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Commentary

Consider, if you will, the couch.
An instrument of relaxation. A facilitator of Freudian psychoanalysis. An impromptu sleeping space 

for nomadic 20-somethings everywhere.
And now, it seems, a cure for cancer.
At least, that’s what the folks running M.D. Anderson Cancer Center these days would have us be-

lieve.
To be fair, it’s not just any couch, but a Florence Knoll Settee valued at about $7,755. And the couch 

won’t stand alone in its noble fight. It will have help from other formidable furniture, a matching $5,000 
lounge chair, a $1,670 side table and other furnishings totaling $34,000.

And, certainly two $5,000 credenzas - one housing a $2,700, 5.1-cubic-foot mini-refrigerator - will 
contribute to the effort, as will $210,000 in translucent glass walls.

It’s all part of an opulent office upgrade requested by Dr. Lynda Chin, wife of M.D. Anderson Presi-
dent Dr. Ronald DePinho and scientific director of the Institute for Applied Cancer Science.

During times of austerity at the financially stressed cancer center, Chin had to obtain “variances” 
from a University of Texas system official for the project that eventually totaled at least $550,000, the 
Chronicle reported this week.

M.D. Anderson officials defend the project as conducive with its mission to eradicate cancer. A state-
ment provided to The Cancer Letter - an industry newsletter that originally obtained documents on 
the project - suggested the “investment” had already paid off. It mentioned $15 million in philanthropy 
raised by the institute and a research collaboration and license agreement with GlaxoSmithKline that 
could have a “potential” value of $335 million.

Surely, such lucrative gifts and agreements never would have come to the world’s most prestigious 
cancer center without the help of $7,000 couches and hundreds of thousands in glass. What’s reputa-
tion without modern classic design?

Not exactly austere
And surely, Dr. Ken Shine, UT system’s vice chancellor for health institutions who signed off on the 

project, had to have his reasons to deviate from an austerity plan intended to address the cancer hos-
pital’s operating losses. In a recent memo to employees, DePinho announced suspending merit raises, 
slowing down recruitment and suspending capital projects.

It appears that the suites were not paid for with the $75 million UT regents provided over five years 
to support the institute, but from funds for long-term capital projects, derived from investment income, 
philanthropy and patient revenue.

Rest assured, donors and patients, your money was well-spent.
It’s important to point out that the tab for the upgrades also included a suite for Dr. Giulio Draetta, 

director of the institute. His couch cost less: $6,691. And he fully explained his reasons for wanting a 
nice office in a letter he wrote to friends and colleagues that was obtained by the Chronicle.

“Lynda and I were both extremely concerned about moving to Texas, having never lived here and be-
ing heavily influenced by the Harvard community,” he wrote.

Bless his heart. He thought we’d set him up with trailer curtains and an outhouse. We can’t expect a 
Harvard recruit to slum at a state-funded nonprofit hospital without offering him a little incentive.

Still, I couldn’t help but wonder how the hundreds of thousands of dollars poured into executive 
suites that few people, let alone taxpayers and patients, will ever see could have been better spent.

Roger Kenneavy had an idea. He watched his son, Dan, 20, die of cancer in 2009 after a phenomenal 
doctor at M.D. Anderson did all he could to save him.

Now Kenneavy and his wife are devoting their lives to Dan’s House of Hope, which they envision as 
a hospitality home for adolescents and young adults diagnosed with childhood cancers, a place where 

Do expensive glass offices 
help fight cancer?

 By Lisa Falkenberg 



they can bond and learn from each other. The 
first phase will help visiting patients find places 
to stay during therapy.

The Kenneavys spend most of their waking 
hours trying to raise money for the project and 
have even pulled up their Wisconsin roots and moved to Houston to see it through. After reading the 
Chronicle’s coverage of the office upgrades, the father said he couldn’t see how the expenditures could 
be in the best interests of cancer patients.

“A $1,500 donation to us would have supported a cancer patient for a month,” Kenneavy told me. 
“That $2,700 mini-fridge would have allowed us to house an AYA cancer patient and care giver for 
more than 50 days, or to provide a sense of community and support for dozens of local Houstonian 
AYAs.

“I gave up a six-figure job so Dawn and I and many other volunteers could focus on what is now our 
mission in life, and it disappoints me when I see others only worried about what’s in it for them and 
how much money they can make.”

How we treat others
Kenneavy knows well that life’s too short.
“There are more important things than personal wealth or having the most “big kid” toys. What mat-

ters and what we will ultimately be judged on is how we treated others and the difference we make in 
someone else’s life.”

Ultimately, the work that Chin and Draetta are doing at the institute could well lead to great advances 
in cancer care. But if it does, it will have nothing to do with glass walls, a fancy mini-fridge or a $7,000 
couch.

lisa.falkenberg@chron.com
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A suite deal amid tight budgets
1Learn more about M.D. Anderson’s $550,000 office
upgrade at houstonchronicle.com/office.

Brown has taught for
31 years in HISD and in
that time has led award-
winning orchestras and
instilled a love of music in
countless students.
“Thirty-five years is a

full career,” said Brown,
59. “There’s never a good
time, but there’s a right
time. I want to go out
while I’m still doing the
same things I’ve done and
not have students receiv-
ing less.”
But she’s also retir-

ing because of a visual
impairment — ocular
histoplasmosis — that
has required her to make
adjustments. The eye dis-
ease is caused by airborne
fungus and can lead to
vision loss.
Brown, who was

diagnosed when she was
a 20-year-old college
student, developed blind
spots resulting from scars
on her retina in 1978. She’s
now undergoing treat-
ment for macular degen-
eration.

Music from memory
Normal teaching tasks

sometimes take her two
to three times longer than
before.When grading
papers, she removes her
glasses and holds the
paper a couple of inches
from her eyes to read it.
She also has the students
type papers in a 14-point
font.
When it comes to the

music, Brownmemorizes
scores before performanc-
es, and when there’s a
lot of complicated music,
she enlarges the scores
and highlights important
markings.

Counts her blessings
Brown has three

master’s degrees, includ-
ing one in music perfor-
mance, and said she feels
blessed to have the vision
she does. She knows
that one day she could
wake up without it or go
another 30 years with the
sight she has, she said.
She also feels blessed

to have taught at HISD
schools where fine arts
programs are supported
by administrators and
parents. After four years
teaching in Little Rock,
Ark., Brownmoved to
Houston in 1982 and land-
ed an assistant orchestra
director’s job atWelch
Middle School, a magnet
school.
“I felt like I had died

and gone to heaven,” she
said.
She later moved to

JohnstonMiddle School,
a performing arts school,
where she taught for
24 years.While on the
faculty at Johnston she
also worked part-time
at Bellaire, teaching one
orchestra class during her
scheduled teacher prepa-
ration time.
Eventually, she ended

up teaching three classes
and a piano program at

Bellaire, and four years
ago became a full-time
orchestra teacher there.
Brown, who plays vio-

lin and viola, said she has
enjoyed seeing students
grow and develop over the
years. It’s evenmore spe-
cial to have “had a small
hand in how they turn out
and think,” she said.
The most important

things she wanted her
students to learn were
to be responsible and
dedicated, and then to
make goodmusic. In addi-
tion, she wanted them to
develop an emotional con-
nection with music and to
understand that making
people feel emotions
throughmusic is a gift.

Revered by students
Senior Janet Yim said

she will miss the way
Brown interacts with her
students. “She gives up
time for our needs,” said
Yim, who first met Brown
when she was in the
fourth grade. “She’s just a
lot of fun to be around.”
Benjamin Liu, a senior

in the piano program,
said Brown understands
the students and is al-
ways responsive to their
needs. He said she has
taught him that life can
be demanding, but if you
believe in yourself and do
your best, it’s all worth it.
“She will be missed a

lot,” Liu said.

Brown from page B1

Brown has battled
vision loss 39 years

renee.lee@chron.com
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