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to mark brain tumour awareness month,                 
Emirates Woman meets four inspirational women who’ve 

taken on a battle with a brain tumour and won
W r i t t e n  b y  A o i f e  S t u A r t  M A d g e 

THE SURVIVAL 
SISTERHOOD

the mere mention of the words ‘brain tumour’ are enough to send shudders down anybody’s 
spine. it is one of those conditions so horrendous to imagine that we think it only happens 
to other people or to unfortunate characters in weepy movies. but the reality is that around 

445,000* people every year are diagnosed with tumours that start in the brain. shockingly, 
around 35 per cent of those diagnosed are under 45. in fact, brain cancer is now the biggest 
cancer killer in people under 39. the good news is that effective treatment is available, and 
if the tumour is caught early enough the survival rate for women is now estimated to be over          

40 per cent. four amazing women share their survival stories.
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“My world was flipped upside down as the doctor confirmed 
my worst fears: ‘I’m sorry, but you have a brain tumour.’ I’d been 
suffering from headaches, and sometimes the migraines were so 
bad I couldn’t get out of bed. 

“Months on, an MRI scan revealed I had a tumour growing 
next to my ear canal. Shock quickly turned to sadness as I 
thought about my husband and our four children. 

“An appointment with a neurosurgeon a few days later 
revealed that the location of the tumour in the brain stem meant 
surgery was risky. 

“Before surgery, I hugged my kids tightly and my husband 
held my hand as they wheeled me off to the operating theatre. 
My heart ached as I turned and waved goodbye. 

“Complications in the surgery meant I was completely 
paralysed on one side of my face. When I looked in the mirror 
and I was shocked – I didn’t recognise the women staring back. 
My smile was crooked; I looked sick and disabled. I was terrified. 

“I was also leaking cerebrospinal fluid – a life-threatening 
complication. My body continued to weaken, and by the 
following month I couldn’t move my body at all. I drifted in and 
out of consciousness for days, my body gradually giving up. 

“But then I thought of my husband and my kids, and I 
knew I couldn’t give up on them. Finally, I was diagnosed 
with pneumocephalus, air on the brain, and was rushed to the 
intensive care unit for treatment. After 15 hours, my condition 
stabilised enough to allow a third operation to seal the leak. 

“My hope restored, I focussed on getting better. The day I 
left hospital was full of emotion – I knew I had won the fight. 
I was a survivor. 

“Adjusting to life back home wasn’t easy, but four years on, I’ve 
regained some of the muscles in my face and I can smile again. 
My hearing is returning. I still get headaches and dizziness, but 
they don’t rule my life. 

“The biggest lesson I’ve learned is to have hope. When life gets 
hard, the hope of a better day can carry you through anything.”

J o d i  o r g i l l  B r o w n ,  3 7

immediately consUlt yoUr doctor if yoU’re 
sUfferinG from one of these symptoms:**
• A new seizure in an adult
• Gradual loss of movement or sensation in an arm or leg
• Unsteadiness or imbalance, especially if it is associated 
with headache
• Loss of vision in one or both eyes, especially if the vision 
loss is more peripheral
• Double vision, especially if it is associated with 
headache
• Hearing loss with or without dizziness
• Speech difficulty of gradual onset

SignS oF A BrAin TUMoUr
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“At first, I thought I was developing a squint in my eye, but as my symptoms worsened – I’d often lose 
my balance and fall over. I remember walking down the street and people staring at me because they 
thought I was drunk as my balance was so bad. 

“At the eye hospital, they referred me for a scan. The results showed I had a meningioma tumour 
growing in my ear canal on the left side. Because of its shape and position, the tumour was inoperable. 
‘I’m dying,’ I wept, shocked, angry and confused. 

“But my anger was soon replaced with determination – I was going to get on with my life. I threw 
myself into campaigning and fundraising, aimed at raising awareness of brain tumours. It gave me a 
reason to live.

“For the past seven years I’ve continued to campaign, and I’ve had a brain scan every six months. 
Even after a course of radiotherapy failed to stop the tumour growing, I refused to let it control my life. 

“Last year the pressure on my brain got so bad that it even hurt to laugh. Doctors decided to operate 
and reduced the size of the tumour by 20 per cent, giving me an extra three to five years. 

“I’m due to have another round of radiotherapy but before that, I’m going through IVF. I won’t have a 
child until I know the tumour is stable. I want to settle down and get married. I want a normal life.” 

To find out more about Lisa’s campaigns, visit lisaconnell.com.

‘’

“Shortly before my 19th birthday, I collapsed at work 
following a seizure and was rushed to hospital. I’d been having 
small seizures for about a year, but this time I’d actually lost 
consciousness. I came round in hospital with my mum by my 
bedside. ‘You’ve had an epileptic fit,’ said doctors, immediately 
booking me in for an MRI scan.

“The scan revealed I had a tumour pressing on my brain. 
The position of the tumour meant it was too dangerous to 
operate. Within a few months, I was given the devastating       
news that I had five years left to live. But I refused to accept the 
life sentence. 

“After a lot of research, my mum found a specialist surgeon 
in America who was willing to operate. Over the next few years, 
I raised Dhs170,000 to fund the surgery. And I spent as much 
time as possible with the people I cared about most: my family 
and my boyfriend, Josh.  

“In June 2007, I flew from my home in the UK to Boston 
for my operation, with mum, my stepdad and Josh by my 
side. I was terrified. I had a ticking time bomb in my head. 

“I remember waking up in intensive care. ‘We got it all out,’ 
said the surgeon. I can’t describe how amazing it felt to hear 
those words. 

“It’s been almost six years since my operation and I haven’t 
had any seizures for three years. My last brain scan was clear 
and my vision, damaged during surgery, has almost returned to 
normal. Josh proposed a year after my surgery and we married 
in May 2009. 

 “Now I help others with brain tumours through my charity, 
Brains Trust.” Visit brainstrust.org.uk.

“Deafness runs in his family, so when I started 
experiencing hearing loss at the age of 36, I wasn’t that 
surprised. But I wasn’t prepared for the news I got at a 
routine MRI scan at my ear, nose and throat consultation 
weeks on. ‘You have a slow-growing meningioma brain 
tumour in the back of your head,’ said the consultant, 
referring me to a specialist.

“I was reeling with shock, but my pragmatism instantly 
kicked in. ‘How can I fight this?’ I asked the neurosurgeon 
weeks later. Even though the tumour looked benign, it was 
5mm away from my nervous system. If it continued to grow, 
I risked a stroke or paralysis. Surgery was my best option. 

“Months on, my surgery date finally arrived. I cried as 
they shaved my head in preparation for the surgery, watching 
my long, brown hair fall off in clumps in my hands. 

 “A week on, I was finally released and moved back in 
with my parents so they could take care of me. I couldn’t 
dress or bathe myself. For the first month, I had to rely on 
them for everything. 

“It’s now almost a year since my surgery, and my life 
has changed completely. I’m lucky to be alive and I’ve 
realised what’s important in life. I used to be a workaholic, 
but now I spend a lot more time with the people I care 
about, and I laugh a lot more.”

"I cried as my hair 
came out in clumps 

in my hands’"

n i n A  S A i n A ,  3 7 M e g A n  H i l l ,  2 8

 l i S A  C o n n e l l ,  3 4

How YoU CAn HelP
• UAE-based make-up studio 
Illumin8 is hosting a series of non-
profit shine your light workshops 
especially for women suffering 
the effects of cancer. Visit 
illumin8makeupstudio.com
• Over 10,000 people are 
expected at this year’s race 
for hope, held in washington 
dc, Usa, on may 5. the 5km 
sponsored race raises money to 
fund research into brain tumours. 
donate at curebraintumors.org
• Miles For Hope holds walks, 
runs and rides to support brain 
tumour research, clinical trials 
and awareness campaigns. you 
can even create your own event. 
Visit milesforhope.org 


