Teen with cerebral palsy will get to meet singer Alicia Keys
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CHAMPAIGN – Sometimes wishes really do come true.

And if you don't believe that, you should have been there Sunday when Justin McDonald leaned forward in his wheelchair and read aloud the wish that's coming true for him.

It was written in yellow and blue icing on a cake: "Justin meets Alicia April 27."

"Wha-hoo!" he squealed, giving a roomful of his family and friends the most joyful smile you've ever seen and wiggling like he wanted to jump right out of that chair.

Justin's mom, Nita Collins, said her 16-year-old son has been a big fan of Grammy Award-winning rhythm-and-blues singer Alicia Keys for as far back as she can remember.

Last year, Collins said, she decided to write to the Make-A-Wish Foundation to see if there might be a chance for Justin to meet his music idol in person.





Justin McDonald, 16, a resident of the Swann Special Care Center, reacts to the news that his wish to meet musician Alicia Keys will come true. The Make-A-Wish Foundation is facilitating the wish. By John Dixon

"I thought it was worth a shot," she said.

Make-A-Wish volunteers came to meet Justin, a Central High School student with cerebral palsy, and asked him to name his top two wishes.

His second-biggest wish was for a computer, said Trudy Gordon, a volunteer "wish granter," but clearly what Justin wanted most of all was to meet Alicia Keys.

"What are you going to say to her?" called out one of the folks gathered in a room at Swann Special Care Center, where Justin has been living for about a year.

"I'm going to be speechless!" he said with another big grin.

Swann Special Care Center Assistant Director Kym Halberstadt said all that smiling isn't out of the ordinary for Justin, someone she describes as friendly, outgoing and "about the happiest 16-year-old you'll ever meet."

"He goes to school happy. He comes home happy," she said. "He is such a neat kid."

Collins said her son loves music, knows all the songs Keys sings and has learned a lot about the singer on the Internet.

The Make-A-Wish Foundation has arranged for a van to take Justin, his mom, his 19-year-old brother, Jarrett, and his grandmother, Geraldine Peeples, to St. Louis next weekend to hear Keys perform and meet her in person.

Gordon said it's a common misconception that the Make-A-Wish Foundation grants wishes for only terminally ill children, but the foundation also grants wishes for children who have life-challenging and life-threatening medical conditions.

In the past 23 years, there have been 7,500 wishes granted for kids in Illinois, according to the foundation's Web site,

At the wish-granting party, Gordon and fellow Make-A-Wish volunteer Debbie Shilts presented Justin with the gift of a photo album so he can keep pictures of his trip to St. Louis.

Meanwhile, Justin has one picture to treasure ahead of time, that his family made for him on the computer and gave to him Sunday – a picture of the happiest 16-year-old you'll ever meet next to Alicia Keys.

