On the third anniversary of Charyl's passing, we were flying home from 12 days in France.  Just a week earlier we had celebrated Charyl's life and struggle high in the peaks of the French Alps.

We left our Hotel in Geneva early that Wednesday morning headed to the mountain town  of Bourg d'Oisans.  This small tourist town the size of Petoskey is at the foot of L'Alpe d'Huez, a famous skiing destination and the site of some of the most memorable moments inTour de France history.  We were on our way to witness a heroic feat by the world's most famous cancer survivor.

Our dear Charyl was a seven year cancer survivor and the tale of Lance Armstrong's incredible recovery and survival has been an inspiration to us over the last eight years.  Lance, like Charyl, decided to live strong and make every moment count.  That Wednesday morning we were going to witness what we hoped would be an historic time trial win on Lance's drive to be the first man ever to win six straight victories in the Tour de France.

It was just 8:30 AM as we approached Grenoble which was just a 30 minute drive from our destination.  The race started at noon so we believed we were right on time.  The overhead neon road information signs noted the correct route to the Tour de France in the French language we do not speak or read.  Unfortunately we did not understand it was telling us the road was closed.  We found out later that the road had been closed at 5:00 the previous evening because the crowds of spectators coming to the event had already exceeded half a million people.  As we left Grenoble we noticed cars parked by the road and hundreds of people walking and riding bikes toward Bourge d'Oisans.

And then the traffic stopped moving.  Close to an hour later we saw what we feared.  The road we had planned to travel on was closed and we were being detoured.  Once we passed the detour the pace picked up but we were on a two lane mountain road heading off we knew not where.  We drove about 20 minutes hoping to be detoured back into town.  We finally stopped and checked the map to find we were going away from town.  We examined the map closely, and there, just a couple miles ahead was a small barely visible, winding road leading into town.  As we turned onto the even smaller two lane road I told Shelley that Charyl was with us saying "this way Daddy!"

The sun was out.  The bright blue sky was filled with white clouds. Giant mountains appeared to go straight up into the sky.  Our tiny road skirted the mountain side as it climbed at a sharp angle.  It wound back and forth through small picturesque towns, flowering pastures, and fantastic mountain views.  At one point a woman goat herder, with her thirty or so animals, waited by the road to cross after we passed by.  At another point we traveled across a one lane stone bridge that arched across a beautiful gorge.  At every turn we saw another beautiful site.  As we got closer to our destination we noticed a train of a half dozen cars trailing behind us. Finally the road began a dramatic decline.  For ten minutes we went almost straight down on sharp switchbacks and then the town opened below us.  

We ended up within a block of the closed road and parked in a field offered by a couple of teenagers for $5 per car.  We grabbed our back pack, Charyl's from school, and started a two mile hike to the center of town and the start of the race.  As we walked into the small town surrounded by mountains we could feel our Charyl with us.

The day was hot and crowded and long.  We waited on the edge of town along the race route for three hours as the race got started late.  Families and teens and couples from all over Europe and the US joined us by the road.  Many spectators and the riders wore the yellow bracelets being sold by volunteers.  Eight million of the LiveStrong bracelets had been ordered by Nike and were sold at the race for $1 each.  All of the proceeds go to support cancer survivors and their families and to seek cures for cancer.  Finally the racers came by, all 148 of them, one every two minutes – then at the very end, Lance.

We gathered our things and walked back into town where  we crowded into an open air bar to watch the remainder of the race on big screen TVs.  The road from Bourg d'Oisans to L'Alpe-d'Huez goes almost straight up along a couple dozen switch backs.  This stretch of road has often been on the tour and on some occasions was the deciding factor in the race.  For the first time this year it was a time trial stage, which means the riders ride the twelve mile stretch one at a time, as fast as they can, in the hot midday sun.  The road was packed with spectators who swarmed onto the road and surrounded each rider as they passed.  Because Lance went last, he was leading the Tour at that time and the order in time trials starts with the last person in the race and ends with the leader, he knew what each of his opponents were doing ahead of him.  He set a blistering pace from the beginning, passing us at the 1 km going faster than any of the previous riders.  As we watched on TV he passed the rider ahead of him, gaining over three minutes that day on the second rider overall.  He beat his most powerful time trial rival by 61 seconds.

Tired and happy we trudged back to our car and slowly wound our way back to our hotel in Geneva.  Over the next four days we saw Lance Armstrong race three more times including a triumphant ride into Paris.  It reminded us of Charyl and it was an inspiration we will carry with us for years.

We hope you remember Charyl with us from time to time.  She has been gone three years now and this summer she would have been 18 years old, graduating high school and beginning plans for her adult education and life.  Our lives continue to be centered around the school we started for her and direct in her honor.  Shelley left Livonia last June and now is the principal of Charyl Stockwell Academy (www.csaschool.com).  She has led the school in a remarkable enrollment spurt adding over 100 new students and a new program for academically gifted students this past year.  Chuck left Smart Schools Management in January and started a new company CS Partners (www.charterschoolpartners.com), with other educators who have worked closely with the school. 

September 11 is Charyl's birthday.  It is also the day the school first opened, so we celebrate their birthdays together.  This year the party will have a Tour de France, Lance Armstrong, LiveStrong theme.  To learn more about these go to:

http://www.letour.fr/2004/presentationus/parcours.html#
http://www.nike.com/wearyellow/index_f.html
http://www.livestrong.org/livestrong/portal/ep/home.do
http://www.laf.org/
Attached is an inspiring article about the tour and a picture Chuck took – suitable for framing.

As always we thank you for your support.

Chuck and Shelley

