger gift cards or monetary dona-
tions to Noah’s Children c/o Bon Secours Richmond Health Care 
Foundation, 5008 Monument Ave., 2nd Floor, Richmond, VA 23230.  

Of course, meals aren’t the only way you can help brighten the hol-
idays for Noah’s Children patients 
and families. 

Our volunteers will soon  
be hard at work shopping for gifts, 
so, if you’d like to join in on the shop-
ping and wrapping, or if you’d like to 
purchase gifts for a Noah’s child or 
sibling, please contact Tasha King, 
Community Liaison and Volunteer 
Coordinator, at Quotarisha_King@
bshsi.org or (804) 287-7686.
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Thank you donors 
and volunteers

Giving to our Noah’s Children Fund 
means you are a part of bringing 
compassionate palliative and 
hospice care to Central Virginia 
children, currently at no charge 
to our patients or their insurance 
companies. 

Noah’s Children has accomplished 
so much over the years because 
of friends like you.

On behalf of the staff and families 
we serve, thank you!


