Doing Good

“I bet that's Bryan smiling don

from Heaven”

Nancy Opremcak’s son, Bryan, was only 11 when he
faced the hardest battle he would ever fight. But he
would do so with courage and strength—and a dream
that would fill thousands with hope . . .

ey,” Nancy Opremcak asked
Hher 11l-year-old son. “How
are you feeling?”

That afternoon, Bryan had taken
a tumble off his scooter. Typical
boy stuff, the Basking Ridge, New
Jersey, mom thought. But lately,
Bryan had been having headaches.
While playing flag football, he was
having trouble catching the ball.
And though usually Bryan would
brush her off with an “I'm okay,
Mom,” now Bryan admitted he was
dizzy and needed to throw up.

Nancy rushed Bryan to the ER.
And sometime later, her cellphone
and home phone rang in unison.

“I'm so sorry, Mrs. Opremcak,”
the pediatrician and neurologist
were both calling to say, “but
Bryan has a brain tumor and
needs surgery immediately ... "

The bravest heart

o, Nancy thought in horror and

shock as they explained that
Bryan had a glioblastoma multi-
forme, the most aggressive brain
malignancy found in humans.
This can’t be happening!

Bryan was one of those kids who
never even had an ear infection.
How could he have cancer? Nancy
swallowed hard.

He was a smart boy, too. So
Nancy knew she couldn’t lie. Yet

he deserved to only worry about
math tests and Super Mario
Bros. He deserved to have hope.

So Nancy—desperate for Bryan

not to hear how terrified she
was—said, “You're going to need
surgery. But we’re going to get
through this...”

After the operation at New York
Presbyterian Hospital, the sur-
geon explained, “We got as much

Discover your inner courage!
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of the tumor out as we could. But
we couldn’t get it all.” Looking into
Nancy and her husband Tim’s eyes,
he took a deep breath. “This is
going to be aroller coaster.”

Yet after Bryan awoke from
surgery, he approached recovery,
chemotherapy, and radiation with
the same determination he'd
applied to every game he'd ever
played. “I can do this,” he'd say in
physical therapy, whether it was
practicing writing his name or re-
learning how to walk.

When X-rays showed the tumor
that remained in Bryan’s head had
shrunk, Nancy was so relieved.
And by spring, Bryan was back on
the lacrosse field.

But that summer, they found
another shadow on his MRIL
And despite more chemotherapy,
Bryan began falling over his own
feet again. Soon, he was even
having trouble swallowing. “Mom,”
he confided. “I just don’t under-
stand why. Nobody should have to
go through this.” Bryan was quiet
a moment. “And I don’t want it to
happen to anyone else.”
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To try and make sure it didn’t,
Bryan drew a picture for the Brain
Tumor Association’s annual cal-
endar. From the wheelchair that
he now sat in because he was too
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weak to stand, he sold $800 worth
of calendars, his heart lifting that
he could help in some way.

And whenever the song “Take
It Easy” by the Eagles came on,

Bryan would hum along. “We
may lose and we may win.
Though we will never be here
again. So . . . take it easy . .."

In time, though, things only got
harder for Bryan. His tumor spread.
And soon after the new year,
Bryan, just age 12, slipped away.

“Thanks, Bryan!”

ancy felt as though she were
drowning in grief. Yet one
night, in the car, Tim took Nancy's
hand. Thinking of Bryan’s always-
sparkling eyes, the courage he
never lost. .. “We need to do some-
thing to carry on his legacy,” Nan-
cy said softly. And so, knowing
what Bryan himself would have

: . wanted, they formed Bryan’s
/. Dream (BryansDream.org) a
- foundation to provide hope and

support to children with brain tu-
mors and their families.

This way, her beautiful boy
would not be forgotten. And, hope
sparking in her own heart, Nancy
thought: Some good can still come
from his dream. And when she
began sharing her idea, volunteers

people" smiles

gave everything they could—so
generously that miracles, big and
small, began happening!

Soon, a child whose family could
not afford the special chair he
needed got his new wheels. “Thank
you!” he beamed. A little girl whose
parents had to take time off work
to be with her in the hospital and
couldn’t make their mortgage pay-
ment kept their home. Thousands
of patients’ faces lit up to receive
gift bags full of toys. Bryan's
Dream even sent children to Camp
Sunshine each summer, a retreat
where kids with severe illnesses
can forget about their worries for a
while and just play in the sunshine.

In fact, today, Bryan's Dream has
raised more than $750,000, even
helping fund research so brain
tumors might be eradicated. And
nearly every day, Nancy receives
letters from parents. “I was just
thinking of Bryan, and ‘Take It
Easy’ came on!” they say. “I bet
that’s him smiling from Heaven.”

Because of your son, they write,
my child is healing. And so, too,
is Nancy. “We will always miss
Bryan,” she says. “But making his
dream come true is the best thing
we could have done. It makes me
so proud to do this in his name!”

—Kristin Higson-Hughes
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Every day, focus on the 3 P's:

: Post a goal on StickK.com, then

: Turns out the saying “fake it till

: ask friends to cheer you on. A : you make it” is true! When you

i Johns Hopkins study found virtual : change your body language so
support—like over the phone or  : that it projects confidence—

: online—is as effective as having : making eye contact and smiling—

: a friend spur you on in person! : you'll soon feel more self-assured!
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your “personal, positive prayer.”
as “l am strong,

It can be as simple
smart and kind.” Studies show this mini
pep talk eases stress and anxiety,
helping you brave any challenge!
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