
20 Years Building Community. Come As You Are.
By Sandy Towers
Founder, Gilda’s Club Middle Tennessee

Where have the years gone? Twenty years, to be exact. It’s 
hard to believe this is how long it’s been since Gilda’s Club 
first opened its red door in Middle Tennessee – ready to 
serve the Nashville community and beyond. And what a 20 
years it’s been! I could cite any number of statistics that speak 
to the positive impact we’ve had on thousands of lives during 
this time, but, instead, I want to focus on the people side of 
our story.  

Our first official member was Ruth – a lovely woman, wife, 
and mother who actually never made it into the clubhouse 
before she passed away. Her daughter still stays in touch – 
mindful of how our lives connected and were enriched by 
one another. Other women come to mind, too – Nancy, Pam, 
Jane, Gail, Debbye, and Becky to name a few. Gilda’s was 
there not just for them, but also for their husbands, brothers, 
sisters, children, and grandparents. A FREE cancer support 
community available to anyone impacted by cancer, whose 
mission is to support and educate – always allowing each 
participant to come as they are…be themselves.

Of course, many men also walked through the red door – 
sometimes more hesitantly than women – but once they 
entered and met the community of people at Gilda’s Club, the 
lessons learned and support offered was undeniable. Fred, 
Denny, David, John, Joseph, Ezra – men of strength and 
courage, who found what they needed to move through their 
cancer experience in the best possible way.
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And I remember the children. Perhaps their mom or dad had 
cancer, or they themselves had been diagnosed, but upon 
entering Noogieland, they were all just kids hanging out, 
laughing and playing together, and sharing their experiences 
under the watchful and experienced eye of our skilled and 
loving program staff.  

My favorite Gilda Radner quote: “While we have the gift of 
life, the only real tragedy is to allow part of us to die –  
whether our spirit, our creativity, or our glorious unique-
ness.” At Gilda’s, the gift of life is embraced no matter how 
long or short it might be.  And the spirit, creativity, and 
glorious uniqueness of everyone who walks through the red 
door makes up the beautiful and powerful community we 
call Gilda’s Club – for which I will be forever grateful for the 
good fortune to be a part of.
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Around the Gilda’s Club Middle Tennessee clubhouse, they 
call themselves “The Brain Tumor Posse.” But to the rest of the 
world, Chris Ream, Josh Griffith, and Ezra Fitz are husbands, 
fathers, sons, brothers, neighbors, and co-workers – three young 
men trying desperately to go about “normal life,” even though, 
in many ways, their adult lives have never been entirely normal, 
largely because they each have a brain cancer diagnosis that 
came around the same time, about 10 years ago. 

“I was diagnosed with a grade 3 brain tumor a month after I 
turned 30,” says Chris. “I didn’t know what I was getting into or 
how to deal with things, so my wife Jillian and I went to a  
couple of monthly brain cancer-specific support meetings at 
Gilda’s Club. Josh and his wife, Lauren, were in that group, 
Ezra and his parents were in there, too. Before long, Felice had 
helped guide us all into the same weekly general cancer support 
group, and our wives were offered weekly Friends/Family  
support groups.  Ezra, Josh and I remained together in that 
weekly group for years, and we deemed ourselves The BTP: The 
Brain Tumor Posse.  

“The people at Gilda’s were just so open and welcoming. It felt 
good to know I wasn’t the only one going through what I was 
going through,” he says. “They were there for me during the 
worst of times and the best of times. They were there when my 
twin daughters were born. I even brought them in to meet my 
group. And Felice and her husband, Joe, were the first  
babysitters my girls ever had!

“We no longer live in Middle Tennessee, but, if we did, I’d still 
be bringing my kids to Gilda’s Club to learn coping mechanisms 
and to have kids around them who are going through the same 
things. I know how incredibly helpful having that community 
can be,” Chris adds.

For Josh, the path to Gilda’s Club and, ultimately, membership 
in the so-called Brain Tumor Posse, was a similar one.

“From the moment I was diagnosed, I knew I needed help. So, 
when I got home that night, I went to the computer and typed 
in ‘cancer support.’ I got a call from Gilda’s pretty quickly and 
came in for orientation,” he says. 

“I loved my support group for the very fact that, when I was in 
that room, I could make people smile and laugh – even when 
they were struggling. They also treated me like a normal person 
and taught me about survivorship...,” Josh says. “They taught me 
that you can only control the things you can control, so you’ve 
just got to keep putting one foot in front of the other. Some-
times that’s easier said than done.”

Ezra was introduced to Gilda’s Club by his oncologist. “Doctors 
are great at giving you the facts – the science and the numbers. 
But they’re not always able to give the emotional support that 
people need, too. Thankfully, my doctor recognized this and 

They Call Themselves The Brain Tumor Posse
Member Spotlight:

referred me to the clubhouse,” he says.

“When I went to Gilda’s Club, there happened to be a Young 
Adults Group meeting that day. There were 12 or 13 people in 
that room and I just jumped in with both feet. Josh and Chris 
came along a bit later.

“I remember being really surprised by the breadth of options 
available at Gilda’s Club,” Ezra says. “Things for people with 
all different types and stages of cancer. Things for family and 
friends of people with cancer. I remember seeing people get  
together at the clubhouse to knit caps for children going 
through treatment at area hospitals. And I was a part of Gilda’s 
Gang – a marathon training program – for two years. There is 
such community in everything they do.” 

Today, nearly 10 years later, Chris, Josh, and Ezra remain 
friends, and they met at Gilda’s Club for a reunion of sorts this 
summer. 

“It was great to see Josh and Ezra and their families…and  
getting to see all of our kids playing together in Noogieland,” 
Chris says. “It was also great to compare notes and see that we’ve 
all found ways to cope and move forward in our lives. It was a 
such a gratifying experience.” 

“At one point in the day, all three of us found our way back into 
our old meeting room,” Ezra recalls. “We touched the backs of 
the chairs we’d sat in… We all know how far we’ve come and 
how fortunate we are to be here.”

“How often do you have three guys – all in their 30s – with 
similar diagnoses and the same temperament?” wonders Josh. 
“When we were together, there was a vibe that made us stronger. 
Every time we came together, if felt hopeful. We kept looking up 
and rising together. We still do. Even now, it’s simply amazing.”

From left: Alba, Ezra and Catalina Fitz; Josh, George Henry, Lauren and 
Hayden Griffith; and Chris, Jillian, Audrey and Anna Ream. 
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A Look Back at 20 Years of Gilda’s Club in Middle Tennessee

Spirit of Gilda’s Awards

Flashback to 2000: Former Gilda’s Club Board Chair Joe Barker, award 
recipient Wendy Kanter, Gilda’s Club Middle Tennessee Founder and 
CEO Sandy Towers, award recipient and Medical Resource Council 
member Dr. Paul Rosenblatt, award recipient Judy Liff Barker, long-time 
Gilda’s Club member and friend Nancy Saturn, and Board Chair Walter 
Campbell.

Join us on October 30 at the Omni Nashville Hotel as we celebrate 
20 years of free cancer support in Middle Tennessee and honor three 
more community leaders for their giving hearts and extraordinary 
community impact.  

To learn more and buy tickets: https://501auctions.com/yourgildasclub

We Depend on Donors and Partners, Like You.

1707 Division Street
Nashville, TN 37203

There are a variety of ways you can help bring Gilda’s free support program 
to those facing cancer throughout Middle Tennessee. Contact Hayley Levy at 
hayley@gildasclubmiddletn.org to learn more. 

Join The Red Door Society with a gift of $1,000 or more annually. 

Planned Giving

Fundraise on Behalf of Gilda’s Club

Sponsor a Gilda’s Club Event. We are hosting two this fall: Our annual 
golf tournament on Sept. 24 and a 20th anniversary celebration on Oct. 30.

Employee Giving / Corporate Match Programs

Donate Goods and Services, such as printing, postage, or ad space

Become a Monthly Sustainer!

Monthly donors provide consistent funding. This 
ensures Gilda’s Club can quickly meet our  

members’ support needs. For example:

Your $20/month (annual gift of $240) provides a 
child access to expressive art activities that teach 

relaxation techniques and ways to improve  
family communication.

Your $83/month (annual gift of $1,000)  
provides 24 free counseling sessions.

Contact hayley@gildasclubmiddletn.org  

to learn more.
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