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To make an appointment, call 
1-800-456-3434, ext. 4685

Clinical 
Trial Hits a 
Homerun

Dimas Padilla recalls with 
clarity the night in 2011 when he 
walked through the emergency 
room doors complaining of 
upper abdominal pain. It was 
the night physicians poked, 
prodded, tested and biopsied 
him. 

Within those cold white hospital walls he learned his diagnosis: 
stage 4, diffuse large B-cell lymphoma that was spreading to his 
chest and spleen. Confusion and disbelief overwhelmed him.

“In the beginning, I heard ‘cancer’ and I thought that could 
only happen to older people,” said Padilla.

If the name Dimas 
Padilla sounds familiar, 
it’s because he is a Puerto 
Rico native who in his 
teen years left the island 
to pursue a career in 
professional baseball. 
Drafted by the Los Angeles 
Dodgers in 1992, he played 
for them until an injury 
took him out of the game 
for good.

Fast forward 19 years to age 37 when Padilla was happily 
married with two daughters and enjoying life as a realtor in 
Orlando, Florida. He was young, healthy, loved and supported  
by so many. Yet, here he was, embarking on what would be  
a six year fight for his life.

“You go through a lot of emotions until you get to 
acceptance,” said Padilla. “For me it was accepting and  
being thankful that I was the one carrying the disease and  
not my family.”

His treatment began with chemotherapy. Six months later, 
scans revealed he was in remission. Unfortunately for Padilla, 
one year later he relapsed. This time, his cancer care team 
suggested a stem cell transplant, buying Padilla two more  
years. When Padilla relapsed for a third time, his doctors once 
again tried chemotherapy which proved to be unsuccessful. 

Running out of time and options, Padilla’s physicians suggested 
a donor stem cell transplant; however a suitable match could 
not be found.

Just when it all 
seemed like cancer would 
unapologetically claim 
another life, Padilla’s 
oncologist sought help  
from Moffitt Cancer Center 
in Tampa, Florida. That’s 
when he was introduced  
to Dr. Locke.

Frederick Locke, M.D.  
is a medical oncologist  
and director of Moffitt’s Immune Cell Therapies Program.  
He also is the principal investigator for the ZUMA-1 clinical 
trial, a groundbreaking CAR T-cell therapy study sponsored  
by Kite Pharma.

CAR T-cell therapy is a type of immunotherapy that uses 
your body’s own T-cells to fight cancer. This type of therapy is 
for patients with aggressive disease who have relapsed multiple 
times and exhausted all other treatment options. For Padilla, 
this clinical trial was his last shot at reclaiming his life.

Everyone has T-cells that fight colds or other infections. For 
CAR-T therapy, some of a patient’s T-cells are removed from 
the body. Those cells are then shipped to a lab where they are 
reprogrammed to seek and kill a specific target, in this case 
lymphoma. The newly engineered cells are then shipped to the 
physician and infused back into the patient’s body.  

Within three days of 
receiving the infusion of new 
cells, the cancerous tumors 
that had once covered 
Padilla’s face and neck began 
to melt away. Six months 
later, Padilla is in remission.

After years of bad news, 
the prognosis for Padilla is 
positive.  His advice to others 
going through the same 
battle is this, “even though 
you go through a lot of 
adversities and pain, it’s not 
forever; it’s just temporary.” 

Padilla and wife Johanna visit El Morro  
in San Juan, Puerto Rico

Padilla and wife Johanna pose for a photo with 
Moffitt physician Dr. Frederick Locke 

Padilla with wife Johanna and daughters 
Milania (left) and Gianna (right)



PROSTATE CANCER 
TREATMENT,  
PREVENTION AND  
EARLY DETECTION 
The Puerto Rico Advisory Council for 
Moffitt Cancer Center hosted its 11th 

lunch ‘n learn event in December 
2016. Moffitt expert and Puerto 
Rico native Dr. Javier Torres-
Roca spoke to a group of nearly 
100 attendees about the latest 
advances in early detection and 
treatments for prostate cancer.  

HABLEMOS DE CÁNCER
On March 4, Moffitt Cancer Center and The Ponce 
School of Medicine held their biannual educational 
event Hablemos de Cáncer event in Ponce, Puerto 

Rico. More than 640 people attended 
the conference, which featured various 
health workshops covering topics 
such as prostate, colon, lung, skin, and 
women’s cancers, nutrition, mental 
health and physical activity. Special guest Keylla Hernandez, 
anchor for WAPA TV, shared her experience as a cancer patient. 
At the age of 42, Hernandez was diagnosed with stage 4 lung 
cancer that had metastasized to her bones. 

For more information about the partnership between  
The Ponce School of Medicine and Moffitt Cancer Center,  
visit www.PSM-MOFFITT.org.

MOFFITT IN  
PUERTO RICO



WHAT MAKES  
MOFFITT DIFFERENT?

 #1 Vaccine shows promising results for early-stage breast 

cancer patients  Moffitt researchers led by Brian Czerniekci, 

M.D., Ph.D, have developed a vaccine that can help the immune 

system recognize the HER2 protein which is prominent in 

nearly 25 percent of breast cancer tumors. The approach 

involves creating the vaccine from immune cells that are 

harvested from each individual patient and then used to create 

a personalized vaccine. Approximately 80 percent of trial 

participants have had a detectable immune response after 

receiving the vaccine.

#2 Study identifies 12 new genetic variants linked to ovarian 

cancer  Moffitt researchers participated in an international study 

from OncoArray Consortium that helped identify 12 new genetic 

variants associated with an increased risk of developing epithelial 

ovarian cancer, the most common and dangerous type of the 

disease. An estimated one in 75 women will develop ovarian cancer 

during her lifetime.  With these new discoveries, there are now 

30 known genetic variants associated with ovarian cancer risks. 

The study was a collaborative effort that includes more than 400 

scientists from the United States, United Kingdom and Australia.

 #3 Researchers develop treatment to prevent graft-

versus-host disease  Graft-versus-host disease (GVHD) is 

the leading cause of non-relapse associated death in patients 

who receive stem cell transplants. A new study lead by Moffitt 

investigators has shown that a novel treatment can prevent 

the development of GVHD and maintain the infection- and 

tumor-fighting capabilities of the immune system. 

WHAT ARE THE SIGNS OF
HEAD AND NECK CANCER?
Head and neck cancer symptoms can affect areas of the mouth, 
throat, larynx, nose or sinuses. Because many common symptoms 
of head or neck cancer can also be caused by other, less serious 
conditions, it is important to always be aware of any changes in your 
health and follow up with a physician if you notice anything unusual.

Familiar symptoms could be a sign of head and neck cancer if they 
last longer than two weeks.

• Ear pain

• Trouble chewing or swallowing

• Lump or swelling in the neck

• Hoarseness of the voice or vocal changes 

Talk to your doctor if you have concerns or if your symptoms persist. 

MEET THE 
DOCTOR

Melissa Alsina, 
M.D., is an associate 
professor of medicine 
in the Blood and 
Marrow Transplant 
Program at Moffitt Cancer Center. She also 
serves as the head of the Multiple Myeloma 
Transplant Program. 

Dr. Alsina became a physician at Moffitt in 2000. 
She received her degree from the University of 
Puerto Rico School of Medicine and completed 
her residency on the island. Dr. Alsina completed 
fellowship programs in hematology at San 
Juan City Hospital and in medical oncology/
hematology at the University of Texas Health 
Science Center in San Antonio, Texas.

Her specialty focuses on multiple myeloma and 
bone marrow transplantation. Dr. Alsina has 
many publications and ongoing clinical trials 
which surround her research on the progression 
of bone disease in multiple myeloma, myeloma-
stromal cell interactions, myeloma drug 
resistance and novel molecular therapies.

On May 6, Dr. Alsina will share coping tips for 
navigating through a cancer diagnosis during 
Moffitt’s Charla Sobre Cáncer event in San Juan. 
Visit Moffitt.org/PuertoRico to learn more about 
upcoming events in Puerto Rico.

Melissa Alsina, M.D.
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Do You Have Questions Or Need An 
Appointment? We’re Here To Help!  
Call International Referral Services at  

1-800-456-3434, ext. INTL (4685) or e-mail 

InternationalReferrals@Moffitt.org.  

For more information, visit  

MOFFITT.org/International. 

UNDERSTANDING  
CANCER

o  There are more than 100 types of cancer

o  Cancer can affect anyone regardless of age, gender, 
race, or ethnicity  

o  Cancer can begin anywhere in the body

o  Unlike normal cells, cancerous cells divide 
uncontrollably and spread into surrounding tissues

o  The rapid division of cells can form tumors which  
can be identified as malignant or benign

o  Benign tumors are non-cancerous 

o  Malignant tumors are cancerous

o  Metastasis is the process in 
which cancerous cells travel and 
infect other parts of the body

o  Not all tissue changes are 
cancerous, but can become 
cancerous if not treated

o  Each cancer has its own 
characteristics and treatment 
plan

o  Early detection can make 
it easier to treat cancer or 
abnormal tissue 

You have cancer... Now what?

GET INVOLVED! 

JOIN THE  
PUERTO RICO 
ADVISORY  
COUNCIL
The Puerto Rico Advisory Council for Moffitt Cancer 
Center was established to raise awareness about 
cancer and Moffitt in Puerto Rico. If you would like 
to help further our efforts on the island, email us at 
PuertoRico@Moffitt.org or call 1-800-456-3434,  
ext. INTL (4685). Visit MOFFITT.org/PuertoRico for 
more information. 

THINGS TO HELP YOU  
ALONG YOUR CANCER JOURNEY 

o  Understand that being diagnosed with cancer is 
both physically and emotionally difficult

o  Feelings of sadness, anger, fear, denial, loneliness, 
shock and disbelief are normal 

o  Cope with those feelings by expressing them —
verbally, through journal entries, music, painting, 
drawing, etc.

o  Educate yourself on your disease 

o  Get to know your physicians and cancer care team

o  Ask for help from family, 
friends, counselors or other 
professionals 

o  Join support groups and 
meet with other cancer 
patients and survivors

o  Find activities that help  
you relax

o  Stay active 

o  Find comfort in faith  
or spirituality 

o  Come up with a  
daily routine


