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hatbegan as a collaboration between Cactus Cancer Society and Elephants

and Tea has become a cornerstone gathering for the adolescent and young

adult (AYA) cancer community. Each year, we’re blown away by the energy,

honesty, and intention that attendees bring. YA Cancer Gabfest has grown

into more than just a virtual event—it’s a moment each year, a tradition,
and a reminder that none of us have to face cancer alone.

If you’re joining us for the first time, we’re so glad you're here. This week is about
connection, authenticity, and feeling seen. It’s for meeting people who “get it” and
holding space for the shared stories that we all have. You’ll meet fellow survivors,
caregivers, and professionals who show up with open hearts to share stories, chal-
lenges, and hard-won wisdom.

If you're a returning attendee, welcome back! You already know the magic of this
space. We’ve worked hard to create a fresh, dynamic agenda this year that we hope
will deepen your connections and spark new insights. From thought-provoking panels
to creative coping sessions to “After Hours” hangouts filled with games, laughter, and
storytelling—there’s something here for everyone.

This year’s theme—“Joining Forces”—captures that spirit, inviting us to stand
together as survivors, sidekicks, caregivers, and professionals, co-creating a path
through young adult cancer, side by side.

Alongside the sessions, don’t miss this newest edition of The Gabster Magazine,
filled with stories, creative pieces, and behind-the-scenes perspectives from across
the community. Think of it as your YA Cancer Gabfest keepsake, something you can
return to long after the week wraps up.

Most importantly: remember that YA Cancer Gabfest doesn’t stop when the week
ends. Both of our organizations are here for you year-round. At Elephants and Tea,
you’ll find community and first-person storytelling that helps you feel less alone. At
Cactus Cancer Society, you'll find creative, interactive programs that help you con-
nect, cope, and thrive. Together, we’re committed to making sure young adults facing
cancer always have a place to turn.

We’re deeply grateful to our teams, sponsors, and supporters who make this week
possible. And we’re grateful to you for being here, for showing up, and for adding your
voice to this ever-growing community.

Here’s to year six, and to the power of Joining Forces. Together, let’s make this
week unforgettable.

With gratitude and excitement,
Mallory + Nick
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MONDAY, DECEMBER 8 - ORIGIN STORIES - CONNECTING THROUGH OUR DIAGNOSIS & EXPERIENCES

5:00-7:00 p.m. ET Young Adult Glimoa Survivor Creative Workshop: Powered by Servier

Join the YA Cancer Gabfest team and our friends at Servier as we have a pre-conference art workshop for those
impacted by a young adult Glioma diagnosis. Join us for a fun, artistic activity while connecting and chatting with
other young adults impacted by cancer! Open to Glioma patients, survivors, and thrivers only. Additional registra-
tion is required.

Speakers/Facilitators: Aerial Donovan and Lauren Morales, LCSW

7:30 p.m. ET Welcome and Opening Keynote with Jon Fox

“Survivor” and “Survival” can be tricky words. Qutside the context of cancer, they often carry a specific connota-
tion: they imply a finality to one’s experience. As AYA cancer survivors, we know the opposite to be true—that our
survival is not an end to our experience, but rather a forceful and continual challenge of navigating life as a new
version of ourselves. We might discover that superheroes don’t necessarily get to choose their own origin stories:
they emerge out of them, having learned to harness some power from being forged so deeply in tragedy and adver-
sity. And we must ask ourselves: What would it look like to become the hero of our own life and story? And how,
after all we have been through already, could we possibly begin to make that happen?

Speaker: Jon Fox
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8:45 p.m. ET Narrative Workshop: Crafting Your Origin Story

Step into the pages of your own epic tale! In this interactive workshop, participants will uncover their origin sto-
ries—the powerful beginnings that shaped who they are today. Through guided prompts and creative exploration,
you’ll learn how to reframe your experiences into empowering narratives. Whether you’re building stronger con-
nections, standing up for what you believe in, or simply trying to understand your path, this is your moment to claim
the cape and embrace your inner hero.

Speakers: Aerial Donovan and Lisa Orr, MA

9:45 p.m. ET After Hours: Superhero Speed Friending

Get ready to meet other AYAs in this fast-paced, fun, and low-pressure hangout. Whether you're a survivor, side-
kick, or supporter, this interactive session is all about making quick connections with people who get it. Come for
the convos, stay for the laughs—you might just find your next cancer sidekick.

Speaker: Christina Kosyla

7:30 p.m. ET Secret Identities and Force Fields: Discovering Your Boundaries

Every superhero needs to know where their power begins and where to draw the line. In this session, we'll use
guided journaling prompts as guideposts to help you uncover what boundaries feel right for you and how much
of your secret identity (a.k.a. your cancer story) you want to share. Through writing and reflection, you’ll explore
who'’s earned a seat at your hero’s table, when to activate your force field, and how to spot the villains who drain
your energy. By the end, you’ll leave with a clearer sense of your personal limits, a few new “superpowers” for
saying no, and a newly discovered blueprint for protecting your well-being while still connecting authentically
with others.

Speaker: Jean Rowe, LCSW, CJT

8:30 p.m. ET Capes, Color, and Confidence: Superpowered Self-Expression

Every superhero chooses their costume with care, not just for the look, but for what it means. Whether it’s a bold
cape, a signature color, or a symbol of resilience, their style reflects their identity, their battles, and their strength.
Personal touches are powerful forms of self-expression. Join us for a session that explores how cancer su-
per-advocates harness that same energy to express themselves throughout their cancer experience and beyond.
Whether it’s through fashion, body art, writing, makeup, or other creative outlets, each story is a reminder that
feeling like yourself can be a radical, healing act. Come hear how these real-life heroes embrace their identities,
reimagine their style, and wear their stories with pride.

Speakers: Annie Bond, Eldiara Doucette, Summer Konechny, and Lisa Orr, MA

9:30 p.m. ET After Hours: Alter Ego Trivia Night

Suit up your brainpower and get ready to test your trivia skills—with a heroic twist! Join us for a fun, interactive
night of pop culture, cancer community, and alter ego-inspired questions. Whether you're secretly a trivia genius
orjustin it for the laughs, this is your chance to show off your smarts and connect with fellow Gabsters!

Speakers: Lauren Creel, MSW, MPH and Kayla Fulginiti, LCSW, 0SW-C
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Join us at the end of each day for even more engagement with your fellow Gabsters!

INONDAY, DECEMEER 8, 9:45 F.M. ET - SUPERHERO SPEED FRIENDING

Get ready to meet other AYAs in this fast-paced, fun, and low-pressure hangout. Whether you're
a survivor, sidekick, or supporter, this interactive session is all about making quick connections
with people who get it. Come for the convos, stay for the laughs—you might just find your next

cancer sidekick.

THESDAY, DECEMEER 9, 9:30 F.M. ET - ALTER EGO TRIVIA NIGHT

Suit up your brainpower and get ready to test your trivia skills—with a heroic twist! Join us

for a fun, interactive night of pop culture, cancer community, and alter ego-inspired questions.
Whether you're secretly a trivia genius or just in it for the laughs, this is your chance to show off
your smarts and connect with fellow Gabsters!

WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 10, 9:30 F.IN. ET - NONPROFIT JEOPARDY CHALLENGE

In this interactive virtual game, we're putting a superhero twist on Jeopardy!, with every
question and clue focused on nonprofit organizations supporting adolescents and young adults
navigating cancer. You’ll test your knowledge, learn about real-world organizations doing
incredible work, and discover resources available to YOU—whether you're looking for sup-
port, connection, or just want to know who's out there making a difference in the AYA space.
No superpowers (or comic book knowledge) required—just curiosity, creativity, and a love for
learning something new!

THURSDAY, DECEMEER 11, 9:30 F.1. ET - SHPERPOWER SHOW & TELL

What's your hidden talent, go-to coping hack, or unexpected post-cancer strength? Bring it to
Superpower Show & Tell, a fun and supportive space to share (or just cheer others on). Wheth-
er your superpower is baking, dark humor, or napping like a champ—this is your moment to
shine with your YA Cancer Gabfest crew.

FRIDAY, DECEMEBER 12, 9:30 F.IN. ET - THE MASKED CANCER SINGER

Just like The Masked Singer—but with your favorite faces from the AYA cancer community in
disguise! Join us for a hilarious, music-filled guessing game as well-known survivors, side-
kicks, and supporters perform anonymously while you try to figure out who's behind the mask.
Come for the mystery, stay for the talent (or courage), and get ready for some serious fun.




WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 10 - YOUR SURVIVORSHIP ALLIANCE - FINDING SIDEKICKS & SUPPORT IN ACTION

6:00 p.m. ET Real Talk on Clinical Trials: Powered by Syndax

Join this empowering and informative panel session about clinical trials. Whether you're considering a trial, current-
ly enrolled, or just want to understand what it’s all about, this is your chance to hear first-person stories from AYA
patients and survivors who've been through it. You'll also debunk myths and misunderstandings about clinical trials,
learn practical tips for navigating conversations with your care team, and discover resources and guidance to help you
make informed decisions. Come with questions, leave with clarity, and maybe even feel a bit more like the hero of your
own health journey.

Speakers: Mallory Casperson, MS, Jessica Acosta, Hail Quackenbush, Pam Simon, NP, MSN, CPNP, CPON

7:30 p.m. ET How to Be a Sidekick (and Let Yourself Need One)

Even superheroes need sidekicks, and sometimes, being a sidekick is its own kind of superpower. In this
candid session, we’ll explore what real support looks like: how we ask for it, how we offer it, and how we
learn to truly show up for one another. You’ll hear from incredible duos who’ve stood by each other through
diagnosis, treatment, survivorship, and everything in between. Through stories of communication, missteps,
strength, and mutual care, this session dives into the ways we find our people and how we become the sup-
port others need.

Speakers: Tyler Barr, Ali Cooper, Sara Quilici Giles, and Lynn Leiro

8:30 p.m. ET Building Your Cancer Support Squad

Every hero needs a team. In this interactive, workshop-style session, you’ll be guided through mapping out your
own personal support squad. Together, we’ll explore the different types of support you might need and help you
identify the people in your life who can play those roles. Who's your go-to for late-night venting? Who helps you
organize appointments? Who brings the memes? Whether you’re newly diagnosed, deep in treatment, or years
out, this session will help you name your needs, find your people, and feel more supported, because no one gets
through this alone, and you deserve a team that’s got your back.

Speakers: Mallory Casperson, MS, and Bryan Walker, MS

9:30 p.m. ET After Hours: Nonprofit Jeopardy! Challenge

In this interactive virtual game, we're putting a superhero twist on Jeopardy!, with every question and clue
focused on nonprofit organizations supporting AYAs navigating cancer. You’ll test your knowledge, learn about
real-world organizations doing incredible work, and discover resources available to YOU—whether you're looking
for support, connection, or just want to know who's out there making a difference in the AYA space. No superpow-
ers (or comic book knowledge) required—just curiosity, creativity, and a love for learning something new!

Speaker: Christina Kosyla
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THURSDAY, DECEMBER 11 - FACING OUR KRYPTONITE & UNCOVERING OUR POWERS

7:30 p.m. ET Kryptonite Check-In: A Fireside Chat on What Zaps Our Strength

Every superhero has a weakness, but talking about it out loud can be its own kind of power. In this intimate
fireside chat, we’ll kick things off with honest reflections on the challenges of survivorship, especially

the visible and invisible disabilities that shape our daily lives. During this session, we'll take a thoughtful
and honest look at the things that zap our energy, mess with our routines, or make survivorship feel extra
complicated.

Speakers: Christina Kosyla and Kyle Stamper

You've faced hard things and built some serious superpowers along the way. In this creative, hands-on
workshop, we’ll explore the unique strengths, skills, and strategies that often go unnoticed but make

a huge difference in how we move through the world. Together, we’ll design our own personal “pow-
er-ups.” Whether it's a coping mechanism you didn’t know you had, a talent that’s helped you thrive, or a
strategy that keeps you grounded, this session is about recognizing the tools you’ve built and celebrating
the strength you carry.

8:30 p.m. ET Power Up Workshop: Finding Your Hidden Strengths W' !'l“ v "Wv
_ =)

Speakers: Lauren Morales, LCSW

9:30 p.m. ET After Hours: Superpower Show & Tell

What's your hidden talent, go-to coping hack, or unexpected post-cancer strength? Bring it to Superpower
Show & Tell, a fun and supportive space to share (or just cheer others on). Whether your superpower is bak-
ing, dark humor, or napping like a champ—this is your moment to shine with your fellow Gabfest crew.

Speaker: Nick Giallourakis, MS

FRIDAY, DECEMBER 12 - TO BE CONTINUED: NAVIGATING THE NEXT CHAPTER

7:30 p.m. ET Plot Twist: The Next Chapter of Your Survivorship Saga

Every superhero’s story doesn’t end when the challenge is over; it's just the beginning of a new chapter.
In this action-packed panel, cancer advocates will share the ongoing saga of their survivorship journeys,
where the plot isn’t always predictable, but the growth, strength, and resilience are nothing short of ex-
traordinary. From navigating new health battles and shifting roles in their personal and professional lives,
to discovering fresh superpowers they didn’t know they had, our panelists will dive into what it means to
keep writing their own story after cancer. Join us to hear how, just like any hero, they're redefining their
destiny with every twist and turn.

Speakers: Elissa Baldwin, Nick Giallourakis, MS, Carissa Hodgson, LCSW, 0SW-C and Yahira Torres

8:30 p.m. ET Choose Your Own Adventure: Superhero Doodles

Unleash your inner artist and co-create a league of legendary (and maybe a little wacky) superheroes! In
this fast-paced virtual drawing adventure inspired by the game Doodle Face, each participant will add their
own twist to a growing superhero story—one doodle at a time. No drawing skills required—just your imagi-
nation and a sense of humor!

Speakers: Aerial Donovan and Lisa Orr, MA

9:30 p.m. ET After Hours: The Masked Cancer Singer

Just like The Masked Singer—but with your favorite faces from the AYA cancer community in disguise! Join
us for a hilarious, music-filled guessing game as well-known survivors, sidekicks, and supporters perform
anonymously while you try to figure out who's behind the mask. Come for the mystery, stay for the talent (or
courage), and get ready for some serious fun.

Speaker: Mallory Casperson, MS
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STARTING FROM THE UNLIKELY, AND MOVING TOWARD
THE INEVITABLE (AN ORIGIN STORY)
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BY JON FOX

hese are just some of the core
components of an origin story,
whether they are ones that play a
role in forging who we’ve become or
they help explain the unique ways
we show up in the world today. Because an
origin story is, after all, a story. It isan arc. It is

~ something to help us make sense of ourselves

and the way that things were, or how they’ve
come to be—a way to draw lines between all
the past selves we continue to recall, all the
present parts of ourselves we now feel, and all
the future selves we can only begin to imagine.

Story is narrative. For us as human
beings, this involves both self-percep-
tion and self-authorship. We must in-
terpret our lives through the lens of our
narratives. Even now, writing this, I am
trying to communicate not merely an
idea, not merely a theme, but the whole
of the feeling—the unique construction
of the experience—the plot, with all its
twists and its slow or sudden turns, the
major characters who were or who have
become so near and dear. This is story.
This is narrative.



My life and my struggles did not begin
with my cancer, nor did they end, nor have
they dissipated or diminished since. But
when I think now of my story—my expe-
rience—what comes into focus is no longer
so much about the nuances of my partic-
ular adversities, but much more about the
still-nuanced particularities of my trajectory
and my growth. And so, how did I get here?
This—this feels like my true origin story.

Being diagnosed with cancer as a young
adult is rare—rarer still when one receives
two distinct and unrelated cancer diagnoses
during the same window of time and course
of treatment. Even within the adolescent and
young adult (AYA) space, we recognize that
some cancers are much more rare than oth-
ers. The same is true for certain categories
of cancers. And here was my first notable
observation: sometimes even rare catego-
ries—of cancer or of anything—can be the
beginning of profoundly special bonds.

The first time I met Katie was at a virtual
game night for AYA survivors. It took six
months before we personally connected
and became friends, but when we did, one
thing bonded us right away: we were both
survivors of rare gastrointestinal cancers,
and our major surgeries forever changed
our relationships with eating, food, and
digestion. She’d never heard of my Whipple
procedure until her care team told her that
her own surgery—an esophagectomy—was
the second most major oncology surgery of
modern times. Of course, she then had to
look up what ranked #1 (spoiler alert: it’s
the Whipple).

Even in the rare AYA cancer space, we
both knew what it felt like to be isolated by
a unique experience oflife (food and eating)
that so many, even other cancer survivors,
take for granted and understandably turn to
for a glimmer of comfort when faced with
grief and overwhelming emotions. For us,
cancer had left that relationship complicated:
food-centric language and metaphors, so
common in everyday conversation, often
felt triggering, leaving us feeling excluded
or reminded of painful limitations.

We’d both cringe at all the food-related
discussions and icebreakers, even in AYA
support groups and events. We sympathized
with the well-intentioned people who, of
course, had no way of realizing how difficult
it was for a rare few of us. That shared sen-
sitivity and self-awareness around nuance,

CONECTING THROUGH DUR DAGISs & iPENENS — ORUGN STORIES Qﬁi[‘p

complexity, and the space for odd exceptions
to the often assumed rules was one of the
first ways we learned something rare and
precious about one another.

It has been said many times that so much
of who we are is revealed—maybe even cre-
ated—by the way we respond to adversity.
Viktor Frankl comes to mind. It is one thing
to make meaning from grief or suffering on
your own, or even within the context of a
broader community. It is quite another to
do so in close connection with a specific
person—someone who can relate in ways
that can turn even sadness, like a statue of
grey stone, into a delightful surprise as wispy
as a cloud that has so lightly come down to
kiss you, for a moment, on your forehead.

Our rare cancer experiences taught Ka-
tie and me about one another, and in the
beginning, this was not some fast-track to
“resilience.” I always noticed and admired
the graceful resilience in Katie’s spirit, but
we first entered one another’s lives with
simple compassion and curiosity. Resilience
came much later, and it still feels more like
alifelong practice, a never-ending work-in-
progress. But in terms of our origin story,
it is the story of how two people, against all
odds, in the midst of the most brutal physical
and emotional anguish imaginable, came
together, first as fast friends, and later as
life partners.

I could not give you anything close to suf-
ficient as an example or explanation, or even
a sliver of the context for how our friendship
evolved into that rare and true love. But
suffice it to say, there were obstacles along
the way, large and small, and many remain.
If you had asked either of us just one year
before we officially became a couple whether
this type of love could possibly develop in
either of our lives, it would have seemed as
likely as me telling you right now that, a year
from today, unicorns and dragons will walk
the earth. It was simply so far outside the
paradigm of reality or what seemed possi-
ble—for both of us.

And so this brings me to the final and
most important point that I'd like to make.
And perhaps this is true of any great origin
story—that it is always intertwined with
the transformation of some highly unlikely
series of events into a mysterious and mi-
raculous set of outcomes or superpowers.
It is as though the most static and lonely
caterpillar has no idea of (or perhaps even
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LATE THIRTIES. HE IS NOW THE
CREATIVE CONTENT COORDINATOR AT
ELEPHANTS AND TEA. PRIOR TO HIS
SURVIVORSHIP AND INVOLVEMENT

IN THE AYA SPACE, HE WAS A LOVING
AND DEDICATED ELEMENTARY SCHOOL
TEACHER FOR 10 YEARS.

FOX’S TREATMENT INCLUDED A
WHIPPLE PROCEDURE, A RADICAL
SURGERY THAT RESULTS IN A
PERMANENT AND EVOLVING
ADJUSTMENT TO ONE’S RELATIONSHIP
WITH FOOD, DIGESTION, NUTRITION,
AND THE POTENTIAL HEALTH
CONDITIONS THAT CAN ARISE AFTER,
ASIT FUNDAMENTALLY CHANGES
THE STRUCTURE AND FUNCTION OF
ONE’S GASTROINTESTINAL TRACT
AND DIGESTIVE SYSTEM. HE LOVES
NERDING OUT ABOUT HEALTH,
SCIENCE, AND ESPECIALLY THE
PANCREAS.

HE IS A POET, WRITER, AND A LOVER
OF STORYTELLING IN ALL FORMS,
ESPECIALLY WHEN IT CAPTURES THE
NUANCE, AMBIGUITY, OR DICHOTOMY
OF LIGHT AND DARK THAT OFTEN
CHARACTERIZES THE HUMAN
EXPERIENCE. HE IS PASSIONATE
ABOUT BRINGING AWARENESS,
FOSTERING EMPATHY, PROVIDING
SUPPORT, AND ADVOCATING FOR
AYA PATIENTS AND SURVIVORS,
PARTICULARLY THROUGH WRITING,
JOURNALING, STORYTELLING,
CREATIVITY, AND MEANINGFUL,
COURAGEOUS CONVERSATIONS.
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despairs at) the perception of its seemingly
never-ending cocoon, not knowing if or
when it will emerge, not even capable of
conceiving what it will be like to be some-
thing more than or different from what it is,
or what it would be like to exist as someone
or something entirely new.

This is not a promise. This is not even a
suggestion. This is a story. And of course, we
must ask: how much of our story do we get
to write for ourselves? Maybe the universe
throws us a whole ugly chapter. Maybe it’s
the worst chapter we could ever have antici-
pated. Maybe something terrible happens to
our favorite character. Maybe we lose our-
selves—or worse, those we care about. And
maybe we can only continue by writing, for
ourselves, the next single and solitary word.

Our stories are all built, letter by letter,
word by word, moment by moment, choice
after choice—and it is hard to accept that
so many of these “choices” are not our own.
Life’s story is full of mystery, unknowns,
and things we cannot control. Sometimes,
it feels like we are forced to pilot an aircraft
for which we never received training. Other
times, it feels like the only choice we have

is to let go when all we want, more than
anything, is to hold on.

Sometimes, we choose hope, even when
our ending is not guaranteed. Sometimes,
we don’t know whether we will ever be able
to look back and say, “yes, I did it.” We don’t
always know what our story will be, and
that is both good and potentially bad. We
don’t know if we’ll look back and feel more
like a superhero, or more like a villain—or
maybe worse: as if we never got the chance
to emerge from our cocoon at all.

But remember: this is a story. We always
have some degree of power over our story.
We get to decide what a superhero looks
like, and what kind of superhero we can be:
the hospital nurse who made me cry simply
from the kindness in her voice, the casual
friend who drove me to the chemo clinic
when my father couldn’t—the list goes on
and on. Maybe in my story, these people are
more supporters and sidekicks—but I assure
you, this is more than sufficient material for
them being superheroes of their own story.

Whether it’s through kindness, creativity,
or a relationship, the possibilities are truly
endless. You can always make meaning. You

@ Apple Podcasts

can always make a small difference in the
world, or in the lives of those around you.
In a way, this is the unique gift of being hu-
man. It is a blessing and a curse—we must
all endure suffering—but we all have the
opportunity to turn it into a story. And in
this way, we can craft our very own origin
story, even from the dust, even from the
crucible of what it’s like to live as an AYA
with, or after, a cancer diagnosis.

And if youre not sure where to start, may-
be begin by asking questions. Maybe start
by having conversations. Start by journal-
ing. Start reaching out more to friends, or
to people who have the potential to become
friends. Chances are, you're already doing so
much—or at least more than you think—or
atleast you have already begun writing some
of your own origin story. Your first word. Or
the next word. Or the word that might be the
one that somehow changes everything. You
just might not know it—not yet. ®

You can feel more
like yourself

Walgreens can help manage cancer
treatment side effects.

Our Feel More Like You® service, developed in
collaboration with the Cancer Support Community and
Look Good Feel Better®, features specially trained
pharmacists and beauty consultants to help you feel
better inside and out.

Check out the Feel More Like You podcast, available on:

GETITON

i" Google Play

P> To learn more, visit
Walgreens.com/FeelMoreLikeYou

Walgreends
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OVERGROWN

when | first got sick,

| craved something | could control.

my body had gone rogue, so | chose to control the narrative instead.
| claimed to be an open book—my pages a pristine, crisp white,
with a bold, clear cut font that left no room for misinterpretation.

| found myself sharing my most dulled down, easily digestible chapters,
| didn’t dare publish the ugly parts.

| knew they made others nervously squirm in their seats,
uncomfortable with the thought that not all things happen for a reason.
I knew | had been assigned bravery when | was diagnosed,

and | knew that if | remained calm, those around me would too.

| wrote fiction, hiding my suffering behind a manicured manuscript.
my paragraphs were short and to the point,
omitting the details that | knew would make stomachs turn.

as | recovered, | tried to revisit my own story, but
mould spread into the thin creases of my pages,
vines grew into my cracked and broken spine,
weeds and water damage covered my contents,
and left the fine print of my sickness exposed.

stories about my loved ones

and how they've handled my journey

began to seep out from the cracks in my cover.

| let others in on the incomprehensible guilt | feel,
knowing that I've scarred those who | love the most-
even though itisn't my fault.

tales of the time that my body nearly killed me

bled through the ink on my worn out pages.

| shared how terrifying it was to slip in and out of consciousness for weeks on end,
not understanding how sick | truly was.

| broadcasted the way my heart still stings during moments of joy,

knowing that one day, the happiness | was feeling could be torn away once again.
| allowed others to investigate the all knowing ache

that stains every page I've written.

| ripped the pages out of myself, and threw them to the wind,
not caring about the mouldy, overgrown details

that were previously left to rot.

the aches and pains of decay and unattended shame

began to dim, no longer a plot line in my story.

| found freedom in sharing the parts of myself

that | kept hidden for so long.

the mould and mildew began to fade,

replaced by wildflowers, pressed carefully between my pages,
preserved and cared for alongside my suffering.

Original artwork by the author, Summer Konechny

BY SUMMER KONECHNY

SUMMER KONECHNY IS A 26-YEAR-
OLD WRITER, AYA CANCER AND
SARCOMA ADVOCATE, AND STAGE

IV CANCER SURVIVOR LIVING IN
VANCOUVER, CANADA. SHE WAS
DIAGNOSED WITH OSTEOSARCOMA
IN HER LEFT TIBIA IN 2022, AND
UNDERWENT 10 ROUNDS OF
CHEMOTHERAPY AND A LIMB-
SPARING SURGERY ON HER LEFT
LEG. IN 2024, SHE EXPERIENCED A
SPONTANEOUS HARDWARE FAILURE
IN HER ENDOPROSTHETIC AND WAS
DIAGNOSED WITH A RECURRENCE OF
HER CANCER IN BOTH LUNGS. SHE
SPENDS HER FREE TIME WORKING
WITH ORGANIZATIONS INCLUDING
THE TERRY FOX RESEARCH INSTITUTE
AND BC CANCER AS A PATIENT
PARTNER, WORKING PRIMARILY ON
PROJECTS RELATED TO AYA CANCER,
SARCOMA, PRECISION MEDICINE,
AND IMPROVING THE PATIENT
EXPERIENCE. SHE PRIDES HERSELF
ON BEING UNAPOLOGETICALLY LOUD
AND HONEST IN HER SURVIVORSHIP,
OFTEN USING HUMOR, ART, AND
COMMUNITY TO COPE.
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AUTHENTIC COMMUNICATION DURING YOUR CANCER JOURNEY

BY JEAN ROWE, LCSW, CJT

utting on a good face. Going along. Not rocking the
boat. The power of the white coat. These ideas keep us
in a place where we're not really listening to ourselves.

How do we hear and listen to our in-
ternal wisdom? Developing boundaries.
Holding boundaries. Having boundaries!
With families, in close friendships, and
at work, these can be hard to maintain
at any time.

While living with cancer and the un-
predictable long-term management it de-
mands, holding and maintaining bound-
aries become more important than ever.

Let’s take the holidays, for example.
Your family may or may not expect you

to be where they are or to be with them
no matter what might be happening in
your treatment or post-treatment life.
However, the people you love—and who
love you—are responding. Whatever
they’re saying, whatever their expecta-
tions are, these are reflections of them,
not you. They are their expectations,
not yours.

While it may come to feel like it’s your
responsibility to manage it for them, it’s not.
This does not even belong to you.

Anne Lamott says “no” is a complete
sentence.

It’s okay to say no, even if you've never said
no before—even to those lovely, expectation-
saturated people in your life.

Today is a great day to start testing the
water on how you can say no. You can start
with something small.

My friend, Jan, years ago, talked about

l :l THE GABSTER MAGAZINE
YACANCERGABFEST.ORG

how she didn’t have enough time and had a
hard time saying no. As a joke, I said, “I'll start
leaving you outrageous requests that you must
say no to. I'll make these up so that you can
practice saying no.”

So, I called her, and I said, “Jan, I found a
litter of puppies by the side of the road. Can I
bring them to your house?”

She hesitated.

I said, “Jan, the answer is no!”

She said, “But they’re puppies.”

I said, “They’re fake. Say no!”

Saying no is not selfish. It is allowing for
what is best for you.

This may feel like youre “going against”
something—maybe even “the establishment,”
and you can decide what “the establishment”
is: The way your own family system has always
been. Never saying no to your parents. Always
going along. Doing what they want you to do,
whether you wanted to do it or not, whether
it felt authentic for you or not.

The stakes are higher now as you manage
life with cancer.

It doesn’t mean those lovely, expectation-
saturated people don’t mean well. I feel certain
they do. I feel certain they want to spend every
second they can with you, with everything
feeling as normal—or back to normal—as
possible, because they’re scared. And that’s
okay. They get to be scared. You get to be scared.
You also get to ask for what you want.

So go ahead, tug on Superman’s cape. Pull
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the mask off the Lone Ranger. Blaze new
boundaries. Remember this is a practice.

You may think, oh boy, where do I start?
This is where you bring in the friends you
feel you can be absolutely yourself with. Pay
attention to the things that feel like yes. Pay
attention to what feels like no.

The reasons for saying no at this starting
place are not important right now. Maybe
you say no because you're tired, because
something else needs your attention (like
rest), or because you need sacred alone time.

My friend Carissa taught me about a
bed party. She gets in bed with her tea, her
phone, her iPad, her knitting, her books,
and her journal. She surrounds herself with
all the things she loves, and then she stays
there for as long as she wants.

If somebody calls you and you've made
an exquisite, glorious, luscious, delicious
plan like this one—and the caller is some-
one you really enjoy, so you feel a little bit
of FOMO—I encourage you to keep the
boundary you set for yourself. Some part
of your being is messaging loudly:

This is what you need right now. This is
what you want right now.

If you do, I think you’ll discover what a
gift it is to hold the boundary. It’s not about
hurting someone else’s feelings. It’s about
not hurting your own feelings. You deserve
to come first.

Reschedule with the person who called.
Ask for an alternative, or just ask for a
rain check, and then if you really mean it,
follow up.

Your terms. This isn’t about fighting. It’s
about respect and understanding that your
decision may not be one that your loved ones
want. That’s okay. You will be living au-
thentically. You will be choosing you—first.

It’s a heavy load to carry, always wor-
rying about disappointing others. We
swallow down a lot. We stuff down our
own desires. And it comes at the detriment
of our own healing and self-care. It is not
selfish. It is a practice to do this differently.
Know that you won’t do it perfectly right
the first time. It will feel awkward. You
might bumble along. That’s all normal.
Just start—for you.

What’s one thing you might be able to
choose for yourself to make YOU the pri-
ority (number one) today?

ALTER EGO5 & SECRET IDENTITIES

N’
JEAN ROWE IS A LICENSED CLINICAI
SOCIAL WORKER, A CERTIFIED
JOURNAL THERAPIST, AND AN EXPERT
CONSULTANT AND TRUSTED VOICE
IN THE FIELD OF YOUNG ADULT
CANCER. HER WORK INCLUDES
EDUCATIONAL PRODUCT AND
PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT, DELIVERY,
MANAGEMENT, AND EVALUATION.
SHE IS AN EXPERT FACILITATOR
WHO DESIGNS, IMPLEMENTS, AND
DELIVERS CONTINUING EDUCATION
FOR HEALTHCARE PROVIDERS AND
JOURNAL WRITING WORKSHOPS TO
YOUNG ADULT CANCER SURVIVORS
AND THE GENERAL PUBLIC.

ROWE HAS PRESENTED REGIONALLY,
NATIONALLY, AND INTERNATIONALLY
ON VARIOUS TOPICS RELATED TO
HER WORK AND INTERESTS. SHE HAS
WORKED WITH OTHERS THROUGH
COMPANIES PROVIDING VIRTUAL
THERAPY AND SERVES AS A GUEST
FACULTY MEMBER WITH CACTUS
CANCER SOCIETY. SHE PROVIDES
SUPERVISION TO SOCIAL WORKERS
PURSUING CLINICAL LICENSURE AND
PROVIDES CLINICAL CONSULTATION
TO THOSE ALREADY LICENSED.

Bright Spot Network £

while pregnant.

to connect
e web resources
e and morel!

Parenting is hard. Parenting with
cancer can feel impossible.

At Bright Spot Network we get it.

Bright Spot Network supports parents with cancer
and their families. We focus on families raising
children 0-10 years old or who were diagnosed

Check out what we have to offer:

e tools to talk to kids about cancer

e support groups for parents with
cancer and loved ones

e virtual groups for kids

e opportunities for parents and kids



CACTUS

CANCER SOCIETY

What young adults facing cancer are
saying about our online programs...

“ | look forward to each
month's meeting. Hearing what
everyone has to share is always
eye-opening and makes me feel

less isolated.

) . ‘ GUYS & B
rt programs are my favorite
because | love self expression. | - D | SC U SSl ‘6 Journaling with Jean is
feel like talking about similar my favorite! She's wonderful, her

traumatic cancer experiences while G RO U prompts are thought-provoking,

expressing oneself through art is and the safe space is SO valuable.
very therapeutic.

“ It's not often | get a
chance to hang out with other
people who are dealing with
similar things that | deal with.
Even if we aren't directly doing
things that address cancer, we get
to see that we are not alone.

“ | just started the
Survivorship Series yesterday
and had a blast! | was having a
rough day and it’s just what |

needed to provide joy to my
evening.

| feel | finally belong
somewhere with people that
get me and love me for who |
am. You have been
instrumental in my healing.

Find us at CactusCancer.org

E hello@CactusCancer.org n @CactusCancer
@CactusCancer a @CactusCancerSoc




TAKE THE MAGIC OF
GABFEST WITH YOU WHEREVER YOU GO!

These Superhero Sidekick Trading Cards are designed to
slip right into your pocket, perfect for when you need a burst
of creativity on the fly.

Each card features a one-of-a-kind hero that secretly
represents a Gabfest staff member or speaker... but can you
guess who's behind the mask?

Use them to remind yourself what your superhero sidekick
friends would tell you on a hard day!
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SUPERHERD SIDEKICK TRADING CARDS

BALANCING SELF-EXPRESSION AND PRIVACY THROUGHDUT YOUR CANCER EXPERIENCE

THAT'S NOT ALL!

Flip open your crayons, markers, or gel pens, because
these cards double as a coloring activity on the go.
Whether you're waiting for an appointment, traveling,
or just need a five-minute brain break, these mini
masterpieces are ready to spark your imagination.
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THEIHEALERIOZ HEARTS

"'TO HEALTH, GROWTH,
AND RAISING HELL
WHEN NECESSARY.

NOW SPILL, TELL ME
EVERYTHING!

“IT TOTALLY IIKES
SENSE WHY YOU
WOULD FEEL THAT
WAY. THIS TOO
SHALL PASS. "™

THE| VERDANT; WANDERER

“I'M HERE AND
| SEE YOU. "
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SUPERHERD SIDEKICK TRADING CARDS
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THE/MN

CHRONOFIN

"'YOU'RE DOING
GREAT, YOU'RE
RIGHT WHERE

YOu ARE™

INIALISTILRS

TENER

“IT'S NORMAL

Oﬁ TO HAVE HARD
pAaYs, I'M HERE
TO LISTEN."

THE/STORYWING

"HERE TO
LISTEN, OR JUST
SIT QUIETLY
WiTH you."™

THE/ARCANE| BULLDOG,

“I'M HERE
FOR YOU."

“PON'T RUIN
THE DAY!™



The Healer of Hearts is the friend you didn't know you needed, armed with endless hugs, a raccoon wha's
way too good at stealing snacks, and a journal that doubles as a power source. With healing powers off the
charts and sass deployed only when necessary, this hero reminds you that your feelings make sense—and
that every storm passes. Whether offering a glass of wine or a perfectly timed pep talk, The Healer of Hearts
makes the world feel just a little lighter, one hug at a time.

: ;_f‘_@}m',ﬁ"f‘f ’ Glitterfang is equal parts tiger chaos and beach zen, vanishing mid-sentence just to reappear with perfect

, e nails and a reassuring grin. Armed with a sparkle shield, an indestructible mom bun, and a knack for making
invisibility hilarious, this hero turns goofiness into healing magic. Nothing can beat this tiger with her mantra,
“Keep your chin up, pal, we're gonna take one day at a time,” Glitterfang proves that glitter and grit can
absolutely save the day.

The Verdant Wanderer slips through space with a flicker of green light, always arriving with tea, empathy,
and full of snacks. A sentient spider plant with roots that rise for shelter and comfort, this hero turns every
place into a safe haven. Water renews their strength, but it's their simple reminder, “I'm here and | see you,”
that makes their magic unforgettable.

The Living Tome is a star-cloaked guardian of wisdom, equal parts cosmic guide and sassy best friend.
With ocean waves humming through their voice and glowing ink that can turn words into reality, this hero
balances healing calm with fiery encouragement. Whether offering infinite knowledge or a spicy margarita,
The Living Tome toasts to health, growth, and raising hell when needed, then leans in with, “Now spill, tell
me everything!”

The Storywing glides through the skies as a puffin with a library’s worth of wisdom in their heart. With the
gift of choosing the right story and brewing soul-matched tea, this hero can calm storms, lift spirits, and
wrap the world in comfort. Boots firmly grounded but wings always ready, The Storywing reminds you
they're here to listen, or simply sit quietly by your side.

Chronofin rides the tides of time with dolphin grace and Ziggy Stardust flair, weaving music into spells that
steady the shifting sands of past and future. With gadgets glittering on a glam rock suit this dolphin hybrid
creature proves that empathy is the strongest anchor in any era. Offering coffee and the gentle reminder, “It
won't feel like this forever,” Chronofin turns time itself into a source of healing.

The Arcane Bulldog blends wizardry with bulldog loyalty, conjuring spells as easily as offering steady,
grounding silence. Cloaked in a cape with music pulsing through enchanted headphones, this hero proves
that sometimes the fiercest magic is simply being there. With wrinkles that rival runes and a stubbornness
stronger than steel, The Arcane Bulldog is both protector and friend, always ready to say, without words,
“I'm here for you.”

The Sleepless Sage roams the world with their desert fox intuition, boundless stamina, and a glittering sci-fi
style that never quits because they literally never sleep. With combat boots planted firmly in the sand and
sage green sparkle lighting the way, this hero thrives on midnight walks and endless energy. Whether offer-
ing rooibos tea or a grounding reminder that “you’re doing great, you're right where you are,” The Sleepless
Sage turns exhaustion into empowerment.

SAHV ) INTAVAL XIIXIATS O¥IHAINS

The Golden Voyager zips through life with teleportation powers. This talking dog has enough optimism to
outshine the sun. Whether fetching snacks, socks, or margarita salt, this hero knows exactly what you need,
sometimes laughter over a drink, sometimes quiet comfort with tea and cookies. Dressed in comfy athlei-
sure and armed with boundless compassion, The Golden Voyager reminds us all: don’t ruin the day!

The Minimalist Listener doesn’t need flash or fanfare, just black pajama pants, a journal, and with a name
like Nuance, who heals bellyaches with a single purr, they're pretty much a bestie at first sight. With hugs
that cure more than medicine and words that weave fractured selves back together, this hero creates quiet
spaces where pain softens and integration begins. Offering only water and presence, The Minimalist Listen-
er proves that sometimes the simplest gifts—listening, holding, and healing—are the most powerful of all.

THE GABSTER MAGAZINE
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BY LAUREN MORALES, LCSW

he first time I walked into my oncol-

ogy clinic, I immediately noticed

I was the youngest person in the

room. Everyone else looked older—

much older. I was the only millen-
nial patient in the room and if it wasn’t already
obvious, my ripped-up jeans and exposed
tattoos said it all. I could see the looks on the
nurses faces, and inevitably, “Youre so young,”
would find its way out of their mouths. Early
in my diagnosis, the age gap felt like one more
chasm I had to figure out how to cross. I sat
down, suddenly hyper-aware of how out of
placeIfelt,and aheavyloneliness settled deep
in my core.

As my visits became more frequent during
treatment, I found myself relating more to
the young infusion nurses than the patients
around me. They became my social lifeline
during those long chemo days. We’d talk
about weekend plans, concert tickets, and
dating stories. While I appreciated the
company, it also reminded me how out of
place I felt. Some of the older patients tried
to connect, but conversations often ended
with, “You'’re too young to be here,” and I'd
smile politely, sigh, and lean back into my
infusion chair, feeling dejected.

And while Iloved my nurses, they couldn’t
always relate. I remember one telling me
she was pregnant, absolutely glowing with
excitement. I congratulated her and smiled
weakly, but inside I felt myself quietly un-
ravel. I was sitting there being pumped full
of the red devil, childless, and already strug-
gling with infertility even before cancer. She
hadn’t done anything wrong, but it reminded
me how much I needed support from people
who understood the complicated grief that
comes with all of this. That was the moment
Iknew I needed more support, but I had no
idea how to start.

It wasn’t until later in treatment, when I
started connecting with other adolescent
and young adult cancer folx, that I really
started to feel seen. Reddit forums, Discord
servers, and Instagram groups eventually led
me to people who supported me in countless
ways during treatment. I made connections
with several women online who are still in
my life now, and whom I consider lifelong
friends. Though those early connections
weren’t in person, they meant everything

)¢ THE GABSTER MAGAZINE
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to the thirty-something-girl sitting in her
living room, too sick to leave her house.

WHY ASKING FOR HELP FEELS
HARD

If asking for help feels unnatural, you're not
alone. I had no idea where to start when I
realized I needed someone my age to talk
to. I also felt nervous about starting, because
what did it mean that I needed extra help? I
had always been the strong one! Many of us
were raised to be self-reliant, or we’re used
to being the one others lean on—not the one
asking for support. Working with a therapist
and connecting with other patients were the
things I needed for learning how.

In my work as a therapist, I can’t even
count how many clients I've worked with
who have cancer and feel the need to be the
“perfect patient.” Often when navigating
the medical system, we develop defenses to

make sure we are listened to and heard, also
known as the “everything is fine” perfect pa-
tient persona. For others, when everything
in your life already feels like too much, the
idea of asking for support can feel like just
one more thing to figure out. You may not
have the mental bandwidth to know what
you need.

HOWTO ASK FOR HELP

Start by asking yourself what could feel help-
ful right now. In the beginning, I just wanted
someone my age to talk to during chemo. I
tried to find someone I could text, call, or send
videos to while I was stuck in the infusion
chair. For you, the need might be different.
But it doesn’t have to be big or dramatic for it
to be meaningful.

Try thinking about your needs in a few
different categories. Maybe you have prac-
tical needs, like someone to drive you to
appointments, help with groceries, watch
your kids, or walk the dog. Or maybe it’s
emotional support, like someone who can
just listen without trying to fix your prob-
lems, or who can help you calm down after
feeling panicked. There’s also social support,
which is more about authentic connection
and feeling less alone. That might look like
astanding FaceTime date, joining an online
group, or joining an art club.

Whatever the need, the more specific the
ask, the easier it is for someone to say yes.
Let people know how they can show up ina
way that actually works for you. And if they
can’t or don’t respond well, remember that’s
not a reflection of your worth. It just means