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Chapter 1: The Cardiologist's Office






The elevator in the building smelled a little like disinfectant, with a hint of something floral trying to hide it. Walt Sander rode it down, his winter coat over one arm and his parking ticket in hand, watching the floor numbers go by and letting his mind go blank. But when the lobby doors opened to the cold outside, he couldn’t avoid his thoughts any longer.

He walked to his car, a twelve-year-old Volvo the color of dried sage. It was reliable in any weather, though the cupholder was stained with coffee and the rear bumper still had a crack from a parking garage mishap three winters ago. He sat in the driver’s seat without starting the engine, placed his coat on the passenger seat, and rested his hands on the steering wheel. Then he stared at the concrete wall in front of him, marked with a yellow stripe at bumper height, but it gave him nothing in return.

Cardiomyopathy. Chronic. The kind that moved slowly until it didn’t. Dr. Reyes had been thorough and careful with her words, which he appreciated the way you appreciate someone who wraps a difficult gift carefully—the wrapping does not change what’s inside, but you can tell they understood the weight of what they were giving you. She had spoken about transplant options. She had mentioned waiting lists, evaluation processes, and realistic timelines. And she'd given him a folder of printed materials with the cardiology practice's logo on the cover, a stylized red heart that struck him, sitting now in the parking garage, as slightly absurd.

He was fifty-one. For twenty-seven years, he had worked as a psychologist, often sitting across from people as they received news that changed their lives—diagnoses, losses, or the sudden loss of futures they had always expected. Over time, he learned that people’s first reactions were rarely dramatic. They didn’t fall apart right away. Instead, they fell silent, looked at their hands, and said things like, "Well, all right then," or "I suppose I knew something was off." The real breakdowns happened later, alone, maybe in the car or while making dinner. He had told clients more than once: the body buys you a little time.

His body was buying him a little time now. He sat in the Volvo in the parking garage and thought about his father.

Harold Sander had died eleven months ago in a nursing home in Dayton, in a room with a window that faced a parking lot and a television that was on more often than it was off. He had not been an easy man to love—precise where warmth was called for, critical where patience would have served better—but Walt had loved him anyway, the way you love a difficult landscape, for what it genuinely was. Harold had left his estate to Walt and to Walt alone, there being no other children and no surviving spouse, and the amount was considerable in a quiet way that surprised everyone, including Walt, because Harold had lived as if money were a thing to be hoarded against some catastrophe that had never come.

Some catastrophe that had never come. Walt pressed his hands flat against the steering wheel.

Well. Here it was.

He thought about the list he would make. He'd always been someone who made lists, whether it was yellow legal pads at work or grocery lists written in the same neat handwriting he used for clinical notes. Making lists helped him turn anxiety into action, giving shape to things that felt overwhelming. His clients sometimes teased him about it. "You and your lists, Walt," one had said—a woman named Donna who used a wheelchair and had the kind of humor that comes from making peace with hard things.

He started the car and the heater came on. Outside, the January sky was flat and gray, like old flannel. The streets were wet from snow that had melted and then refrozen along the gutters, as often happens in Midwest winters. He drove home on autopilot, his hands and eyes following the usual routine while his mind drifted, lost in the space that appears when the future you counted on suddenly feels uncertain.

That evening he sat at his kitchen table with a legal pad and wrote two words at the top: THE LIST. He underlined it twice, which he recognized even as he did it as a slightly ridiculous thing to do, and then he sat for a while with the pen in his hand and listened to the house around him. The refrigerator hums. The tick of the baseboard heaters. The neighbor's dog, two houses over, voiced some complaint about the cold.








