


























































quick takes
Cancer Patient Meets His One in 24 Million Match  

It took a harrowing diagnosis of aplastic anemia, 
two unsuccessful chemotherapy treatments, 50 blood 
transfusions, more than 25 platelet injections, and almost 
three years and 4,650 miles before Talladega, native Jimmy 
Roberson could meet who he says is his angel here on 
Earth. Her name is Alina Franke, a 27-year-old Hamburg, 
Germany, native who donated stem cells way back in 2009, 
all because she hoped to help someone in need one day.

That someone turned out to be Roberson, a former 
Talladega County commissioner and Chelsea City Council 
member. Franke and her boyfriend, Christoph Kleeberg, 
traveled from Germany to the United States in September 
to meet Roberson and his wife, Michele, for the first time. 
The meeting at the Birmingham International Airport was 
emotional for Roberson and Franke, who had previously 
communicated through email, but never spoken to one 
another.

�Neither one of us could talk at first,� Roberson says of 
the airport meeting. �We were hugging, and I don�t know 
if I was shaking and it was shaking her, but we both were 
shaking. And we were in silence for 30-45 seconds. I finally 
just told her that I wanted to thank her for saving my life, 
and that she�d always be my angel. Always.�

�It was an emotional experience, for sure,� Franke says. �I 
didn�t think I would ever meet my recipient. When I learned 
someone was going to benefit from my stem cells, I was just 
excited to learn someone was being helped.�

For Roberson, help arrived in the form of a one in 24 
million long shot. That�s how many people his caregivers at 

UAB and the Be The Match Foundation had to go through 
to find what, or better yet, who Roberson needed � Franke, 
who was a perfect match.

�The clock was ticking on my life, and fortunately, my 
angel was found,� says Roberson. �I would not be here today 
without her kindness, her self lessness and her willingness to 
give of herself, all in the name of helping a total stranger � 
one who ultimately wound up being half a world away.�

UAB�s Comprehensive Cancer Center and the School of 
Medicine�s Blood and Bone Marrow Transplantation and 
Cellular Therapy Program team of physicians and nurses 
were vital to keeping Roberson alive long enough to receive 
the transplant at UAB Hospital, he says. 

�Between my wife and the care team at UAB � I 
would never even have had the opportunity to be alive long 
enough to get the transplant, and even after the transplant 
when I had some really bad days when my body was trying 
to reject the bone marrow,� says Roberson. �My doctors, 
Antonio DiStasi, Racquel Innis-Shelton, Luciano Costa, 
Donna Salzman and many others, and then my nurses, Lea 
Freeman, Jay Smith, Tiffani Hill, Becky Howard, Melissa 
Sentell, Binita Parekh and so many others � everyone, 
literally everyone, in UAB�s bone marrow unit are family to 
me. I just love them and thank them for everything they did 
for me.�

After Roberson improved enough to go home and he 
continued to regain his strength, he hoped to one day meet 
his donor. Typically, recipients can ask the Be The Match 
Foundation to reach out to donors to see if they would be 
willing to connect one year after the transplant. But in 
Roberson�s case, he had to wait two years to comply with 
Germany�s rules on contact with donors.

When the Be The Match Foundation connected with 
Franke, she said she was willing to learn who the recipient 
of her bone marrow was. After the Robersons and Franke 
had written each other through email over several months, 
the Robersons offered to host Franke and Kleeberg any time 
they wanted to come to the United States.

�Alina is very humble, and she did not donate to receive 
recognition,� Roberson says. �She did it purely out of the 
kindness of her own heart. I can never repay her for what 
she did, but Michele and I could tell her how much we 
appreciate what she did and love her for what she did.�

Jimmy Roberson and Alina Franke
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N E W S  &  E V E N T S

UAB SUPPORT 
RESOURCES 

THE SUPPORTIVE CARE 
CLINIC:
is an interdisciplinary 
approach to caring for 
patients with serious 
illnesses, whether they are 
in active treatment or have 
completed treatment. The 
goal of this program is to 
help patients fulfill their 
maximum physical, emotional, 
spiritual, vocational, and social 
potential. Appointments can 
be made by self-referral or 
physician referral.  
(205) 801-8624.

THE BREAST CANCER 
SURVIVORSHIP PROGRAM:
offers specialized, long-
term follow up care for 
breast cancer patients after 
treatments end. Participants 
in this program are monitored 
for any long-term effects of 
breast cancer treatments, 
referred for management 
of identified problems, and 
provided a Survivorship Care 
Plan including a personalized 
record of treatment, 
guidelines for continued 
monitoring, and information 
on support resources.  
Appointments can be made 
by self-referral or physician 
referral. (205) 638-2155

CANCER EXERCISE 
SERVICES:
assists with developing an 
exercise training designed to 
optimize health and wellbeing 
in a way that helps cancer 
patients transition into a safe 
exercise program during and 
after treatment. Services 
offered include fitness 
assessments, one-on-one 
or group exercise sessions, 
and education on safety and 
quality of life. To schedule a 
free consultation, call  
(205) 975-1247.

Dr. Thomas Rosenstiel presents “Transition” to Jennifer Hicks, program director of the Center for 
Palliative and Supportive Care.

Rosenstiel, physician and head and neck cancer 
survivor, donates painting to the UAB Supportive Care 
& Survivorship Clinic

Thomas Rosenstiel, M.D. was an Ob-Gyn in Tuscaloosa when he was 
diagnosed with nasopharyngeal cancer, a rare type of head and neck cancer. He 
most recently celebrated five years of being cancer-free. During his treatment, 
UAB�s Palliative Care Unit helped him improve his quality of life and manage 
his side effects. 

Though he had to retire from medicine, he is now a full-time artist, and 
to show his appreciation to UAB, he presented an original piece that will be 
hung in the Supportive Care & Survivorship Clinic. Entitled �Transition,� the 
painting reflects the beauty in uncertainty. �A transition can be an end or a 
beginning. It�s all about perspective. Transitions can have sadness and loss, but 
also beauty and grace,� says Dr. Rosenstiel. 
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Jeffrey Immelt, chairman and CEO of GE tours UAB Comprehensive Cancer Center 
Jeffrey Immelt, former chairman 

of the board and CEO of GE, visited 
the UAB Comprehensive Cancer 
Center�s cyclotron and imaging 
facilities. With continuous funding 
from the National Cancer Institute 
as a �comprehensive� cancer center 
with state-of-the art technology 
and groundbreaking research, it 
remains a premier institution in 
the southeastern region of the 
United States. GE Healthcare 
provides transformational medical 
technologies and imaging services 
to meet the demand for increased 
access, enhanced quality, and more 
affordable healthcare around the 
world.

quick takes

Pictured, L to R: Andrew Osucha, GE; Ken Shaw, GE; Suzanne E. Lapi, Ph.D., director, Cyclotron 
Facility and the Radiochemistry Laboratory at UAB; Jeffrey Immelt, GE; Ed Partridge, M.D., former 
director of the UAB Comprehensive Cancer Center; Jonathan E. McConathy, M.D., Ph.D., director, 
Advanced Imaging Facility and the Division of Molecular Imaging and Therapeutics, UAB; and 
Christopher S. Brown, Ph.D., vice president for Research, UAB.

Governor Ivey visits the UAB Comprehensive Cancer Center 
Governor Kay Ivey visited the UAB 

Comprehensive Cancer Center in August 
2017 to get a better understanding of 
the capabilities to what is often referred 
to as the �People�s Cancer Center.� She 
was particularly impressed to see the 
Advanced Imaging Facility which houses 
the most powerful cyclotron found in any 
academic medical setting in the United 
States. Gov. Ivey was also excited to see 
a portrait of Lurleen Wallace, the first 
female governor of Alabama whom Gov. 
Ivey had met as a young woman. Gov. 
Wallace succumbed to cancer half way 
through her term in office. The Wallace 
Tumor Institute is the physical home of 
the UAB Comprehensive Cancer Center. 
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Art Event Creates Lasting Symbol of Hope for those 
Affected by Cancer 

An art event, Visions of Hope: Expressions of a Cancer Journey, created a lasting 
symbol of hope to honor all who walk the cancer journey. The event, designed to 
help people affected by cancer cope with the emotional side of the disease, was 
open to patients, survivors, families, caregivers and clinicians. �Therapeutic art 
is an excellent way for patients, survivors and families to cope with the trauma of 
cancer diagnosis,� says Teri Hoenemeyer, Ph.D., director of Education and Support 
Services at the UAB Comprehensive Cancer Center. �We�re really excited to be able 
to share this opportunity as a way to honor a loved one, a friend or a patient, or just 
to celebrate life.�

Sponsored by Lily Oncology on Canvas, UAB Arts in Medicine and the UAB 
Comprehensive Cancer Center, this event honored all who are affected by cancer. 
The finished colorful artwork will be on display in different clinical areas at UAB.

N E W S  &  E V E N T S

CONTINUED 
UAB SUPPORT 
RESOURCES  

THE INTEGRATIVE MEDICINE 
CLINIC:
focuses on treating the whole 
person and not just the 
disease. This clinical program 
emphasizes preventive 
health through individualized 
medical care and is  
supervised by a hematology 
oncologist. Services offered 
include supplement and 
naturopathic assessment, 
psycho/social assessments, 
symptom management, 
nutritional counseling, and 
complementary therapies like 
meditation, yoga, art, and 
acupuncture. Appointments 
can be made by self-referral or 
physician referral.
(205) 638-2155.

UAB COMPREHENSIVE 
OVARIAN CANCER 
PROGRAM:
a navigator-driven, patient-
centric program that offers 
patient- and family-centered 
ovarian cancer care. Services 
include genetic counseling, 
fertility counseling, nutritional 
counseling, and supportive 
services like naturopathic 
medicine services, mind/
body treatments, oncology 
rehabilitation services, and 
one-on-one mentoring 
and support with other 
cancer survivors. For more 
information, call  
(800) 822-6478.
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inside view

Pam Alverson  
UA B EMPLOY EE OF T HE Y E A R 

Pam Alverson, program director for the Office of 
Program Review and Monitoring Systems in the UAB 
Comprehensive Cancer Center, has been named UAB 
Employee of the Year, the university’s highest non-
academic employee award. 

 “I am deeply honored and humbled to receive this 
recognition,” says Alverson. “To be awarded for a job you 
enjoy and working with people you love and respect is 
incredible. I am proud to work for UAB and be a part of the 
on-mission Comprehensive Cancer Center team.”

Alverson, who was selected December 2016’s Employee 
of the Month, was praised for her calm attitude that 
provides stability in an overwhelming system and for her 
dedication to her position.

In her role, Alverson oversees the administrative tasks 
of the scientific review process for cancer-related clinical 
trials, interacting with investigators, working groups and 
related committees and essentially moving clinical research 
protocols through the center’s process.

“She has incredible attention to detail working with 
scores of physicians and scientists performing clinical 
trials,” says Edward Partridge, M.D., former director of 
the Cancer Center and one the people who nominated 
her. “In spite of this challenge — akin to herding not cats, 
but tigers — I have never once seen her look frustrated 
or irritated, much less lose her temper. She is simply 
unbelievable.”

Alverson says the biggest lesson she has learned in her 
30 years at UAB is that everyone has a story. “Everyone 
wants to be heard and respected; each person is important.” 

For her, this was especially personified one spring, 
when she dressed as the Easter Bunny for the patients 
at Children’s Hospital. “I still clearly remember looking 
through the mesh eyes of the costume,” she says, “and 
seeing sick children smile.”

“You could not select a more deserving and 
appropriate candidate to exemplify all the 
expectations of UAB’s Core Values. She cares 
about her job and ultimately the patients that we 
serve. Pam’s role may be a small piece of the Cancer 
Center’s overall scope, but her delivery greatly 
contributes to the overall mission of providing the 
highest quality of life to those diagnosed  
with cancer.”

—	 Elizabeth Busby, R.N., B.S.N., CCRP
	 Director of Oncology Clinical Trials, UAB 		
	 Comprehensive Cancer Center Clinical Studies Unit

“It would be difficult to find anyone affiliated 
with cancer research within the UAB system who 
has not been touched by Pam Alverson’s kindness, 
generosity, work ethic, and self less professionalism.”

—	 Mansoor Saleh, M.D.
	 Senior Scientist, UAB Comprehensive Cancer Center  
	 & Director, UAB Phase I Program
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UAB has set a goal to be one of the most dynamic and productive universities of the 21st century and attain our vision to be�an 

 internationally renowned research university � a first choice for education and health care. This means setting priorities, investing our  

resources carefully and inviting partners to join us in The Campaign for UAB: Give Something, Change Everything �  

the largest, most comprehensive fund-raising initiative in the university�s history. The UAB Comprehensive Cancer Center is proud  

to be part of this historic campaign, and we encourage you to get involved!

To learn more, visit www.uab.edu/cancer or contact:  
Alex Huffman  �  ahuffman@uab.edu  �  (205) 934-1603 

 




