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Infantile leukaemia accounts for only 3% of childhood
leukaemia; the aectiology of this condition is not fully
understood but probably involves damage to DNA before
birth in response to infections, chemicals, ionising radia-
tions or other environmental exposure [4]. Cutaneous
involvement is frequently observed in infant leukemia,
especially in the congenital form presenting the classical
blueberry muffin baby aspect. However, skin lesions in
older infants may be unspecific. On rare occasions,
urticarial lesions may appear.

A 3-month-old male infant, born by vaginal delivery
after full term normal pregnancy, was referred to the
Department of Pediatrics of Chieti in August 2006 for
evaluation of a recurrent macular skin rash that occurred
first at the age of 2 months and 2 weeks.

The child was first evaluated by a pediatrician for an
asymptomatic skin eruption. He was diagnosed as having
allergic urticaria and was treated with oral antihistamines
and steroids for two weeks. The rash began to vanish, then
recurred after a few hours, and did not disappear under the
outpatient treatment with steroids.

On admission the child was breast fed and presented
normal growth parameters. He was otherwise healthy, and no
other symptoms were reported in the antecedent days.
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Clinical examination showed a generalized, confluent,
apparently nonitching, urticarial rash (Fig. 1). He had
normal lymphnodes, liver and spleen dimensions, breath-
ing, and neurologic parameters. Cutaneous temperature was
36°C. At cardiac examination a systolic murmur was noted.

Complete blood cell count showed a red blood cell count of
3,301,000/mm3, hemoglobin of 9.7 g/dl, white blood cell
count of 9,740/mm>, neutrophils 59%, lymphocytes 28%,
monocytes 1.2%, and eosinophils 0.1%. Platelet count was
within normal limits (158,000/mm®). A mild increment of
erythrocyte sedimentation rate (28 mm/h) and elevated
lactate dehydrogenase value (LDH: 1274 U/L, normal values
< 618) were observed. Radioallergosorbent (RAST) testing
for food allergens were negative. A first peripheral blood
smear was obtained but no abnormalities were observed.
Abdominal, cerebral, cardiac ultrasound and thoracic plain
radiographs were normal. In the following days the child
continued to present the skin rash despite the mother’s strict
diet and antihistamine oral therapy. Steroid therapy was
stopped on the second day after admission. A week later,
hemoglobin value decreased to 7.1 g/dl and platelets to
103,000/mm?>; leucocytes increased to 26,900/mm’ with
36% neutrophils, 38% lymphocytes, and 24% monocytes.
A second peripheral blood smear showed the presence of
blasts. Bone marrow aspirate revealed infiltration with 48%
myeloid blasts. No chromosome abnormality was detected.
Cell marker studies confirmed acute myeloblastic leukaemia
(M2 FAB; Immunophenotype CDI13+, CD33+, CD17+,
CD71+, MPO+) and the child was transferred to the Unit
of Paediatric Haematology. A combined therapy with
intravenous idarubicin, etoposide with Ara-C, and intrathecal
Ara-C was started according to the AIEOP AML protocol
[5]. Urticarial rash disappeared after 2 weeks of chemother-
apy and no recurrences were observed. A complete
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Fig. 1 Widespread urticarial macules in a 3-month-old infant with
leukemia

remission of peripheral and bone marrow smear abnormal-
ities was obtained after 3 months treatment. Urticaria is
relatively uncommon under the age of 6 months, tends to be
acute rather than chronic, and is more frequently associated
with food allergy [2]. Leukaemia cutis occurs in 25-30% of
infants with leukaemia [3-6]. In addition to specific
cutaneous infiltrates (e.g., blueberry muffin aspect in
congenital leukemia), nonspecific skin reactions like urticaria
can be associated with leukemia in infants [3]. Therefore,
differential diagnosis with allergic skin reaction is essential
as steroid treatment may delay diagnosis.
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Besides, in the patient described, the rash was different
from urticaria pigmentosa, which can occur in infants with
acute leukemia, and which is due to the proliferation of
mast cells [1].

In conclusion, leukaemia should be considered in any
infant with chronic, recurrent urticaria in the absence of any
detectable cause; steroid treatment should be avoided until
a blood smear is obtained.
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