
38

TODAYshow.com
updated 2/3/2011 2:03:12 PM ET

Five-year-old Annabelle Whitehouse was born with skin that's red, dry and scaly — and every day, she sheds every piece of it.

"It's like snakeskin, that sheds and comes off," her mother, Sonia Whitehouse, told TODAY. The Whitehouses live in an English town called Sutton

Coldfield.

Annabelle has a condition called ichthyosis, a term that gets its name from the Greek word for fish — a reference to the scaly look and feel that the

genetic skin disorder causes. Annabelle's skin would thicken and harden — like scales — from head to toe, if her parents didn't exfoliate her every

night and apply thick creams and special bandages onto her skin several times a day. Her hands and face require a new coat of lotion every half

hour.

Most of us shed a layer of skin every two weeks, but Annabelle loses a layer once a day. Her red, constantly shedding skin means Annabelle has to

deal with stares and rude questions from strangers. Her mother remembers a taxi driver who once "asked me if I put her in the microwave oven.

So, a little insensitive."

Find more information at the First Skin Foundation

In the U.S., ichthyosis affects about 1 in 200,000 to 300,000 people, according to government statistics. Unlike Annabelle, some with the disorder

have eyelids and lips that turn outward, and extra thick skin on their palms and the soles of their feet. In most cases, it's caused by mutations in

one of at least three genes — but for some people with ichthyosis, the cause is unknown. There is no cure, and researchers continue to hunt for

more genes that are associated with the condition.

Annabelle's ichthyosis is inherited, the British Birmingham Mail reported, as both her mother and father were carriers of one of the mutated genes

that causes the condition. When their daughter was born, her skin was encased in a thick, clear membrane that doctors had to remove, a

phenomenon that happens in some infants with ichthyosis.

The little girl has had some tough times at school, but things got easier once her mother explained the condition that made her daughter look so

different. Today, Annabelle is a sweet, chatty girl, who's popular with the other kids at school.

"The hardest part to deal with is when Annabelle does come out and say, 'I wish I didn't have skin like that,'" Sonia Whitehouse tells TODAY. "To

me, as a mother, that's like a knife through my heart. And I wish I could take it away from her, and, unfortunately, I can't."
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