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Doctor: Justin's surgery 'a home run"

14-year-old boy recovering from unique brain operation

By Devon Lash

STAFF WRITER, The Advocate

STAMFORD -- Less than two weeks after compound brain surgery doctors call the first of its kind, 13-year-old Justin Nemchek's hair has almost covered what will be the scar from the incision.

"We could throw a curveball with that thing," his sister, Sammi, 18, joked, gently ruffling the left side of Justin's head.

The incision that is healing starts at the top of his right ear and splits, one side curving down to the base of his neck and the other to the top of his dark buzz cut.

It is the last vestige of the 13-hour hemispherectomy and removal of the AVM, or arteriovenous malformation, that Justin underwent Aug. 13.

"The surgery was a home run for all of us involved," said Dr. Mark Souweidane, director of pediatric neurosurgery and vice chair of neurological surgery at New York-Presbyterian Hospital/Weill Cornell Medical Center.

Souweidane, Justin's doctor since infancy, knowingly offered the analogy using Justin's favorite sport.

The surgery successfully removed the right hemisphere of Justin's brain, which had not been functional since a stroke in 2003, and his recurrent AVM, a fragile tangle of blood vessels that had already ruptured twice and bled into the brain.

"To my knowledge, this surgery had never been done before," Souweidane said. "The two conditions don't go hand in hand -- seizures are usually controlled in other ways."

Despite the high degree of complexity, the four neurosurgeons -- Souweidane, Dr. Theodore Schwartz, Dr. Jeffrey Greenfield and Dr. Howard Riina -- declared the surgery "a success across the board," Souweidane said.

As far as Justin and his family are concerned, success means no seizures since his last one a few hours before the surgery -- and that's pretty good for a kid who was experiencing as many as 40 seizures a day, said his mom, Brenda,.

With the removal of the right hemisphere in a procedure called a decortication, there's hope Justin may even get stronger on his left side, Schwartz said.

"This will only improve his functioning by mostly helping the other hemisphere work better," Schwartz said of the procedure that is performed about once a year. "There won't be abnormal electrical activity."

His dad, Mike, said Justin's left arm already appears to be stronger, and the daily rehabilitation at the Tully Center is expected to improve his motor skills.

Although an angiogram last weekend showed there was a small bit of residual AVM, Souweidane said, surgeons will noninvasively neutralize it in a few weeks when Justin gets stronger.

"For him to come out alive and neurologically the same "| I'm overjoyed," he said.

Since Sunday night, Justin has been back at home, eating seven pancakes for breakfast, playing video games at his home computer and watching TV with Sammi.

After work on Monday, Brenda settled into the couch next to Justin, engrossed in Nickelodeon.

When asked to sum up the experience, she couldn't help but use the word that now seems synonymous with the surgery: "Everything was just an amazing success."

Staff writer Devon Lash can be reached at devon.lash@scni.com or 203-964-2242.
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