Deerfield's newest cause: Rebecca
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She sat paralyzed, with her dad, Matthew Wylie, at her side in her room at the Rehabilitation Institute of Chicago. "Her eyes got big and her face lit up," said her mother, Christie, when 2nd-grader Rebecca received a surprise phone call from the stage of Wilmot School in Deerfield. When the audience said a collective, "Hello, Rebecca," "she got very excited," Christie said.

In early August, Rebecca, 8, was stricken suddenly with a condition called transverse myelitis, a disease that has left her a quadriplegic with a 50-50 chance of recovery. She will leave the institute in a week or so for the first time since she awoke from a nap, unable to move. Modifications to her parents' home will be required, as well as continued therapy. Insurance covers little of her $1,000-a-day expenses because rehabilitation is not considered a medical cost.

A benefit was organized through the efforts of fellow Deerfield residents Marty Jacobs and David Steffens, who are members of a local band, Dr. Mark and the Sutures, that plays Beatles music for charitable organizations. Also helping set up the benefit were Wylie neighbors Tom and Dawn Roth, Wilmot School officials and friends. Other band members (Patricia Handler of Deerfield and Will Lonergan of Silver Lake, Wis.) rallied their support.

Highland Park resident Mark Hill, a surgeon on staff at Highland Park Hospital and the band's founder, not only agreed to donate the band's services but he visited Rebecca in the institute with his 7-year-old son, Adam, the week before the concert and provided her with a private show. He also is providing her with a videotape of the benefit. And she will receive two large paper "Band-Aids" signed throughout the evening of the benefit, held Oct. 16.

Among those attending were her 1st-grade teacher, Randie Bricker; Charles Caruso, former superintendent of District 102; other school administrators; friends; acquaintances, and lots of students. All shapes and sizes from babies to grandparents danced and had a good time.

Among the children attending was Beth Schwanke, 11, who baby-sat for Rebecca, her younger sister and two brothers. "I like Rebecca and want to help her," Schwanke said.

The benefit raised $3,300. "We only expected to raise around $2,000, since the capacity of the gym is only 500," said neighbor Dawn Roth. "People were very generous."

According to Wilmot School Principal Dale Roeing, "She's our kid, and we are trying to help. The school is part of the community, and she's become a community project, Friends of Rebecca. We are blessed with a large gym, so it made sense to hold this here. Various classes have sent banners and notes to her. When she returns, we want to make her feel welcome," he said.

"I came home (after the benefit) with a very warm feeling," said Rebecca's mom, Christie. "We've been worried about how people will accept Rebecca when she comes home with her disability. After seeing the people there, her friends, the other children and their parents, we are not as concerned. They've opened their hearts and will still love her, understand what she's going through and help her get through this."

"This kind of thing tears your heart out," said Deerfield resident Richard Sherman, whose daughter is a classmate of Rebecca's. "Seeing this turnout, I'm really proud of Deerfield."

Anyone wanting information on additional fundraising activities can contact Tom Roth during business hours at 708-940-9600, Ext. 204. Contributions may be made (payable to Friends of Rebecca Wylie) to the First Midwest Bank of Deerfield, 725 Waukegan Rd., Deerfield, Ill. 60015.
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