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Joan Ambriz, shortly after the completion of her 16-hour brain surgery, manages a smile.

Joggin’ for the Noggin

I

t should have been a
normal Tuesday. Fifty-three
degrees that afternoon, fiery
red, brilliant orange and
gleaming yellow leaves were
clinging to the trees, and the
sun was shining down through
the increasingly bare branches,
providing all the makings for a perfect fall day. It should have been
a normal Tuesday, but it wasn’t.
Instead, Tuesday, October 21, 2008,
was unlike any other day in Joan
Ambriz’s life; it was the day she
learned she had a brain tumor.
During the previous few months,
Joan, 44, consistently had headaches, but she chalked them up to
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How one local woman is running from brain tumors

a side effect of the normal stress
that comes along with raising three
children, working full time and trying to manage a household. During
the late summer and early fall, the
headaches increased, resulting in
neck pain that was so unbearable,
she would wake up in the morning,
unable to move her neck. Looking
back, Joan realizes she also had
a bit of numbness in her fingers
on and off for a few years, but she
thought she had pinched a nerve.
Her doctor had similar thoughts and
recommended physical therapy.
While some bosses can be a pain
in the neck, Joan’s boss voiced
concern over the chronic pain in

her neck and in doing so may have
saved her life by suggesting she get
an MRI. It was thanks to her boss,
that Joan got a diagnosis.
After her MRI, Joan was told that
her doctor would get the results
and call her within 12 to 24 hours.
Two hours later, her doctor was on
the phone with her, telling her she
needed to come back to her office
immediately, and she needed to
bring someone with her. Terrified,
Joan and her husband, Eddie,
picked up their son and daughters,
and the entire family went to see the
doctor. It was there, in her doctor’s
office and surrounded by her family
that Joan learned she had a meni-

SPOKANE CDA LIVING / April - May 2009

53

H EALTH+B EAT

You would never guess the ordeal Joan had been
her husband Eddie, on a trip to California,

gioma tumor.
According to the American
Brain Tumor Association website,
“Meningiomas arise from the lining
of the brain called the “meninges.”
There are three layers: the dura
mater, the arachnoid, and the pia
mater. Meningiomas grow out of
the middle layer—the arachnoid.
Accounting for almost half of all primary brain tumors, meningiomas are
now the most common primary brain
tumor.”
If that sounds serious, that’s
because it is, and Joan’s doctor
understood swift action must be
taken. By the time she got to her
doctor’s office that afternoon, her
doctor had already gotten on the
phone with Dr. John Demakas, a
neurosurgeon here in Spokane.
Demakas in turn began consulting
with one of his colleagues in Seattle,
Dr. Robert C. Rostomily who is an
expert in this field.
“It looked like it was benign, that
was the good news,” says Joan
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through when you look at this picture of her and
not long after her surgery. She is an inspiration!

of the tumor. “The bad news was
the location.” Situated to the left of
the base of her neck, Joan’s tumor
was residing in what is considered
“prime real estate” of the brain. It
was nestled against her cerebellum, a
portion of the brain that helps coordinate movement (balance and muscle
coordination). Damage in this area
can interfere with a person’s ability to
walk, talk, eat and perform other selfcare tasks.
Surgery was the only option, and
Joan was told there was a chance
she would come out on a feeding
tube, needing to learn to swallow and
talk again, among other things. When
presented with that information, there
is a natural reaction to want to hear
what the chances are that everything
will be fine. Her medical caregivers
weren’t willing to tell her a chance
of survival or to say what was likely
to happen. Each case is so unique
they don’t want patients pinning their
hope or fear on the example of one
person’s experience.
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“I had a couple of days when I first
found out, where I had a pity party
– I’d cry in bed, cry in the shower,”
says Joan. “Then one day I thought,
‘okay, what do I need to do to make
sure I get back to my family?’ It was
a turning point.”
“I posted my story on Caring
Bridge,” she says referring to a popular website geared toward patients
going through medical situations
who want to tell their story online, as
a tool for family and friends to stay
updated. Within a short time of building her site and posting her story,
Joan had close to 8,000 hits on her
site from all over the U.S. and the
world. From individuals to churches,
people were lifting her up and keeping her in their thoughts and prayers.
“Anytime you think there aren’t good
people out there, go through something like this and you will see how
many great people there are,” she
says.
Joan’s sisters flew in from Alaska,
California and Australia to be with
her during the surgery. “I made sure
I said everything I wanted to say, just
in case I didn’t have an opportunity
to again,” she says. She sat down
with her mother and told her all of
the things she appreciated and loved
about her, and told her all the things
she remembered fondly from growing up. “Even though a lot of people
aren’t given the chance to do that,
people should take the opportunity to
say the things they want to.”
The night before the surgery, Joan
did what she says was a silly ritual.
She showered and did her hair, blowing it dry and styling it. “I didn’t know
how much I was going to loose,” she
says of the reason behind it. “That
is when I had a major meltdown, the
night before. I realized the journey I
was about to embark on. You feel like
you are going to the guillotine.” Her
17-year-old daughter Hillary helped
her through that difficult night. “It was
really a role-reversal,” says Joan, as
her daughter held her and told her it
was going to be okay.
“It’s brain surgery for gosh sake,”
she says, adding that she had reason
to be fearful. “At all of my appointments, I’d see people who had
surgery and came out not quite the
same.”

Less than three weeks after her
diagnosis, Joan was being prepped for
surgery at the University of Washington
Medical Center on the morning of
November 12, 2008. The surgery started at 11 a.m. and lasted until 3 a.m.
the following morning –16 consecutive
hours.
Joan’s tumor could have been growing for the last 10 years, doctors told
her. It was calcified and almost bonelike, which, paired with the fact that
it was wrapped around nerves in her
brain, made it extremely difficult to
remove. It had to be taken out piecemeal.
While she was in surgery, a beautiful
royal blue journal with peacock feathers
was with the family in the waiting area.
Friends and family that were there took
turns journaling throughout the surgery,
and Eddie used it as a way to “talk” to
Joan while they were unable to speak
during this time. An entry at 12:30 a.m.
on Thursday November 13, 2008, says,
“Dr. Rostomily came out and told us
‘we’re all done, now we just have to put
her back together’.” It took surgeons
four hours to get to Joan’s tumor and
an additional twelve hours to remove
the tumor and close her head. She had
six titanium pieces installed in her head
during the surgery.
Forty-eight staples held the back of
Joan’s head together and traveled from
her left ear, across her head and curved
down to the base of her spine. When
she pulls her hair up off of her neck,
you can see and undercoat of soft new
hair that has grown in where a large
section was shaved away. Four months
later, her head is still numb, and there
is a dent in her neck where they cut
through the muscle.
As she was coming out from under
the anesthesia, in the first few hours
after surgery, Joan told one of the
nurses in the room, “Just so you know,
I’m in charge.” Her father said it was at
that minute that he knew his daughter
was going to be okay. Her spunk and
personality were still there.
“I felt like a bobble head,” she says
of the first days after surgery. Despite
some pain, and a tough night on Friday,
she did so well, doctors decided
to allow her go home on Saturday,
although she opted to stay until Sunday.
So impressive was Joan’s recovery, the
hospital chaplain came down to see
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The Ambriz family truly has something to smile
about!

her. “He said, ‘I had to come meet
you because everyone is talking
about you’.”
On Sunday morning, Joan got up,
showered on her own, got dressed
and was waiting in the chair in her
hospital room when Eddie showed
up around 7 a.m. She was ready to
go!
Originally she had been told to
plan on 10 days in the hospital
and maybe a stay at a rehabilitation facility, but Joan’s hospital stay
only totaled four days, and she was
allowed to go directly home.
“I had so much support,” says
Joan, who had around 20 people at
the hospital to support her through
this time. “One of the nurses said to
me ‘Think about the people who go
through this with no support’.” That
thought stuck with Joan once she
returned to Spokane and began to
get her life back to normal.
“If I had come back and wanted to
talk to somebody about the experience, or what to expect, there wasn’t
anyone for me to talk to – no support
groups, nothing,” she says. While
Joan and Eddie were in Seattle for a
pre-surgery appointment, they had
met a woman who was one-year
post surgery for the removal of a
meningioma brain tumor. The woman
offered her email and phone number and told Joan she would gladly
be a resource for her if she had any
questions or wanted to talk to her.
Joan soon realized she would need
that, once it became clear there was
no resource or group for her here in
Spokane. “I can’t tell you what an
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angel she has been,” she says of the
woman from Seattle. Now that Joan has
come trough her experience, she would
love to serve in that role for someone
else.
In order to help and to bring awareness to a subject that has not received
much local attention, Joan has teamed
with Dr. Demakas’ office and Gamma
Knife to launch the first Joggin’ for
the Noggin, a run/walk to benefit the
American Tumor Association. The event
will take place on May 30th at Mission
Park. Joan is hoping to have a large
turnout from the community in order to
raise funds for something that impacts
so many lives.
“Each year over 200,000 people are
diagnosed with brain tumors,” says
Joan. “Whether you have survived a
brain tumor, or are a friend or relative of
someone who has, this day [Joggin’ for
the Noggin] is to celebrate and memorialize those whose lives have been
affected by a brain tumor.” The funds
raised through Joggin’ for the Noggin
will go toward research and patient
education.
“My whole perspective on things has
changed,” says Joan, as she sits, looking radiant on an early spring morning
in a corner booth at a local coffee shop.
“I appreciate things a lot more, and this
whole experience brought my family
closer together.” It has also served as a
catalyst for her to get involved and help
others learn about brain tumors, and
take control of their own health.
“Early detection is key,” says Joan,
who admits she ignored her headaches
and numbness in her fingers for several
years. “I had headaches and ignored it.
Lucky for me I came through it, but not
everyone does. I do want people to listen to their bodies and really seek out
early detection, but I also want people
to realize that when given the news of a
brain tumor, they too can overcome and
come out like me. I don’t believe I’m
just “lucky.” Given the right attitude,
faith and today’s amazing medical communities, there is hope.
To learn more about meningioma brain
tumors, or other brain tumors, go to
www.abta.org or call (847) 827-9910.
For more information about the Joggin
for the Noggin, visit http://hope.abta.
org/jogginforthenoggin
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