
In 2011, I was a normal 21-year-old enjoying my senior year of college with the rest of my life on the horizon. Everything 
changed completely when I was diagnosed with brain cancer. I spent months fighting for my life and riding the physical 
and emotional rollercoaster that is cancer. My prognosis was grim, yet thanks to a clinical trial, I survived. However, 

emotionally, I wasn’t whole. I had many negative feelings surrounding my diagnosis during and after treatment. I was labeled 
a “survivor,” but I felt alone and misunderstood as I navigated what my life would be on the other side of cancer. 

It wasn’t until I found Teddy Bear Cancer Foundation that I finally found peace with my journey.

I was not diagnosed with cancer as a child and wasn’t treated in the tri-counties, but the impact TBCF has had upon my 
life is profound. As a staff member I’m eager to share the lasting impact TBCF has had on me and the many families we’ve 
served. These families have survived because of their determination, resilience, and TBCF’s thoughtful programming that 
delivers meaningful, critical resources to help them through their cancer journey. Today, in honor of TBCF’s 20th anniver-
sary and National Childhood Cancer Awareness month, join me in celebrating some of TBCF’s earliest families and how far 
they’ve come.

Noemi Duran, a Ventura County-based mother of three boys, endured a 
particularly traumatic diagnosis for her son, Eli, at a Texas hospital when he 
was just 2 years old. She and her husband immediately made the decision 
to move back to Ventura County for their son’s treatment to not only be 
closer to family, but also because they were aware of the extra support that 
would be available to them by Teddy Bear Cancer Foundation. TBCF began 
their support immediately by helping the family make their move from 
Texas back home to Ventura County. “They were there for us when we had 
nowhere to turn to….they paid for everything that needed to be paid for in 
our move, and when we got into our own place in California, they helped 
us get settled there too….I don’t know where we’d be without them,” says 
Noemi. During treatment, TBCF provided critical financial support, which 
was especially important as Noemi’s husband endured a crippling rheumatoid arthritis diagnosis just month’s after Eli’s 
diagnosis that temporarily put him in a wheelchair, and her other sons grappled with the emotional side effects of watching 
their brother go through such a difficult and intensive treatment. Their family’s challenges were unimaginable, but after 2 1/2 
years of cancer treatment and 6 years of monitoring Eli “rang the bell” this past spring and was officially declared cancer free.  
Noemi’s husband has been in remission from his arthritis, and their family remains stronger than ever. In the last year, Noemi 
and Eli have become active volunteers in TBCF’s Project Holiday program, connecting with other families and providing hope 
in their darkest hour. “That’s what we’re here for, to be able to give back to our community…….we try to teach our children 
that it’s better to give back than to receive,” Noemi Duran, TBCF Mama Bear and Warrior.

Briana Rodriguez grew up in Carpinteria and was diagnosed with cancer at the age of five. For eight months she 
received treatment at Santa Barbara Cottage Hospital. Briana endured painful treatments and bullying at school 
after losing her hair. Briana was just trying to be a regular kid. Her mother gave up work to be her fulltime caregiver 
which put a significant financial strain on their family. Her older sister, Brenda, who was just 9 had to help care for 
their youngest sister at home while their father continued working. In addition to the physical and emotional stress 
of pediatric cancer, their family was strained financially and often separated. Fortunately, they were able to receive 

Help us keep celebrating  
and supporting our families  
for another 20 years!



financial support from TBCF, and often participated in various family 
events which brought their family back together and helped them build 
priceless relationships with other pediatric cancer families which are 
still maintained today. Briana and Brenda both fondly remember the 
presents they received from TBCF during the holidays, and view the 
organization as a second family, where they’ve always felt welcomed.

Today Briana is cancer free, and while she continues to have lingering side 
effects from her chemo, she is thriving and recently graduated from high 
school. She will be attending Cal Poly University SLO this fall to study 
biomedical engineering and hopes to one day change the effects of cancer treatments. Her sister, Brenda, who was so inspired 
by her sister and the nurses who cared for her, will be graduating nursing school in Spring of 2023 and hopes to come back to 
work in pediatrics at Cottage Hospital. 

Gladis Vega was a teenager living in Ventura when her world was 
turned upside down with her diagnosis of acute lymphoblastic leuke-
mia. As a teenage girl, she was mainly concerned that her hair would 
fall out. She had no idea that her treatment, while life-saving, would 
leave her with such low bone density that she would have two hip 
replacements and a knee replacement before she was 30 years old. For-
tunately, TBCF was there to provide her family much needed financial 
support. Gladis recalls the moments of joy TBCF helped her find during 
treatment; “They would take me to basketball games, and always invite 
me on little trips…..I just want to say thank you to Teddy Bear Cancer Foundation….I’m happy that I’m here and alive.” 

Gladis was so inspired by the care she received by Cottage Hospital pediatric oncology nurses, that she applied to and was 
admitted into nursing school, but the physical demands of nursing proved to be too much for her brittle bones, which con-
tinue to cause chronic pain. Instead, she pursued a career in phlebotomy and this year was hired by the same hospital that 
provided her cancer treatment!

When I was going through treatment, all I wanted was to be done so I would never have to think about cancer again. I didn’t 
realize that, for me, true healing comes from being part of a community like Teddy Bear Cancer Foundation.
 
Teddy Bear Cancer Foundation is so proud of every family we have served in the last 20 years. We have seen so many of our 
kids grow, thrive and heal, and with your help, will be here to support families throughout their entire cancer journey for 
years to come. 

Please consider joining us today to stand with our families in their fight against cancer by making a gift that is meaningful 
to you, and that will certainly be meaningful to the families we help every day.

	 With gratitude,

	

	 Tessa Boyce
	 Community Outreach Manager  
	 & Brain Cancer Survivor
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