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Just two months after his mother’s death at 52 from complications of
lung cancer, Anthony Pacella organized a family bowling day to
honour her memory, to increase awareness about the illness and to
raise money for the St. Mary’s Hospital Foundation.

He called it StrikeOut Cancer and it raised more than $14,000. He was 15 years old.

About 200 people attended the event, held March 6, 2011. There were dozens of sponsors and
prizes, and refreshments and T-shirts for the participants. There was a DJ and a silent auction.
“It was uplifting, emotional and exciting,” Pacella said at the time.
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A crew of family and friends helped enormously, before and during the event, but it was his
initiative. He'd started to plan it when his mother was still alive — as a surprise for her. “Initially,

| wanted to do an event she’d be able to attend, to make her happy,” Pacella, now 19, recalled in
an interview. “It was about seeing her smile.”
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Anthony can no longer make her smile. But he can do something he knows would have made her
proud — and that is “trying to make a difference in the world.”

The second, third and fourth editions of the StrikeOut Cancer bowl-a-thon events were as
successful as the first and, with a Halloween bash and the generosity of family and friends, have
raised more than $65,000 for the Community Cancer Care Program at St. Mary’s in memory of
Mary Melillo Pacella.

“We are honoured to be the recipients of this initiative,” Cynda P. Heward, the CEO of St. Mary’s
Hospital Foundation, wrote in a letter of recommendation supporting Pacella. The fifth edition of
the StrikeOut Cancer bowl-a-thon is set for April 25 at Centre de Quilles 440 in Laval and a
StrikeOut Cancer gala is planned for early November.

“I hope to show others, especially young adults, that anyone can make a difference in society — no
matter how young you may be,” Pacella, now in his first year at Concordia University’s John
Molson School of Business, observed in a recent letter to potential sponsors.

He wants to raise awareness of lung cancer, to help support individuals and families affected by it
— and to help spread the word that lung cancer affects non-smokers, too: Fully 15 per cent of
people in whom lung cancer is diagnosed never smoked, including his mother.

In most cases, lung cancer is at an advanced stage when it is diagnosed. His mother had had a
cough and hoarse voice and back pain for months before the diagnosis of Stage 4 lung cancer.
There is no Stage 5.

“For all of us, it was such a shock,” said Pacella of himself, his brother, Daniel, who is five years
younger, and their father, Angelo. For him, he said, the loss was especially acute because “my
mom was my best friend.”

She was incredibly brave during what turned out to be the final months of her life. “She cried
maybe twice in front of us. Otherwise, she almost always had a smile on her face. She was ill and
dying — and yet she was able to treasure her last days. | think about us, how people in general
take so much for granted, how we get frustrated or mad about the littlest things,” he said.

“I am thankful for all the support | have from family and from close friends, who have become my
second family; I don’t know where | would be today without them.”

In a letter to his mother before she died, he wrote: “there is one thing | promise you — and that is
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to always be there for my father and brother, to be the best role model for my brother and to be
there for my dad.”

Close friend Lucien Choucroun says Pacella has stepped up to the plate at home, keeping tabs on
his brother’s schoolwork, making lunches and preparing dinner when their father, who works for
the post office, is caught up at work.

“It’s incredible that Anthony is able to do all those things,” he said. But then, “he is a very caring
person — like a rare pearl ... Anthony is the type of person who could be having the worst day in
the world and, if maybe you are having a bit of a bad day, he would rather put a smile on your
face than anything.”

Pacella says he realized after his mother’s death that he felt more mature than many of his
contemporaries. “You stop being a kid when your mom dies,” he said.

But that she was really gone sank in only later, once he was at Vanier College; most of his friends
were at Dawson. “It was hard being alone; that's when your thoughts affect you most. But | grew

from that,” he said.

Family therapy has helped. He does well at school: In group projects, “everyone says, ‘you just
seem like a leader.” ” And he continues to organize the StrikeOut Cancer events.

Pacella has been approaching potential sponsors, those who have helped before, and new ones.
St. Mary’s will continue as beneficiary of the bowl-a-thon and proceeds from the gala will go to

the Make-A-Wish Foundation.

Meanwhile, he carries thoughts and memories of his mother everywhere. Sometimes he has a
photo of her on the screen of his phone. “Or | read a letter or a birthday card that my mother
wrote. Or | rewatch home videos ... One thing I really miss is hearing her voice.

“On my phone, there’s a message from her: ‘Love you, Anthony,’ it says.”

Anthony Pacella can be reached at strikeoutcancerfund@gmail.com.

sschwartz@montrealgazette.com

twitter.com/susanschwartz
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