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I 
called my mom, Gail, this morning. 
I have called her every morning since 
November 2009, when she told Mia, 
my dad (Dennis), and me that she 
had a brain tumor.

!e three of us had just gotten back 
from delivering a Mason 44 to Marsh 
Harbor in the Abaco Islands, Bahamas. 
We had been gone a total of nine or 10 
days. My mom had been in the hospital 
for three of them, but never told us. Katie, 
my younger sister, had to bravely handle 
the crisis at home on her own. We arrived 
into the Philadelphia airport, returned 
to Kate’s apart-
ment in West 
Chester, and 
mom dropped the 
bomb. 

Surgery was 
scheduled for December 2009. Mia and 
I were in St. Lucia then, working for the 
Atlantic Rally for Cruisers (ARC). !e 
day came, and I worried about it. Dad was 
on his own in the hospital for what had to 
have been the longest day of his life. Kate 
was teaching, at work. !ey were opening 
up her head, open-brain surgery, to dig out 
the tumor, which was resting on her optic 
nerve. If she could get through that, as a 
family, we would "gure out the rest. 

I called dad that day a lot. I called Kate, 
too. I craved information. Dad had been 
out for a walk, paced around the hospital, 
and probably drank 15 Diet Cokes. Surgery 
took longer than they anticipated. Each 
time he answered, I sort of held my breath. 
Mom made it out successfully—two days 

later, no kidding, she was home again 
cooking salmon for my Dad for dinner. We 
could breathe again.

Mom’s recovery from surgery was quick. 
She never really even lost any hair, despite 
some radiation, and the scar was easily 
camou#aged. If you had not known she 
had a brain tumor, you would not have 
suspected a thing. It was cancerous, and 
the worst kind. “Glioblastoma multiforme” 
is what the doctors called it. !ere was no 
use in looking it up, because that kind of 
search only unearthed bad things.

I continued calling mom every single 

day. For a while she was not supposed to 
drink any alcohol, so Kate and I went dry 
as well. Sitting in the cockpit of my friend’s 
Tartan 37 in Annapolis, I consumed four 
or "ve glasses of pineapple juice on ice, 
with a lime, each one toasting to mom’s 
recovery. Eventually we would be able to 
share some red wine, but for a little while, 
it was nice to support what she was going 
through.

Mia and I spent a warm summer in 
2010 re"tting Arcturus for our trans-
Atlantic. I worked at Southbound Cruising 
Services as a rigger during the day, and we 
worked on the boat, hauled out at Second 
Street in Eastport, in the evenings. Mom 
and Dad came down almost every weekend 
to help, sometimes with Kate and her boy-

friend Kevin. I wrote about that summer 
many times before, but never admitted the 
underlying anxiety. Early in the morning, 
Mia and I would get up before the sunrise 
and train for a half-Ironman triathlon to 
raise money for the Livestrong Founda-
tion. I had done several of these types of 
events before, before her diagnosis, but this 
one had a tinge of immediacy to it that the 
others did not. After Mom’s surgery, we 
did not need much more motivation to run 
a few extra miles or cycle just a little bit 
faster. 

Sailing has been a part of my life since 
before I was born. My 
mom and dad took 
o$ to the Bahamas 
in their 32-foot sloop 
Sojourner when they 
were in their late 20s, 

my age now. But sailing does not de"ne 
my mom or my dad, or even me. As a fam-
ily, we never before considered it an escape, 
nor do we consider it emotional therapy 
now. It just happens to be one of several 
of our passions and happened to turn into 
a career for me. My mom to this day still 
tells us to follow our hearts in life. “Do 
what you love,” she says, “and the money 
will follow.” Her mantra of thinking 
positively--which my sister turned into a 
teaching career helping elementary-school 
kids with special needs--is really what de-
"nes us as a family, something that de"ned 
her long before she got cancer.

I do not know what my mom will think 
when she reads this article. It is not a 
eulogy—she is alive and well in fact, living 

“I wrote about that summer many times before, 
but never admitted the underlying anxiety.”

To Windward 
by Andy Schell
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with her disease, to the fullest extent of the 
word. I suppose I am writing it to share 
some humanity with SpinSheet readers, 
something personal. I thank them (and my 
editor) for giving me that chance. But it is 
not about me. I am certainly not a victim. 
I think maybe it is mostly about acknowl-
edging how much of an impact my mom 
has had on my own life, while I still have 
the chance to tell her. Mom is far from 
death, but this kind of thing really puts life 
into perspective. What positives there are, 
you latch onto them.

Mom does not see herself as a victim 
either, far from it. She is exhaustively stub-
born in her belief that she is going to beat 
it. Our family is behind her. For my part, 
those daily phone calls transmit as much 
of my own positive energy as I can muster. 
!ey are as much for me as they are for 
her.
About the Author: Annapolis sailor and 
writer Andy Schell is a professional yacht 
captain, working as a team with his wife 
Mia Karlsson. He owes his career to his 
family, who has supported him throughout. 
Contact him via fathersonsailing.com. 

!" The author and his mom delivering a Corbin together in 2010. Photo by Mia Karlsson

Singles on Sailboats (SOS) is an organization of single 
adults who share a love of sailing.  The club has over 700 
members and 100 boats ranging in size from 27’ to 50’.  
For a nominal fee, twenty-fi ve weekend cruises and day 
sails are offered during the sailing season.

www.singlesonsailboats.org
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