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Jennifer O'Brien, 26, was about
to die from leukemia—until she
found her genetic soulmate.

In a remarkable feat of medical
technology, a perfect stranger

gave her the bone marrow that
saved her life. Here, her story.

BY MARY ANN MARSHALL

It is nearly midnight on a chilly November
evening in 1999 at the St. Louis airport. The
dozens of shops and restaurants thar cater to airline
commuters are vacant and dark, leaving an eerie,
tumbleweed-drifting-by kind of emptiness. Even
the airport ticket agents have all gone home. Every
waiting area is deserted and silent—except the one by the gate for
incoming Delta flights, where it seems a party is going on. There, 26-
year-old Jennifer OBrien, her sister, Erin, 15, mom Margaret, 56,
and dad Patrick, 55, are standing around joking while anticipating
the arrival of the midnight flight from Seattle.

Jennifer O'Brien paces the area, then sits down in a chair for a
split second before jumping right back up. Any decision is difficult
at this point—should she stand up front so he sees her when he
gets off the plane? Or should she stand casually behind her family?
Her cheeks have taken on a pinkish hue, and her manner is giddily
off-center. Although this meeting has been set up as an elaborare
surprise, O'Brien wonders aloud if the man she is about to meet
for the first time suspects she will be greeting him at the airport. In
the next breath, she laughs at herself for being so girlie about the
whole thing. Erin, a droll cross between Daria and Wednesday
Addams, rolls her eyes in mock disgust.

Why is Jennifer O’Brien so nervous? She’s about to meet her
genetic soulmate, someone she’s seen only in a photo but loves
with an appreciation that runs deep in her bones. This mystery
man is not her lover; he is the person who donated the bone mar-
row that saved her life—not once, but twice.

When Mike Talbot steps off the plane, O’Brien—standing
behind her family—throws her hand over her mouth to stifle a
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When 0'Brien was 23,
her bone marrow was
95 percent cancerous.

scream. Talbot sees her and falls back against the wall. O’Brien
pushes against the throng of people leaving the plane, and Talbot
walks toward her. Physically, the two make quite an odd pair. At
6'3", he towers exactly one foot over her tiny 5'3" frame. They grab
each other’s hands, and he leans all the way down to rest his fore-

head against the bill of her baseball cap. The cap falls slightly side-

ways, revealing the only visible clue to her precarious physical state:
fragile tufts of short brown, baby-fine hair. It is growing back for the
fourth time in three years. The two laugh and both reach for the
cap, all the while gazing at each other, nearly drunk with the sight.

Meetings like the one between O’Brien and Talbor are taking
place with greater frequency as marrow transplants become more
accessible. And although the experience is almost always described as
positive—even spiritual—such contact between donor and patient
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