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Advance Praise

“Straight talk from a straight shooter. Bob and I began as client/ counsel on many Discovery Communications real estate transactions; just as those developed into a complex headquarters project, our relationship has grown into friendship. Bob’s book deals with many life challenging topics like health management, child rearing, and even the possibility of miracles. You may not have the same background or experiences, but in his story Bob gives insights that will certainly make you ask ‘what if?’ and perhaps even influence future choices. Kudos to the Brams family for sharing this battle and continuing the fight!”

—Pandit Wright, former senior executive of Discovery Communications Inc. and president and CEO of the Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Washington

“I have the honor and privilege of reviewing Bob Brams’s new book, Forever Optimistic. This story of his survival against all odds is nothing short of extraordinary. Bob walks us through a harrowing tale of his two craniotomies on both the East and West Coasts as well as radiation and chemotherapy treatments. Following his first surgery, Bob battled a stroke, a coma, life support, multiple ICUs, and even hemophilia. Bob was left with difficulties walking, thinking, and speaking; and he had to undergo lengthy 24/7care at the National Rehabilitation Hospital in Washington, DC followed by years of therapy.

In the aftermath of his myriad medical procedures, problems, and therapy, he began to search his soul on how he had led his life and what it takes to lead a successful and fulfilling life. Bob explores many of the precise issues that have come up throughout my many years of practice. Bob’s thoughts and conclusions are spot on. Bob has a lovely wife and two children so he’s seen a lot. I found the book fascinating, captivating, and full of keen insights about life’s many trials. Brain tumor or not, I believe that all readers from parents, to students, to professionals—virtually anyone will find Bob’s book to be a thoroughly insightful and captivating read.”

—Jerrold M. Post, MD, professor emeritus, George Washington University, and former president, Political Psychology Associates, Ltd.

“While always self-effacing, our author Bob Brams never underestimates himself. His new book paints a picture of man struck down by a brain cancer diagnosis at the peak of his legal career. He fights the battle with unrelenting courage, common sense, humor, and proportionality. With his cancer diagnosis, he fell from a high perch; Bob had risen to the top of the vaunted Washington, DC legal profession. He did so through hard work and his gift for the law. Indeed, one of the reasons that he’s risen so high is that he always asserts only well-reasoned arguments. Bob also has an uncanny ability to never let his professional relationship with adversaries interfere with the personal relationship he would develop with them. He has maintained friendships with clients and adversaries to this day. Confronting a deadly brain tumor, Bob has applied his positive attitude, force of character, and diligence to achieve a quality life of a different sort, as he shares in this riveting account of his illness, pas de deux with the medical profession, and application of his life skills to a new normal. This is must read for a broad range of readers from those struggling through a devastating illness or other situations to those individuals struggling to find success in law, business, and life.”

—Judge Christine O. C. Miller, United States Court of Federal Claims (Ret.)

“I’m honored to endorse Bob Brams’s book: Forever Optimistic. Bob’s medical experience was nothing short of devastating, but he’s come out of it all with the greatest of insights on choosing your path and leading life. Bob’s battle back from tragedy has led him to reflect on valuable thoughts on overcoming failures to benefiting from his many achievements in the legal profession. Bob and I go back a number of years. Bob’s son Garrett and I were on competing wrestling teams and we frequently found ourselves in the same gyms. Bob’s cancer battle took him right up to the edge of death. He’s definitely been the beneficiary of so many miracles that only the good Lord can provide. While he fights on with continually perplexing MRIs, Bob’s come out of it all with wisdom that should be invaluable for all. Bob’s book is inspirational, motivational, and chock full of key lessons for leading a successful life. I’m confident that Bob’s story will be powerful and healing for so many.”

—Kyle Snyder, US Olympic Wrestling gold medalist and three-time NCAA Division I Wrestling champion

“Robert Brams wrestled all his life, as did his son. Robert then became a top law partner in his field over the past thirty years. Most people might look at Robert Brams’s situation and wonder how anyone could remain optimistic when faced with the challenges that have confronted him and still haunt him today. Through multiple hospital stays, setback after setback, and a litany of medical complexities, the journey outlined in Forever Optimistic has been nothing short of extraordinary. Bob’s story is both inspirational and motivational, particularly when you consider how he’s always moved forward with an optimistic eye. Forever Optimistic might even be underselling Robert’s outlook on life. His resolve to power on, to demonstrate the best of human spirit, and to fight through it all and still stay positive has been nothing short of incredible.”

—Mike Moyer, executive director of the National Wrestling Coaches Association

“Bob Brams’s book, Forever Optimistic, takes us through his devastating experiences that remind us of both our fragility and resilience. The situation, with which he still does battle, leads us down a trail filled with inspiration and valuable insights. It is a beautiful story of individual perseverance weaved with the indispensable role of family, prayer, and love.”

—DeMaurice Smith, executive director, National Football League Players Association

“What an incredible achievement and a beautiful memoir of Bob’s extraordinary journey and how he has always seen the good and inspired everyone around him. I am truly moved and deeply touched. Congratulations. It makes for fascinating reading, and I am sure will be a great help for many patients.”

—Dr. Henry Brem, chief of Neurosurgery, Johns Hopkins Medicine, Harvey Cushing professor of Medicine

“I so enjoyed reading through this marvelous collection of experiences and thoughts from Bob Brams on his personal journey with a brain tumor. Throughout this body of work, Bob chronicles his trials and tribulations and shows how true grit and determination can get anyone through this with the right attitude and expectations. This is a must-read by not only patients who will share the same experiences and thoughts, but also for caregivers or anyone who would appreciate what it takes to move through this process successfully. I admire Bob for taking the time to share his thoughts. I certainly learned a lot which will ultimately make me a more understanding and compassionate physician and surgeon.”

—Dr. Mitchel Berger, chief of Neurosurgery, University of California San Francisco Medicine, and Blue Ribbon panelist of President Joe Biden’s Moonshot Blue Ribbon Panel

“I met Bob probably fifteen years ago when he was already well into his career as a partner at the law firm of Patton Boggs. I knew from our first meeting that I would develop a good long term relationship with Bob because he is smart and ethical. He’s not only a top lawyer, but he also has a great business sense. He combines these attributes with a focus on the importance of methodically achieving success in every matter assigned to him. Over the years our relationship grew about our shared passion for infrastructure and the government’s role in being a catalyst to make things happen. 

It is not surprising to me to see how Bob has tackled his illness, never giving up, always driving to find the right solution, and surrounding himself with family and friends to share the energy needed to be successful.  I have no doubt that Bob will be successful in overcoming his current health challenge. Bob’s positive attitude continues to inspire and motivate me every day.”

—Frederick Werner, executive vice president, AECOM

“I am very honored that Bob Brams asked me to say a few words about his new book, Forever Optimistic. I got to know Bob through our mutual love of the sport of wrestling. Both of us were college wrestlers and learned the lessons the sport teaches so well; hard work, persistence, and determination. We both watched as our sons learn the same lessons from the sport. When Bob was suddenly diagnosed with brain cancer, my heart was broken for him and his family. But I knew that if anyone could beat this insidious disease, it would be Bob with his determination, his good humor, and his comments like ‘Alan, I have only one thing to do. It’s to win and stay here for my family and friends.’ Bob’s book is his story. I am so proud of him and I know that everyone that reads this will be inspired. Love you, Bob.”

—Alan Meltzer, CEO, NFP/ The Meltzer Group Mid-Atlantic

“At a time in history when unsettling societal pressures have converged to create unprecedented angst and frustration, Bob’s inspirational words grounded in fundamental truths are a welcome beacon along life’s often difficult path to a meaningful existence.  I first met Bob more than a decade ago when I served on the New Jersey attorney general’s executive team and as an advisor to the governor of the Garden State. I engaged him as outside counsel to help respond to the federal government’s (intentionally) high-profile and contentious demand for the return of $271 million in grant proceeds expended in connection with the cancelled ARC Tunnel  public transportation connector project into New York City. Bob and his team offered invaluable expertise and calming strategic advice at a boiling point in the dispute, thereby facilitating an amicable and advantageous resolution for New Jersey.  

Later, when responding to the devastating impacts unleashed by [Super Storm] Sandy in October 2012, as ‘Storm Czar’ I again called on Bob to counsel the State on grant processes that complied with complex federal regulations relating to vital reconstruction projects. Undeniably, he showed exceptional capabilities as a lawyer, but it was his infectious positive energy that fueled our enduring friendship.  Forever Optimistic  delivers simple, but highly poignant, wisdom through the lens of a compelling, real-world account of Bob’s courage, remarkable perseverance, and accomplishments in the face of the kind of adversity that’s never planned for. His engaging and accessible writing style effortlessly carries us through arduous accounts of heart-ache and triumph that unassumingly capture the unique and insightful spiritual person he is. He relies on genuine, thoughtful, and smart prose to provoke, but never patronize. As I turned through the pages, I found myself reevaluating who I am and what I stand for—and feeling thankful for the experience. The reader is invited into Bob’s journey in vivid and unfiltered ways that necessarily inspire deep introspection and frankness with oneself. He unselfishly shares intimate moments as a backdrop to deliver life lessons, while empowering us to reexamine our reasons for being. Indeed, the book motivates us to be better human beings—better spouses, better parents, better friends, better neighbors, and better co-workers. If living life to the fullest is important to you, Forever Optimistic is a must read in 2021.”

—Marc-Philip Ferzan, management advisory services firm leader; former government executive and cabinet-level advisor
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Dedication

This book is dedicated to my mother, Renee Brams, who passed away on March 30, 2020. Mom, you are forever in my heart, my soul, and my mind. Your support on this book prior to your passing was invaluable. The lessons you’ve taught me throughout life will live on forever. You and Dad taught me well! I’m confident you’ll read a final copy of this book one day and you’ll give me more valuable edits. I love you, Mom and Dad.





Author’s Note

After outlining in this book my near-death medical experience, I set about one of my primary purposes for this writing—to be incredibly positive about all we can do in all aspects of life! I want to pass on what I’ve learned over many years, a host of experiences, and the perspective I’ve developed by going through and continuing to fight the brain cancer battle.

My goal is to inspire students, parents, business people, and the like to really explore their passions and interests in life and to set along a path to achieve meaningful objectives. I know finding your passion is no easy task and requires that you follow different paths and that you engage in some thoughtful introspection. While the practice of law was my passion for over thirty years, my medical plight has caused me to pursue a new critical passion: to help find a cure for brain cancer.

The important role you can fill: Please consider joining our “fight brain cancer” team by making a donation or by otherwise supporting our efforts. We will be pursuing our efforts along with some of the finest neurosurgery and neuro-oncology teams and medical institutions in the world, namely Johns Hopkins Medicine, the University of California San Francisco, and Oligo Nation, a non-profit focused on fighting a rare brain tumor called an oligodendroglioma, the precise type of tumor that affects me and many others throughout the world. Fortunately, my relationships with the Biden Administration and some of the top public policy firms in the country will allow our cancer fight to be heard at the highest of levels. Sadly, President Biden’s son Beau passed away from brain cancer, so Biden’s Moonshot Initiative to fight brain cancer takes on even greater significance.

Let’s Fight Together to Beat Brain Cancer. Please consider being part of the team by donating at the following website:

1MBBC.com

Donors and other contributors are recognized on the website.





Foreword

By United States Senator Chris Coons

I am honored to prepare this foreword for Bob Brams’s new book: Forever Optimistic: Fighting Brain Cancer, Finding Your Best Path, and Leading a Life with Purpose.

Bob and I went to neighboring and competing high schools in Wilmington, Delaware, where, among other things, we were both involved in the sport of wrestling—a definite character builder for life! We went our separate ways after high school, and we both ended up becoming lawyers.

We met again years later in Washington, DC, at a fund raiser hosted in my honor at Bob’s law firm, Patton Boggs. The event was held before my first Senate term, and I met Bob along with his partner, the late, venerable Tommy Boggs. It was great seeing Bob, another Delawarean working in Washington, DC.

Bob and I crossed paths again in the last couple years at two major wrestling tournaments in Delaware. We both presented at programs at those tournaments focused on the fight against cancer. Though an excellent lawyer, Bob’s thirty-year law career was cut short in 2015 by a brain cancer diagnosis. Bob participated on our panels as a brain cancer survivor and former Delaware wrestler. Indeed, he has quite an inspiring story to tell.

Bob had his first brain surgery in January 2015. Just hours after surgery, his condition took a sharp turn for the worse and Bob ended up on the brink of death. He had a hemorrhagic stroke, suffered a coma, and ended up on life support. His insurers found that he had suffered a “catastrophic loss.” His medical team described him as the sickest man on the neuro-intensive care unit. After years of rehabilitation and regular MRIs, Bob had to undergo a second brain surgery in 2019 to address further tumor growth.

The book runs through the harrowing details of Bob’s neardeath experience. Following all of his treatments and now no longer practicing law, Bob has had the time to reflect on his life, the path he chose, and how he and his wife have raised a beautiful family, their two children now both college graduates. His book focuses on what has worked and what hasn’t worked for him in business and life. Above all else, Bob’s story is inspirational and focuses on the importance of finding one’s passion and seeing its value in helping one find success and true happiness in life.

I know the cancer battle personally as it has affected my family directly, as well as many friends. I can empathize with the struggles that Bob and his family have undergone and still go through. While I’ve spoken on the fight against cancer, Bob takes it a step further by writing Forever Optimistic. Bob’s positive attitude exudes from each chapter over his long road to recovery.

Bob’s story is inspiring on many levels. His story is deeply moving, surprisingly humorous, and brimming with hard won wisdom for readers from every walk of life. I hope you find deep value in reading about Bob’s compelling journey.





PART ONE:

My Toughest Match Ever





Chapter One 
A Fender Bender on Willard Avenue

On a sunny afternoon in mid-December 2014, I drove through the Maryland suburbs of Washington, DC on my way to a routine cardiologist appointment.

As I approached the District of Columbia line, I stopped on Willard Avenue, intending to take a left turn onto North Park Avenue—a little shortcut to my doctor’s office.

Just then a car hit mine from behind. The whiplash rocked me sharply backward, and my head and neck slammed against the headrest.

Too minor to require a police response, the accident appeared to be just one of those trifling annoyances that litter modern life. I pulled into a parking lot at the side of the road; the other driver followed me. Emerging from her car, the pleasant-looking woman asked if I was okay, and we quickly assessed the damage to the vehicles. Both cars remained drivable.

“It’s so good that none of us got hurt,” the woman said in a warm and friendly tone. I recall the woman appeared almost “angelic.” At least, that was the first word that floated through my mind. We exchanged insurance information and went our separate ways. I never saw the woman again, and the incident did not even cause me to miss my doctor’s appointment.

Fate moves in mysterious ways. At that moment I resembled most people who are caught up in normal everyday situations—I had my family (my son, daughter, and wife), schools, errands, work—the agreeable tempo of the ordinary. I didn’t pay more than occasional attention to the larger questions in life. But with that unremarkable fender bender, I passed over an invisible line, the one separating “before” and “after.”

Of course, I didn’t realize anything of the sort at the time. We were planning on leaving for a family vacation in Mexico the next week, celebrating the holiday season with a getaway. Most of my thoughts of the future centered around clearing my work decks and getting away for winter break.

Life is what happens while you’re busy making other plans. We’ve all heard that line often enough—John Lennon used it in a song lyric, and the sentiment goes back decades before that. Heavyweight boxing champion Mike Tyson would put it more bluntly: “Everybody has a plan, until they get punched in the mouth.”

Whichever way you want to express it, I’ve come to embrace the idea wholeheartedly. I think of myself—the “before” Bob Brams—and I feel badly for him, for the poor guy’s innocence in the face of the world of trouble that was about to come crashing down on him.

That evening, I still felt minor effects from the fender bender. I had tingling sensations in my arms and neck, pain so slight I hesitated to give it any name beyond “discomfort.” I went to an Urgent Care medical facility to get checked out. The examining physician ordered an X-ray and found no broken bones. My complaint seemed to summon up a typical take-two-aspirin-and-call-me-in-the-morning response (though nowadays, it’s more likely Tylenol and skip the phone call). I should consider some massage work or physical therapy, the urgent care physician suggested.

I took my tingling limbs home and dove back into clearing up my work and preparing for vacation. Life went on happening, and I went on making other plans. But the sore neck refused to go away.

I was fifty-five years old when the accident occurred. Like many couples, my loving wife Kim and I continued to be “battle tested” in raising children. As of my sixty-first birthday, we hadn’t won the war yet, but as Garrett and Taylor are now both well on their way to making the transition from college to graduate schools or a career, we seem to have come through as reasonably good parents. By no means are we experts at child rearing, but we appreciate more than ever that properly raising the next generation may be one of the most important things we do in our lives.

Kim and I discussed my troublesome soreness, a minor ailment that was persisting longer than we expected.

“Why don’t we call Ron?” Kim asked.

Dr. Ron Bortnick is Kim’s uncle. It’s always a good thing to have an in-law (that’s a convenient catch-all term) who is a physician. More to the point in my case, Ron is a neurosurgeon, retired but the former head of neurosurgery at Fairfax Hospital in Virginia.

I laid out my symptoms to Ron, feeling like I must be over thinking it. “It’s probably nothing,” I hurried to say. “Somewhere in the midst of all that whiplash, maybe I have some bruising, that’s all.” That was my vaguely embarrassed thought.

“How long has it been since the accident?” Ron asked.

“What is it now? Three days?”

“I would say get an MRI, just to make sure there’s nothing more serious than a little bruising going on.”

“We’re going on vacation,” I responded. “Let’s get this done now.”

So I did. Generally, I have a “do it” or “let’s get it done” type of personality. I tend not to waver and second-guess. Having an MRI while we were in Mexico on vacation didn’t seem to be the way to go. The only reasonable thing to do was to have the procedure before we left—yep, get it done.

But life was happening and I was going to have to fit the brain scan into my busy day. I’m a lawyer, and my law partner and I were scheduled to take one of our co-workers out for lunch. And that evening, Kim and I were hosting a family holiday party at our home.

I chose Sibley Memorial Hospital in the Palisades neighborhood of Washington, DC, not due to a referral from Ron or for any specific reputation of the facility, but simply because it was located conveniently on my way home. Sibley is also owned and operated by Johns Hopkins Medicine. Between lunch with my work friends and the party with my extended family, I’d dash over, expose myself to some magnetic resonance imaging, and get to the party on time.

It was not to be.
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