Family finds hope, help at Gilda's Club
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George Ramos reclined in his chair, wiped a tear from his eye and pointed across the courtyard of the stately home nestled atop Davenport's River Drive.

"There,'' the veteran Bettendorf police officer said. "Behind those red doors is help. We are a family of proof that help is behind those red doors.''

Rewind to July 2009 when his wife, LaNae, received a dreadful call from her doctor. The Ramos family was about to set sail on its annual vacation to the north woods of Wisconsin, in part to celebrate LaNae's graduation from nursing school.

But she was notified that she had cancer.

"All her work, the clinicals every weekend after working 10-to-12-hour days as a day-care provider in our home,'' Mr. Ramos said of his wife, a mother of three. "Classes at night, being a great mom and wife, accomplishing so much. It was an amazing effort. And then the call.''

The news was that Ms. Ramos had breast cancer and a rare nueroendocrine carcinoma that would require surgery on the Monday after the family returned from vacation. It also meant several rounds of radical chemotherapy that would zap her strength, physically drain her and emotionally tie the family in knots.

The road ahead was beyond bumpy, but Ms. Ramos is a battler. She knew that there are approximately 12 million cancer survivors in the Unites States, and one-half of those survivors experienced significant

psychosocial and emotional distress as a part of their cancer journey.

But cancer -- especially in the Quad-Cities, the Ramos family would find out -- is not a battle one fights alone. The Ramoses would learn about Gilda's Club of the Quad-Cities and the impressive work that goes on behind that red door.

"(An) amazing place,'' Mr. Ramos says, pausing to gain his composure. "Amazing.''

Gilda's Club is a Cancer Support Community member, a nationwide network designed to ensure all people impacted by cancer are empowered by knowledge, strengthened by action and sustained by community.

A recent Institute of Medicine study notes that Cancer Support Community outlets like Gilda's Club help cancer patients better address the emotional, social, spiritual or financial challenges associated with the disease. That quality psychosocial care is critical in order for patients to have optimal medical outcomes. Patients that follow CSC services are more likely to follow treatment plans, and more successfully cope with their diagnosis and treatment.

At Gilda's Club, the Ramoses met executive director Claudia Robinson, who welcomed them and explained much of what was ahead. She applauded them for taking the step to receive support, which Ms. Robinson says, often is the toughest step to take.

"George is a police officer and all police officers are adept at controlling a situation,'' Ms. Robinson said. "It's what they do and they do it well. But here was a situation to which George had no control. He knew he had an amazing wife and three great kids, but his wife -- one of the strongest people he knows -- was vulnerable. What George and his family learned was nothing would be sugar-coated, but there would be support at every turn with Gilda's.''

Gila's Club Quad-Cities features a staff of six and annually makes a whopping 17,000 contacts with cancer patients locally through a variety of support options. The Gilda's Club arm extends to hospital cancer centers, oncology offices, 36 classrooms throughout the bi-state area and programs behind the red door.

"Every time I had an appointment, someone from Gilda's was there,'' Ms. Ramos said. "It didn't matter where I was or what it was, someone was there.''

The family found weekly support groups, teen nights for the kids, transitional programs that followed Ms. Ramos' chemotherapy, question-and-answer sessions with medical professionals, a book club and more.

"You are not alone in there,'' Mr. Ramos said. "Everybody at Gilda's Club understands where you are, what you have been through and has a similar story. That's huge. Only those people who have been there can understand. It has been a lifesaver for us.''

Today is a good day, and despite a great outlook, life is still a battle for Ms. Ramos. She is allowed to work only three days a week and she fights complications from her treatment, but she said her most recent cancer scan was clear.

"Some days are better than others,'' she said. "You try to move on as best you can. I have a great family and we have a great support system with Gilda's Club. I don't know where we would have been had it not been for Gilda's.''

For Ms. Robinson, the only way Gilda's Club will ever be perfect is when there is no one to go beyond the red door.

"Our greatest hope would be to find a cure for this devastating disease" so it can close its doors, she said.

"Until then, we want to work hand-in-hand with a dedicated medical community to ensure all people impacted by cancer are empowered by knowledge, strengthened by action and sustained by community."
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Photo: John Greenwood
LaNae Ramos has battled cancer for the past three years, but the Ramos family has received amazing support in its fight through Gilda's Club of the Quad-Cities. Standing at Gilda's Club are Alexis, Angel the dog, George and LaNae Ramos. 
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