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Harry and Lyn Gryske, left, stand with Dawn Kwiat Friday while in Dopp Park in Waukesha. The Gryskes donated their son’s organs after he died over 11 years ago and helped over 70 people. A chance meeting helped the families meet recently.
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Megan Hohl, left and Lyn Gryske pose for a photo during Megan’s First Communion party recently. Lyn her husband, Harry, donated their son’s organs after he died 11 years ago and helped over 70 people. One of those people was Debbie Hohl, Megan’s mother, who received his liver.


WAUKESHA - Dawn Kwiat always wanted to thank the donor family who saved her sister’s life, but after more than 11 years, she doubted she would ever meet them.

Then chance, or fate, intervened.

"I’m a charge nurse," said Kwiat, who works at Waukesha Memorial Hospital and lives in Eagle. "I normally do triage."

But, one night four months ago, staffing levels required Kwiat take on a patient during her shift. One patient, Lyn Gryske, was in the hospital for medication changes, and Kwiat became her nurse.

Kwiat met Gryske and eventually the conversation led to organ transplants. Kwiat mentioned that her sister, Debbie Hohl, had been a liver recipient, and Gryske said that she and her husband were donor parents.

"I said I wished I could meet my sister’s donor family to thank them, and Lyn said I should contact the (organ procurement organization coordinator) to try and arrange it," Kwiat said. "She said that they’d met the kidney and lung recipients and they were both doing well, which was amazing after 11 years."

It was then that the wheels started turning for Kwiat. Her sister had received her liver at that same time.

"Did you ever meet the liver recipient?" Kwiat asked Gryske.

The answer was no. The two women started talking about timelines and eventually came to a date - Oct. 21, 1994 - the day Steve Gryske died and the day Debbie Hohl received a new lease on life.

Kwiat gave Gryske a hug and said, "I’ve always wanted to do this, thank the family."

Kwiat asked Gryske’s permission to call her sister. Hohl knew her donor’s name was Steve, and the donor had been at Waukesha Memorial.

That night, Debbie Hohl and Lyn Gryske talked on the phone, and when Gryske was out of the hospital, she and her husband Harry met Hohl and her family, which includes her partner Manuel Loubriel and their daughter, Megan Loubriel, 8.

"(Megan) wouldn’t exist if not for your gift," Kwiat told Gryske. "Debbie never thought she’d be blessed with a child."
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Donation helps over 70 people
Kwiat remembers that day in October when her family was told to say their goodbyes. Debbie Hohl was given last rites. Nearby family gathered, and one sister flew in from Texas. Hohl was given a 5 percent chance of surviving until the next day.

"My parents bought a cemetery plot because they thought I wouldn’t make it through the night," said Debbie Hohl, who is now 47.

For Harry and Lyn Gryske of City of Pewaukee, it was the day their son took his own life, and then, by donating his organs and tissues, the Gryskes helped to save the lives of more than 70 other people.

Steve Gryske was 24. He loved his Allis-Chalmers tractor. He was a graduate of Pewaukee High School. He was tall - way over six feet. And he struggled with depression.

"We tried hard," said Harry Gryske. "He had gotten on some meds that were helping."

"We were making steps, moving forward," said Lyn Gryske. "We were so shocked."

The family had talked about organ donation many times, so Harry and Lyn Gryske knew their son would want to help others.

"He was a very kind, giving individual, very kindhearted," said Harry Gryske. "Good can come from tragedy."

As the Hohl family prayed for a miracle, the Gryske family was giving a gift that would make that miracle happen.

More than 11 years later, the liver Debbie Hohl received is still doing well. In the past year, her kidneys have failed, and she is now on dialysis. She was on the list for a liver and kidney transplant in 1994, but her kidneys had improved.

"Somebody else needed the kidney more than I did that night," Hohl said. "The liver has been perfect. I see the liver doctor twice a year."

Meeting at last
Hohl and her family finally met the Gryskes in person and invited them to Megan’s first communion and eighth birthday party in May.

"It was great," said Debbie Hohl.

Lyn Gryske said she and her husband were so happy to meet the family, especially Megan.

"Just to see her - playing cards with her dolls - this adorable little girl," said Harry Gryske.

They asked why Hohl hadn’t tried to contact them earlier.

"I was embarrassed," said Hohl. "I thought they’d be mad that I got this liver when I drank myself nearly to death."

Hohl, a recovering alcoholic, was an Alcoholics Anonymous member a year before the transplant, but the damage to her organs had been done.

Time went by, and then it seemed like it had been too long to contact the family, Hohl said.

It’s never too late, said Harry and Lyn Gryske.

Some donor families don’t respond to recipient thank-yous; it’s enough to know they’re doing well. For the Gryskes, meeting the people their son helped save has helped them make sense of tragedy.

Every recipient was once desperate. Every donor family is now grieving. The Gryskes have donated hours of time and energy to helping other donor families as well as participating in the Wisconsin Donor Network and the annual Transplant Games, sponsored by the National Kidney Foundation.

"I lost him. That hurt. But I have a lot of good memories of Steve, not just of his death," said Lyn Gryske.

"We’ve met some amazing people," said Harry Gryske.

Was it worth it?
The week after the Gryskes attended Megan’s birthday party, a grocery clerk noticed Lyn Gryske’s shirt. It said, "Don’t take your organs to heaven. Heaven knows we need them here." They started talking about organ donation, and Lyn Gryske mentioned she was the mother of an organ donor.

"Was it worth it?" the clerk asked.

Gryske thought of Megan, an 8-year-old girl who never would have been born without her mother’s liver transplant.

"Yes," Gryske said. "It was worth it." 
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