COMMENTARY

Nine weeks after surgery, kidney donor back at
Turkey Trot starting line

Bob Merritt finishes a training run on Grand Isléodthe Turkey Trot. His donation of a kidney astmf a
paired donation helped his sister-in-law, Eileerii] receive a transplant that may add decadesrtbfé.
(Mark Mulville/Buffalo News)

By Sean Kirst

For years, Bob Merritt has looked forward to thawad YMCA Turkey Trot in Buffalo. At 62, he is o the
finest runners in his age group in Western New Yarguy who loves doing good-natured battle witisel
friends as devoted to running as he is.

Merritt will be at the starting line again Thursdaprning, amid celebrants in neon sweaters, tudkgfjts or
strapped up with flashing lights. Yet this is theertime when he has absolutely no chance of taksg
division, even if his family would emphasize thismt. Judging strictly by Thanksgiving, he alreaudgn.

Not quite nine weeks ago, in a surgical procedurgaltimore, Merritt donated a kidney to an unknown
recipient as part of what is called “a paired damat Because of that decision, his wife Pattigesi, Eileen
Klein, received a kidney in that same week fronoaat in Maryland who remains anonymous.

Klein, a Grand Island native, just turned 50. Fengrations, polycystic kidney disease has beemsh lggnetic
heirloom in her family. She watched her fatheriditis 50s, after years of dialysis. Her grandfathied at 44
and his mother at 48. Klein's two older sisters;d\eind Patti, were both transplant recipients amgavomen.



Eileen Klein and her boyfriend, Jim Canavan. (Sutediphoto)

Without a new kidney, Klein almost certainly wourldve lost decades from her life. Instead, sheelinig
immediate benefits. Klein can walk up the stairdhaut gasping for breath. She no longer fears atitegn of
the brain aneurysm and surgery she endured lastayégproduct of the disease.

Klein is also enjoying simple treats she had teegip long ago. After surgery, the first thing sequested was
ice cream. On Thanksgiving, instead of a turkeydianer, she and her boyfriend, Springville nativa
Canavan, intend to prepare lasagna — a belovedKtsalwas told for years she could not eat.

Asked to define Thanksgiving, she wept as she spbiee two donors. “It's mind-blowing,” she sai@hey
gave me my life.”

The tale really begins with her Grand Island clolodh. WWhen Merritt was young, his parents lived asrihe
street from Ann and Francis Klein and their chiidren Enola Road. Merritt was seven years oldar Klain's
sister Patti, and their romance did not spark &l were in their 20s, when he returned from timgéme to
“hang out with my folks.”

He knew Patti’s dad struggled with his health, ibutas not until Merritt and Patti became a couplst he
understood the magnitude of the genetic burdemi'Paitdest sister, Nora, had already receivediady
donation, a life-changing act of kindness from RavtDonnell, a neighborhood friend.

As for Patti, she knew at 24 that she had the deseand by her early 30s the doctors told her sbded a
transplant. Merritt's sister Lynn is a nurse whkisiaey was compatible. With her medical backgroisiat
understood the stakes. In 2001, she donated ayidreatti.

Like her sister, Patti cannot fully put her gradiéuinto words. She spoke of a sense of resporgibilice you
“receive something so big” that led her to found\estern New York Kidney Connectipan organization
dedicated to inspiring donations for those fachgdame situation.

As for Klein, she is a longtime employee of Wegmdtight years ago, the grocery chain agreed tsteamer
to a store in Maryland after Canavan took a joBaftimore, where Klein's disease began to accaethtvas
absolutely exhausted all the time,” she said. Towtats told her she was moving toward dialysis,ttbatment
that replicates the function of the kidneys but deds a life-altering dependency.



Last March, one of her cousins — who had hopedtatt a kidney — learned she was not a match. 'Klein
sister Patti was in her Grand Island living roomewhhe cousin called with that news. "She wasydatken
up about it," said Merritt, who was sitting withtBauring the conversation. When she got off thene, he
looked at her and said: “I'll do it.”

Since his blood type did not match Klein's, he g@esaking of a paired donation, a growing movemneaitis
also available in Buffalo through the Erie Countgdital Center. By agreeing to donate to an unknown
recipient, Merritt put Klein in a position to mogeickly receive a kidney in the same way.

His decision, he said, was tied to need and apgreni His wife’s vitality is based directly on hsgster’s
willingness to donate. He and Patti have a daugktemabeth, who also inherited the disease, antkslay she,
too, might depend on the courage of a donor.

The Klein sisters — all of whom would need kidneansplants — in childhood: Nora is standing at b&eiti is
in the First Communion dress and Eileen is the gesh (Photo provided by the Klein family)

Merritt, a serious runner for almost 50 years, fotree raucous nature of the Turkey Trot. A year, &go
finished third in the 60-to-65 division of the racenning a pace of 6:32 miles, which to him — imaghis —
was disappointing. By comparison, he ran a 6:14 palce in 2017 that not only put him first in hggaroup
at the Trot, but left him 1350ut of roughly 12,000 finishers in one of the mesterable foot races in the
nation.

A half-century of training is lifting him in a qutaecovery. He was running within four weeks oftigpef off the
table. Merritt, a marketing manager at Kimberly+&Jas still "slightly impacted” by the surgery, bs put it,



and he is not ready for his usual fast Thanksgidungl with close buddies who run at the same reghbllthat
he does.

This year, he has entirely different motives foreeimg the race. “I'm just doing it for the joy @f” he said,
"and so | can say to my sister-in-law, 'Hey, | thd Turkey Trot.""

Eileen Klein, for her part, hopes to return to workthe day after Christmas. While she will takeaadful of
pills each day for the rest of her life, she sées ia tiny inconvenience compared to what awdngrdvithout
surgery.

She witnessed what kidney disease did to her daglillhess swept across him when he was in hiseiising
years of suffering. He eventually received dialyisome, and Klein left college to support herifgmuring
that hard period. Her father died in middle ag&ta shadow that fell over his daughters befoee t
transplants.

Bob Merritt in training: As meaningful a Turkey Tras he has ever done. (Mark Mulville/Buffalo News)

The woman whose kidney Klein received chose anotyyrand Klein was told little of her story. Kleim&ws
only that her donor was a woman who was awareeoflésperate need, and was willing to give up agkidn
without any idea of who would receive it.

In the end, Klein speaks of how Merritt's selflesice was key. His kidney is making it possibledo
stranger, somewhere, to enjoy the revelation efcarsd life. Eileen's voice broke again as she effervow,
promising a lifetime's worth of volunteer servicesameans of gratitude.

During her childhood, she always loved family dever great Italian food, whether that meant caisrfiobm
DiCamillo’s in Niagara Falls or spaghetti from Sasiero’s in Buffalo. Today, finally, she will agasavor
lasagna, and she can already guarantee one mesultHis year's Turkey Trot, before it even starts.

Bob Merritt, on Thanksgiving, is her defending clpaom.



