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Rockdale preparesfor Relay for Life

Participantsin 14-hour event raise money to fight cancer

By Jennifer Gibson
Staff Reporter
jennifer.gibson@newtoncitizen.com

CONYERS — People deal with tragedy in various per sonal ways. Some may withdraw from the world and seek
refuge within themselves, while some may outwar dly expresstheir pain to anyone who will listen.

When Paige K ersh was dealt two sever e blows in succession nearly seven years ago, he chose not to withdraw or cry
out — he choseto fight back.

“1 (fight) because my mom always told me every day she was sick that there would be a cure. A cure could come out
tomorrow and she could bethere,” he said. “ She continued to fight, and thisis my way of continuing the fight for
her.”

Kersh lost hismother to cancer in 2000, and nearly a year after hismother died, cancer struck hisfamily once
again. Kersh’s2-year-old daughter, Kylie, was diagnosed with neuroblastoma, a type of cancer that affectsonly
about 650 peoplein the United States each year, according to the American Cancer Society.

“Her (tumor) sat between her aorta and her spinal cord,” he said. “ She had seven surgeriesin 17 days. They
actually had to go in and put a patch on (the area) to stop spinal fluid from leaking out. The doctor s said she wasn’t
supposed to makeit at all.”

Kylie defied her doctors' dire predictions and is now an active and vivacious 8-year-old attending Honey Creek
Elementary School.

“My daughter isconsidered cured,” Kersh said. “ She’s 8 years old now and has no side effects of it or anything. She
competes in everything— cheerleading, soccer, golf. Everything. It's an absolute miracle.”

During Kylie'sillness, the Kersh family relied heavily on the support of their church and their friends, which Kersh
said islargely what kept him and Kylie’s mother from falling apart. The family now wantsto repay those who
helped them through their struggle, and fight for those whose struggleisjust beginning.

At least one member of the Kersh family team, Take a Club to Cancer, will be on the track all night at Friday’s 2007
Rockdale County Relay for Life event, sponsored by the American Cancer Society, at the Georgia I nternational

Hor se Park, and several member s of the community will be on the green May 18 for the“ Take a Club to Cancer”
golf tournament. Kersh said the tournament is hisfamily’s

No. 1 priority when it comesto fundraising, and last year they raised nearly $9,000 for Relay for Life. Thisyear, he
said they hopeto raise at least $15,000.

Kersh said most of the credit for the golf tournament should go to hisdaughter.

“(Joni) Howard hasthe Relay for Lifeteam at Honey Creek, and last year they named the team and dedicated the
proceedsto my daughter, and (Kylie) wanted to do something special to help raise money for theteam,” he said. “I
told her to think about it and she said, ‘ Daddy, you always wanted to put together a golf tournament for Relay for
Life’ Now we have atournament every year and donate all proceedsto Relay for Life.

“Shejust really cares about all this, and it makes me and her mom so happy to do the golf tournament,” he added.
“(Kylie) realizes where she was and that a lot of people had helped us out, and she' strying her best totry toreturn
the help.”

Howard, who isthe 2007 chairwoman of Rockdale County’s Relay for Life, said “ Takea Club to Cancer” isjust one
of 72 teamsregistered to participatein thisyear’s event, which isan increase of morethan 40 teams from last year.
“That’sarecord for Rockdale County,” she said. “We ve had a strong showing from new teams this year. We got
100 per cent participation from all Rockdale County schools. It’sjust been fantastic.”

Howard said Rockdale Relay for Lifeis poised to break another of itsrecords, aswell. Thisyear’sgoal wasto raise
at least $225,000, and Howard said that, as of Monday night, thetotal is close to $200,000.

“Our goal is$225,000. | want to beat that, and | think we will,” she said. “Wewill walk, rain or shine. Werethere
no matter what. Weve had year s we thought we wer e going to blow away and the lightning was horrendous, but we
stayed. That' sthemotto: ‘ Cancer never sleepsand neither do we.” Rain or shine, we're out there.”

Kersh said he believesin the motto, and that he will do whatever he can to keep cancer from striking again.

“It’s more than my daughter and mother,” he said. “My dad’sa cancer survivor. | lost a sister-in-law to cancer. My
aunt isa cancer survivor. My wife's grandparentslost their battles with cancer. This hasall happened in a 5-year
period, 2000 to 2005, and I'm sick of it.”

Howard said Relay for Life 2007 beginsat 5 p.m. Friday and runsthrough 7 a.m. Saturday. Throughout the 14-
hour time period, one person from each team will be walking, although there will be several different events. Two of
the most important ones, she said, are the 7 p.m. survivors lap and the 9 p.m. luminaria service.

“(Thesurvivors' lap) iswhere survivors and caregiverswalk the lap, and everybody cheers and encour ages them,”
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shesaid. “ At theluminaria service, everybody issilent, candles arelit and we honor those who have passed. A lone
bagpiper will walk the track playing‘Amazing Grace.”

Whilethereisa serioustoneto the event, Howard said it is also about having fun and celebrating life.

“Our themeis ‘Decades of Progressand Hope,’ and we have entertainment based around the decades,” she said.
“We have an Elvisimpersonator, karaoke, line dancing.

Rockdale County youth are also involved in large numbers this year, she said.

“There will be several local school choruses. Salem (High School) isthere. The (Rockdale County High School) choir
will perform, and alocal band from Heritage (High School) will perform,” she said. “Wereally got thekidsinto it
this year.

“l just want our survivorsto come out and have a good time,” she added. “ Thisiswhat wedo it for — it’ sfor
them.

The public iswelcome, aswell, to come out to the event, she said. Attendees don’t have to be on ateam in order to
enjoy the evening, which will include food and other activitiesin addition to the entertainment.

For Kersh, theevent isareprievein atireless battle, a night to enjoy life along with everything they have worked so
hard to accomplish.

“Sometimes, | think it’sjust been a horrible day, and my wife will say, ‘Y ou know, it could be awholelot worse.’
And, you know, it could be. It has been,” he said. “Cancer weighs you down so much. Just for aweek or so | feel like
I’'m helping to beat cancer and | 'm on top of it instead of it weighing down everybody else.”

The 2007 Rockdale County Relay for Life will begin at

5p.m. Friday and end at 7 a.m. Saturday at the Georgia International Horse Park, 1996 Centennial Olympic
Parkway. Visit www.rockdalerelayforlife.org or email Sharon Mason at sharon.mason@cancer.org for more
information on the event.

Visit www.takeaclubtocancer.com for more information on the golf tournament.
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