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PROVIDENCE, RHODE ISLAND: For one
sparkling minute each night, skyscrapers, tug-
boats, hotels, a yacht club and police cruisers
send a blinking goodnight message to sick kids
inside a children’s hospital.

A gesture that began with a single light six
years ago has become a nightly display along
the Providence River - and a highly anticipated
ritual - inside Hasbro Children’s Hospital. “It’s
special to know that people I don’t even know
will take the time” to flash the lights, said 13-
year-old Olivia Stephenson, who has been
admitted to the hospital three times since June,
most recently last week.

To thank the invisible strangers shining their
lights at her and fellow patients, she blinks her
own flashlight back toward the downtown sky-
line, using a two-flash response that means
“thank you.” “They don’t know me; they could
skip the step of flicking the flights, but they do it
anyway,” she said after seeing the Good Night
Lights display for the first time in late August. “I
hope they saw the thank you.”

Some of Providence’s bigger hotels have
installed permanent signals that automatically
turn on flashy messages at 8:30 p.m., to the
delight of giddy toddlers and older children who
can spot them from their windows. But most of
the lights are hand-held. One volunteer group
gathers near the top of a 28-story office building
to flash their lights. The farthest signal comes
from a church group blinking from a dark shore-
line 2 miles downriver in East Providence.

Olivia’s story
Olivia began her summer looking forward to

lazy days at the beach and pool, but she col-
lapsed the day after school got out, and her life
turned upside down. Doctors diagnosed her
with lupus, a chronic autoimmune disease. She
was adjusting to a more complicated life - diet
and lifestyle restrictions, medication that puffed
up her face - when chest pains took her to the
hospital again in August. Tests found big blood
clots in her lungs.

She saw Good Night Lights for the first time
after she was released from a five-day stay in a
windowless intensive care unit. “It’s so nice to
see a genuine smile on her face, because it’s
been a while,” said her mother, Beth Stephenson,
who has spent the hospital visits sleeping on a
chair by her daughter’s side. “It’s genius. It totally
brightens the kids’ spirits and it doesn’t even
really cost anything.”

The idea began with the hospital’s resident
cartoonist, Steve Brosnihan, who has spent 26
years regaling sick kids with on-the-spot draw-
ings and word games. Brosnihan, who gets to
the hospital by bike or bus, noticed one day in
2010 that he could see his route home from
inside the six-story hospital. Using his bike light
and flashlights, he began sending simple mes-
sages tailored to individual kids. Late last year,
he appealed to local businesses to send a joint
message: Goodnight, Hasbro, using four flashes
to represent each syllable.

The first business to participate was The Hot

Club, a waterfront nightclub and restaurant.
Along with flashing its large neon sign, patrons
gather on the deck each night, even in cold
weather, to wave their flashlights and cell-
phones. Following the nightclub were the tug-
boats of the Providence Steamboat Company.
They shine their powerful searchlights at the
hospital and occasionally blow their horns. A
yacht club, restaurants and police officers have
also joined in.

About two dozen kids who can range in age
from 2 to 20 are in the hospital on any given
night.

“The first time a kid sees this, when it hap-
pens, they’re like, ‘Are you kidding? That’s for
me?’ There’s a joyful surprise in it,” Brosnihan
said. The anonymity of the exchange is what
Brosnihan finds most beautiful. “No one knows
who’s on the other side of the gesture,”
Brosnihan said. “People often say, ‘I get goose-
bumps hearing about this.’”

Brosnihan said he dreams of what he calls the
“minute of magic” catching on in other cities
with children’s hospitals. But he also notes that
Providence’s pediatric hospital is peculiarly suit-
ed to the phenomenon because it has an open
view of a harbor and the city’s downtown sky-
line. Once Olivia gets back to being a “regular
girl” - she aims to return to her school in the
town of Lincoln in January - she wants to help
work with younger kids and expand the Good
Night Lights ritual. “It’s special. I’m not going to
forget this experience,” she said. —AP

NEW DELHI: Poonam Devi moans in pain
on the stretcher in the packed hospital
emergency room, her ankles and wrists
swollen, an IV hooked up to left arm to
hydrate her. Patients like her, fevered,
aching, unable to walk or sit on their own,
are packing hospitals across New Delhi
because of chikungunya, a mosquito-borne
viral illness. In the Indian capital alone, cas-
es of chikungunya soared to 3,251 so far
this year from just 64 last year, according to
government data. Last year it was dengue,
another viral ailment transmitted by mos-
quitoes, that infected thousands.

The cycle of illness and packed hospital
“fever clinics” plays out every year as mon-
soon rains fill puddles and open drains in
the teeming city, creating swarms of mos-
quitoes that thrive in the warm, damp
weather. Some years it’s mainly dengue; in
others, it’s mostly chikungunya. The epi-
demics start promptly in August and stay
for months, sickening tens of thousands
and killing dozens, each year seeming to
catch the government and population
unprepared for it.

“Everyone in our neighborhood is get-
ting it,” said Devi’s sister, Susheela, who
goes by one name. She sat holding her sis-
ter ’s hand inside Ram Manohar Lohia
Hospital, one of the city’s largest govern-
ment-run hospitals. A portion of the hospi-
tal’s emergency room has been set aside
for chikungunya patients like Devi.

One day last week, Dr. Prerna Mor, who
was supervising incoming patients at the
hospital,  had already seen nearly 300
patients with clinical symptoms of chikun-
gunya in the first four hours of her shift.
Mor, a fellow resident and a few nurses
quickly assessed patients before other doc-
tors took over. Dengue and chikungunya
have killed at least 20 people in the capital
so far this year, according to news reports.
But statistics on the illnesses are likely con-
servative since the poorest people in this
city of 16 million never see a doctor or a
hospital. Both diseases are treated only for
their symptoms, reducing the fever and
relieving the aches, until the infection pass-
es. As a result, tens of thousands of people
are tested at private laboratories and treat-
ed at private clinics, which don’t report on
what made their patients sick unless the
government specifically asks. Just as pre-
dictable as the illnesses each year is the
shifting of blame as soon as the public
hears of the soaring number of cases. Each
year the government goes into overdrive
only after hundreds if not thousands have
already been sickened.

This year is no different
Stung by criticism that it has handled

the outbreak so far very poorly, the local
government has set up hundreds of clinics,
like the one where Devi was diagnosed, to
treat chikungunya, dengue and malaria
patients. It has canceled all vacation for
doctors and staff at government-run clinics
and hospitals.

Hundreds of municipal workers rushed
to trim knee-high grass in public parks and
fog the city with anti-mosquito pesticides -
after many had already gotten sick.

But experts say responsibility for con-
trolling diseases spread by mosquitoes can-
not be the government’s alone. Officials
conduct public-awareness advertising
campaigns urging people to wear long
sleeves, use mosquito repellent and get rid
of standing water. But the advice is routine-
ly ignored, even with municipal workers
going from home to home in some neigh-
borhoods on the lookout for mosquito
breeding areas. “There’s no community par-
ticipation here. People want the govern-
ment to take the entire responsibility of
keeping their neighborhoods clean,” said
Dr. A.K. Gadpayle, medical superintendent
at Ram Manohar Lohia Hospital.

Without the communities coming
together to ensure mosquitoes don’t
breed, “no government anywhere in the
world can succeed,” he added. The annual
outbreak comes as health experts and gov-
ernments contemplate the potential for a
global outbreak of another mosquito-
borne illness, Zika. Like dengue and
chikungunya, Zika is transmitted by the
Aedes aegypti and Aedes albopictus mos-
quitoes. A recent study published in med-
ical journal Lancet says 2.6 billion people
living in parts of Asia and Africa could be at
risk of Zika infection, based on analysis of
travel, climate and mosquito patterns in
those regions.

But experts in India caution that the
study may exaggerate the risks because the
Zika virus has been around since the late
1940s and it’s not clear if the virus had
reached these countries sometime in the
past, allowing people to build immunity.

Zika can cause fetal death and severe
brain defects in the children of women
infected during pregnancy. Yet the vast
majority of people infected never get sick,
and symptoms are mild for those who do,
so surveillance systems may have missed
cases. No cases of Zika have been reported
in India so far “In the times of rapid interna-
tional travel, and international mass gather-
ings such as the FIFA World Cup and the
Olympics, or religious gatherings like the
hajj, there is always a potential threat of
import of Zika infection,” said Dr. Lalit Pant,
an infectious diseases specialist at the
Public Health Foundation of India. — AP

PROVIDENCE, RHODE ISLAND: In this Wednesday, Aug. 24, 2016 photo, hospital patient Olivia Stephenson, of Lincoln, Rhode Island, covers the
lens of a flashlight as she messages back two light pulses, meaning thank you, to people in surrounding buildings from her room.—AP

City skyline blinks in nightly 
ritual to cheer up sick kids  

Sparkling minute each night

NEW DELHI: In this Thursday, Sept. 15, 2016 photo, patients receive treatment at a
fever clinic especially set up to cater to those suffering from fever, one of the main
symptoms of several mosquito-borne diseases, at Ram Manohar Lohia hospital.—AP

In annual ritual, Delhi struggles 
with dengue, chikungunya  

NEW YORK: US health officials are advising pregnant women to postpone
travel to 11 countries in Southeast Asia because of Zika outbreaks in the
region. The advisory issued Thursday targets travel to Brunei, Cambodia,
East Timor, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, the Maldives, Myanmar, the
Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam.

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention said Zika has been in

some areas of Southeast Asia for years, and some residents may be
immune. But a number of US travelers have become infected there in the
last year, so there is a danger to visitors.

Most infected people suffer a mild and temporary illness, at worst. But
infection during pregnancy can causes severe brain-related birth defects.
The virus is spread primarily by bites from infected mosquitoes.—AP
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