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The Videotape	





	It was crunch time in the television newsroom-- that time of day when you’re really up against the deadline. It’s the hour when almost every reporter is back from the field, scrambling to type last-second information into their scripts, get videotape edited and phone calls returned.  It’s a crazy, hectic atmosphere that true journalists love and outside observers find disturbing.


	As I made my way through the mayhem to my desk, I wondered if anyone would notice that my eyes were watery. Surely, as big as it felt, that lump in my throat would be visible.  I had just viewed a few minutes of videotape of a little boy who was fighting some kind of cancer and it affected me.


	The tape had been shot earlier in the day by a videographer who was sent to the University of Kentucky Children’s Hospital by himself.  The planned news conference wasn’t deemed important enough to require a reporter. It was basketball season in Kentucky, “March Madness,” a time when the UK Wildcats were expected to bulldoze their way through all competition and make it to the Final Four. It seemed half our staff was on the road with the team and the other half was scraping up local sidebar stories. If you own a business with “Wildcat” in the name, it may get you a shot on the nightly news in March. If you skip work to watch an afternoon basketball game at a local bar (and thousands do), you may have a camera stuck in your face. The mayor of Lexington declares every day UK is playing a tournament game as “Blue-White Day,” meaning you 


could be chastised by friends and neighbors if you forgot to put on the team colors before you headed out of the house that morning. It’s said that basketball is a religion in Kentucky. Our newscasts can sometimes look like a worship service.


	 That’s why the shooter had been instructed to “spray” the news conference. In newsroom lingo, that means “get in and out quickly.” We wouldn’t have much room for the story in the basketball-heavy show that night.


	Little did any of us know that the boy who was the focus of the news conference that day would soon touch us all so deeply.


	My assignment, as a reporter/anchor, was to view the tape, pick a short sound bite and write a 40-second story for the 5 p.m. newscast.  That was my introduction to Jarrett Mynear.


	What I saw was a small boy, nine years old at the time, who was more articulate than any child I had ever seen interviewed. Usually when we try to interview someone 


that age, we get yes and no answers, a whole lot of shoulder shrugs and we hear “I don’t know” over and over again. That’s OK. They’re little kids. They’re not expected to wax poetic.


	Yet here was Jarrett speaking in complete and thought-provoking sentences. He had one of those “Owen Meany” type voices. Fans of John Irving will know immediately what I mean. He spoke with a squeak, a sound that commands your attention because of its uniqueness. 


	The news conference revealed that a new sight would soon be seen around the children’s ward. “Jarrett’s Joy Cart” would deliver free toys twice a month to every child 


who was a patient there. And here’s where he got me. Jarrett, sitting at a table with his head barely peeking above the microphones, said he knew what it was like to spend most of your life in a hospital.


	“Kids get bored and depressed in here,” he said. “Some of them never get any visitors.”


	 He said he wanted to deliver toys on a regular schedule to give the patients something to look forward to. 


	He said it with such sincerity that I knew it wasn’t rehearsed. It was the squeaky voice of experience, from someone who should be out on the playground or tossing pebbles in a creek-- not someone who should have any idea what it means to spend weeks hooked up to intravenous tubes, facing surgery upon surgery.


	As if the words weren’t enough to make a direct hit on my soft spot, the pictures sealed the deal. Jarrett had a large bald spot on the back of his head, a circle that marked the spot of one surgery. I later learned that he liked to compare himself to Friar Tuck and that does indeed best describe his appearance at that time. 


 	After the news conference, the videographer followed The Joy Cart on its inaugural run from room to room and another surprise showed up on the tape. The boy limped. His right leg was artificial.


	With the lump forming in my throat as I viewed the tape, comic relief came at just the right time.  As Jarrett pushed the hospital cart loaded with stuffed animals, games and puzzles, it got away from him and banged into a wall. Clearly, the microphone picked up his response: “I’m not a very good driver today. I’ve had too much Coke to drink.”


	Normally, when writing such a short story about a news conference, I wouldn’t even watch the whole tape. But I watched everything we had recorded at the hospital that 


day and knew right away we had to do more. We weren’t doing this story justice. But I 


banged out the copy for the short segment on the computer, edited the tape and put it in the mix of things that were about to air. 


	I watched on a monitor in the newsroom as the story was broadcasted live and checked out the reactions of the others around me. These “hardened” journalists who had seen their share of crime, corruption and coroner’s cases were touched too, just as I had been. Jarrett had captured everyone’s attention in a ten-second sound bite.


	I heard my colleagues utter phrases that would probably embarrass most nine-year-old boys.


“He’s precious.”


 “What an angel!” 


“How cute!”


	The descriptions fit.  As we would all soon learn, The Joy Cart was destined to do more than deliver toys. It would become a symbol of hope and inspiration to cancer patients everywhere. And the boy behind it, full of Coke or not, would become the best example imaginable of someone who turned life’s lemons into lemonade.






































