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Relay For Life features superheroes and everyday heroes

STORY AND PHOTOS 
BY ALICE GERARD
Senior Contributing Writer

The 25th anniversary of Grand 
Island’s Relay For Life, held June 
6 at Town Commons, featured 
better weather than anticipated, 
along with a few superheroes and 
a surprise donation. 

Spider-Man and a few other su-
perheroes were present to greet 
both adults and children. Along 
with the superheroes were the 
quiet heroes who are there every 
day to support and care for cancer 
survivors, explained Relay For 
Life Co-Chair Lynn Dingey.

“Our stars of today’s celebration 
are our cancer survivors,” she 
said. “We can’t forget the caregiv-
ers who have a supporting role in 
our survivors’ journeys. We’re all 
caregivers in a way. Some are the 
caregivers that are there for treat-
ments, doctor visits, and all the 
day-to-day crappy stuff that comes 
along with cancer. Some of our 
friends are family members that 
our survivor leans on for moral 
support, laughter or even an es-
cape from the day-to-day of can-
cer. Some of our caregivers send 
love, hugs and prayers from near 
and far.

“Sometimes, out of the blue, you 
get a call that makes you one of the 
most important people in a cancer 
survivor’s journey, all because you 
took the time to take part in a Re-
lay-sponsored bone marrow drive 
10-plus years ago, way back when 
Relay was still at the high school. 
That phone call changed the life 
of two individuals that have since 
met and have become friends and 
are now considered family. Those 
people are Kim (Schopp Kalman), 
our co-chair; and her bone mar-
row recipient, Stu (Fugate).”

In 2022, Kalman donated bone 
marrow, after she was found to be 
a match with Fugate.

“I think this is my 20th year 
doing Relay,” Kalman said. “I do 
run the basket raffl e, but I’m also 
co-chair. If you all know Dan Mc-
Bride, he was sick with leukemia. 
I got on the list to be a bone mar-
row donor. Whoever really thinks 
they are going to get that call?”

Shortly after the 2009 Relay For 
Life event, a bone marrow donor 
drive was held, with a number of 
people traveling to Roswell Park 
to get swabbed as potential bone 
marrow donors. McBride, who 
was Relay For Life’s honorary sur-
vivor in 2009, died of mantle cell 
lymphoma in 2015.

“Stu and I were talking about 
this the other day. I got the call in, 

I think, late August of 2022,” Kal-
man said. “I surgically donated 
on Nov. 23, 2022, in Washington, 
D.C. They shipped my bone mar-
row overnight to M.D. Anderson 
Cancer Center in Houston, Texas, 
where Stu was waiting for my 
bone marrow. It took a year for 
us to legally be able to know each 
other. When we did, it was Christ-
mas day of that following year that 
we had our fi rst phone call. And 
now, we are like family. He is from 
Kentucky, and he is here today to 
celebrate this wonderful day and 
to be here for all of us. He is Re-
lay’s biggest supporter since I’ve 
met him. So, come on up and just 
give me a hug in front of every-
body.” 

Fugate, however, gave Kalman 
more than a hug. This resident 
of Beulah, Kentucky, carried with 
him a gift of $1,000 to Relay For 
Life from himself and his wife, 
Mindy, as well as $2,000 worth of 
Southwest Airline gift cards for 
Kalman so that she could travel to 
visit her daughter and grandchil-
dren, all of whom were present at 
Relay For Life.

“(The donation) was a surprise,” 
Kalman said. “In fact, I found out 
that he had talked to a bunch of 
people within Relay … our com-
mittee, my friend Joni Golda, who 
had gone with me to the surgery. 
He had talked to her, and they 
knew I fl y a lot to see my grand-
kids and my daughter, and they 
thought that would be the best 
idea. He was looking for ideas. I 
had no idea about it, though.”

“Kim is a blessing,” Fugate 
said. “When I went through this 
process, I always hoped that (the 
donor) would have Kentucky ties. 
(Kim’s) grandmother and grand-
father are within an hour’s drive 
of my home, so I thought that was 
pretty unique and pretty nice.”

“It was quite the cool combina-
tion of how God picked me for 
him, and he was the right person 
for me,” Kalman said.

“One more thing to add to this 
wonderful story,” Kalman said. 

“This November coming up, Stu 
is going back to MD Anderson for 
another checkup and bloodwork. 
Dr. Amin Alousi has the picture 
of Stu and me on the wall in his 
offi ce. I’m going to meet him this 
November and fl y down. I’m going 
to Stu’s appointment with him.

“Dr. Alousi is world-renowned 
in the whole leukemia world. He 
was the one who did Stu’s surgery 
back in 2022. He (Stu) is going 
back in November, and he asked 
that I go with him because the sur-
geon would like to meet me. So, 
I’m going to take a trip to Houston 
in November to go to that appoint-
ment with him. It’s pretty exciting. 
I’m excited.”

Fugate, who explained that he 
speaks “fl uent hillbilly,” said he 
was excited to be on Grand Island 
for Relay For Life.

“Y’all are wonderful to hold this 
event,” Fugate said.

“I may be a little biased because 
I live here, but I do love this event 
so much,” said Dylyn Harrison 
of the American Cancer Society. 
“We really appreciate anyone who 
did rain dances this week and 
switched the weather because 
that’s amazing.

“It is because of what you do 
that we’re able to serve this com-
munity. Last year alone, based on 
donations we were able to make 
in Western New York, we were 
able to provide over 4,000 rides to 
treatment in Western New York. 
That’s huge. That should never be 
the reason someone doesn’t get 

their treatment. That’s because of 
your support.” 

Harrison noted Relay For Life 
is “about to invest $2.58 million 
in cancer research. That again is 
thanks to your donation and your 
support.”

Dingey described the event as a 
success.

“I think Relay went really well 
this year,” she said. “The weather 
forecast had us changing things 
up in the days prior to our event. 
We actually loved the fi nal result 
and plan to keep some of those 
changes for next year. Our Survi-
vor Celebration was busy all day 
and there was a great crowd most 
of the day.

“I was hoping our 25th anniver-
sary would bring past Relayers to-
gether, and I defi nitely saw some 
folks, survivors and participants I 
haven’t seen since our days at the 
high school. The survivor tent put 
together an amazing picture dis-
play from Relay over the last 25 
years.”

The superhero theme was also 

a big hit, Dingey said, noting the 
kids, especially, enjoyed interact-
ing with superheroes.

“They had the chance to meet 
several superheroes. We saw kids 
in costumes and others with su-
perhero face paint. It was fun to 
see them all together for the cos-
tume lap,” she said.

When asked about how she 
felt about the 25th anniversary of 
Relay For Life and her hopes for 
the future, Dingey said, “There 
are not many communities across 
the country that have been Relay-
ing for 25 years. I’m proud to be 
able to say our community is one 
of them.

“My hope is that our community 
will continue supporting Relay For 
Life so we can celebrate our survi-
vors, remember those that we’ve 
lost, and to fi ght back against can-
cer any way we can.”

Next time: An introduction to 
honorary survivor Joe Slachciak, 
his parents Sara and Kevin, and 
his YouTube channel, “Joe’s Cor-
ner.” 

Relay For Life Co-chair Lynn Dingey with Kim Kalman and her bone marrow 
recipient, Stu Fugate of Buelah, Kentucky. • Cancer survivors gather around 
honorary survivor Joe Slachciak.
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