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This book is dedicated with utmost gratitude and respect to anyone who is prepared to donate an organ.


I also salute the medical workers, who often bear the brunt of suffering patients. They can make the difference between discomfort and misery.


Whoever saves one life, it is as though they have saved the whole world.
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December 2016, New York City






I’m standing at the window of the cozy kitchen of my apartment on West Ninety-Fifth Street feeling like the sick kid stuck at home, missing the party. Usually I’m happy here in this comfortable space: The apartment has tall ceilings, oak floors, and it’s high enough to admit the wintry midmorning light. Dane and I painted over the gray walls with a pale yellow after our wedding; it was like bringing in sunshine after the storm. Today, though, everything feels dark and cramped. “It’s not you,” I tell the kitchen, “it’s me.”


Outside, the city is in full holiday mode. On the corner, Santa rings a brass bell while “Silent Night” plays on a tinny radio. Across the street, a pop-up stand is selling Christmas trees. Snatches of carols emerge from shops each time a door is opened. I miss all that so much (except the Frosty song). But I’m trapped here, constrained by my failing body and dependence on supplemental oxygen. The only activities for the next six months are: one, get my weight up; two, strengthen my muscles and aerobic capacity; three, don’t get sick; and four, retain my sanity while hoping for a lung transplant. Good goals. So far I’m falling behind.


Trailing the long cable from my oxygen concentrator, I return to the kitchen table. It’s not so bad to be eating bacon and coffee ice cream for breakfast. Not together, of course . . . though, come to think of it, why not? I crumble the bacon into the ice cream and eat before it gets soggy. The problem is that when you must choose between eating and breathing—when it’s impossible to do both at once—breathing always takes precedence. I’m now thin, with great abs from all the panting. It’s not as fun as it sounds.


What counts now is that my freedom only extends as far as my front door. The concentrator whooshes oxygen-rich air down a long, thin hose to the cannula in my nostrils. This gives me unrestricted mobility around the apartment, but not outside. For one thing, the concentrator is the size and weight of a large trunk; for another, it’s plugged into an outlet. I am currently housebound. In my former life (aka healthy, real life) as an advisor to small businesses, we’d worry if a client routinely missed their key goals. I’m close to breaching the “keeping my sanity” goal, and the only fix for that is to get out of the damn apartment.


Then what if I did? Take the portable oxygen tank that we use when Dane takes me out in the wheelchair, and just go? It’s risky—I haven’t been out on my own in a month—but I can’t spend what’s left of my life shut in and dependent, hoping for a miracle. Because that’s what the transplant game is. And the truth is that, while I won’t admit it to my husband or friends, I don’t believe this transplant will come through for me in time. I have to try, of course, because even tiny probabilities can happen, but I have no faith. Not with my particular condition, which can suddenly plummet at any moment, as my mother’s did. So if this is my last Christmas, I don’t want to miss it. Besides, going out hits the exercise goal.


The oxygen tank is by the front door. It comes with a roller base that I should be able to pull a few blocks. Hopefully. Cranking up my oxygen level, I begin the painstaking task of putting on the layers required to face a New York December. By the time I’ve pulled on my boots, I’m panting, but feeling the pull of adventure. I drop the tank in the roller, switch to its cannula, start the flow, and shut down the concentrator. Door keys in pocket, I head off.


The elevator groans downward until the doors open to the lobby. Jimmy, my favorite doorman, is at the door to West End Avenue. His eyes widen in surprise on seeing me. Prison break, I think, hoping he doesn’t report me to Dane.


The cold air hits me with a blast, but once I start moving, my body adjusts. It’s immediately clear that I’ll need to walk slowly and carefully: New York City streets are uneven compared with oak floors. They’re also unnervingly crowded to navigate without the wheelchair clearing space for me. I’m trying to stay alert and watch my footing, but the way is filled with wonderful distractions. The shops are alight with holiday decorations in every style and denomination. I shuffle past the grocery store . . . the coffee shop . . . the paper shop, drawing everything in, enjoying the brisk air on my cheeks and the sounds of cheery bustle mixed with traffic. At the drugstore I consider going in to buy candy canes, until the door opens and a synthetic “Ho, ho, ho!” roars out. A young child giggles and pushes the button again. Every part of me feels high on the thrill of being here, being normal. When I reach the bakery, I laugh out loud. The window is edged with fake snow and festooned with seasonal cakes and cookies. A toy train circles around them on a small track, tiny toy elves waving as it passes.


I’m stepping onward when a small dog runs in front of me, the leash stretching across my path. I try to stop, but the tank roller catches my ankle, and I go down hard. For a few seconds I gasp for air; I’m shocked and in pain, but most importantly I’ve lost the cannula and am breathing only cold street air. I search around frantically, then spot it. The dog’s owner, a well-dressed older woman, is wresting it from the dog’s mouth.


“I’m sorry,” she says as she hands it to me, sounding annoyed, “but you shouldn’t be walking on a busy sidewalk in your condition.”


Several responses come to mind as she walks away, but I’m stopped cold when I see what’s happened to the hose. It’s chewed and torn, leaking out my precious oxygen in a steady hiss. I freeze, my mind whirring, then force myself to breathe slowly and stay calm. Keep still, save your breath. But it’s not easy and doesn’t solve the problem: How am I going to get home? The doctor was clear that I must be vigilant in avoiding germs. My body’s too frail, and my lungs already too impaired, to withstand an infection. I don’t think putting a cannula in my nose that’s been dragged across a Manhattan sidewalk and chewed by a dog qualifies as vigilance.


A young woman kneels beside me and helps me sit up.


“Can you still use that tube thing?” she asks.


I shake my head, blinking back tears of dismay. How much oxygen am I getting on street air? Reaching in my pocket, I put on the finger oximeter and test: 84 percent saturation. That’ll be okay for a bit if I don’t move, but it’s certainly not enough to walk home. Even staying calm is hard when people are walking all around, trying to get through. The woman and another bystander help me to the wall and the first one asks if she can call anyone for me.


I nod, pull out my phone, and call Dane.


“What’s your name?” she asks, taking the phone.


“Fi,” I breathe.


“Fee?”


I inhale deeply and reply, “Fiona.”
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New York from the sidewalk is a new experience. Pedestrians mostly ignore me. Some glance at me with distaste; one boy gives me a dollar. By the time Dane arrives from Midtown, my bruises are aching and I’m shivering. When the taxi pulls up and the tall blond figure emerges, I’m flooded with a mixture of relief and shame. Dane has too much on his plate already with a big work project for me to add unnecessary problems.


He crouches, holds my face briefly for reassurance, then reaches into his briefcase. Engineer that he is, he’s come prepared with a small pack of disinfectant wipes and a pair of scissors marked “Abby’s, DO NOT touch.” Abby apparently guards her supplies. Or tries.


“I’m going to cut off the end of the hose and disinfect it,” he tells me, then does so, cleaning the whole front section of tube and discarding the chewed-on remainder. When he gives me the clean section to suck, the first few breaths are dizzying. Like a sugar rush mixed with champagne. It takes a few minutes before I’m ready; then he lifts me and carries me to the waiting cab.


Inside, he holds me close until my shivers die down.


“I’m so sorry,” I say between inhales. “I thought being . . . outside would help. Feel less claustrophobic. You shouldn’t have to . . . steal office supplies.”


I’m trying to lighten the mood, but Dane doesn’t even react. He’s seldom in a joking mindset these days, and anyway, joking isn’t the coping mechanism for him that it is for me.


Back at our building he holds me upright in the elevator but looks muscle-weary. Once we’re finally inside the apartment, with the concentrator turned on and its clean cannula in, I’m calmer. Bless you, concentrator, my faithful friend. I promote you over the microwave.


Dane goes to run me a hot bath, and when he returns he’s wearing a clean suit, one without sidewalk dirt on it.


“I’ve added Epsom salts for the bruises,” he says flatly. The fact that he hasn’t commented or criticized makes me feel worse.


“I’m really sorry. I didn’t think it would be such a problem.”


He shakes his head. “I know that. And I wish there were some way to help you not feel so trapped here, but I don’t know how.”


He exhales, then finally looks at me. The Nordic blue eyes are veined with red.


“Fi, I’m running on fumes. It’s been four years since you got sick. Stressful years. Trekking you to doctor after doctor, watching you get worse anyway. Terrified you might have your mother’s disease, and fighting despair when we learned you did have it.”


I wish he’d stop talking. IPF, interstitial pulmonary fibrosis, was the nightmare of my twenties. As it turned my mother’s lungs into scars, it also ripped our family apart.


Dane’s voice grows coarse. “When you decided to try for a lung transplant, there was hope again. Do you remember that feeling when you cleared the final testing hurdle and were accepted onto the transplant list? How we celebrated?”


I nod, blinking hard. It had been a conditional pardon from death by slow suffocation. For the first month I’d felt nothing but relief. But I hadn’t realized how difficult it would be to wait, week after week for months, one ear always listening for the phone call that meant a lung match had been found.


“Honey,” he continues, “I know it’s hard for you. Sitting around being patient isn’t your thing. But please, find a way. You know I can’t quit work and be here with you.”


My heart jumps. “Definitely not, we need the money and your insurance. Don’t worry, no more stupid stunts. I promise, I’ll be good until the transplant. Then afterwards I’ll go back to work and everything will go back to the old days. I’ll even start cooking terrible meals again if you want.”


That scores a weak smile.


“Okay, let’s get you in that bath, and if you’re sure you can get out on your own I’ll head back to the office.”


He helps me into the tub and kisses me goodbye, turning up my oxygen level before leaving so that I have the extra breath to get out of the tub afterwards. I scan my body; the bruises aren’t as bad as they might have been. Then I lean back into the blessed heat, thinking that hot water and a place to sit in it might be one of man’s greatest non-essential gifts. Today wasn’t the kind of adventure I’d been looking for. That said, does my promise to Dane mean I’ll be stuck alone at home indefinitely? Waiting time for lung transplants in New York City is running to almost six months. That would be its own form of torture.


When I was working, my best ideas often came in the bath. If I were advising the client Fiona Copeland, I’d tell her to diversify her support network. Maybe get more friends. But that’s hard to do when you’re forty-two years old, have no kids, and are sick. Plus I was never a super-people-person to begin with. It’s not that I dislike humans, but I’ve never managed the casual empathetic “Hi! How are you?” thing, and I can never remember which sports team they support. That was never an issue when I was working and had too much human interaction already. It’s a big issue when everyone works but me.


Since no other ideas come to mind, and I’ve soaked myself wrinkly, I decide to call Bonnie. Bonita Alvarez whirled into my life in third grade, on a cloud of bushy brown hair, a sneaky smile, and a barrel of attitude. She packed a punch—as any boy who tried to sass her discovered. We are deeply woven through each other’s lives. We’ve been friends long enough for her to have known my mother when she was healthy and vibrant. She mourned her beside me when the woman I adored for her ability to light up a life—especially my life—faded to black, leaving me with only a father I blamed for her death.


I haul myself out of the tub, wrap myself in a robe, and hit FaceTime. There’s no worry about disturbing her at the office, because she doesn’t have one. Bonnie has never kept a regular hour in her life.


“Hi, Fi-Fi,” she answers in that rich contralto. She’s the only person who could ever get away with echoing my nickname and turning me into a poodle.


Ordinarily I’d make a pointed comment about floofy dog names, but I’m distracted by her outfit. Bonnie composes music for kids’ shows and frequently gets in the mood by dressing for the theme. Today she’s wearing a long-sleeved khaki shirt and a necklace of giant orange seeds, and her hair is poking out from under a khaki hat with mosquito netting rolled on top. In Brooklyn.


“Africa?” I venture.


“Nope.” She reaches forward and touches her console.


A lick with a Latin rhythm kicks in, overlaid with sounds of monkeys and parrots.


“Cuban rainforest,” she explains, flicking the music back off. “It’s an animated show called Cuba-Dooba, a cross between Scooby-Doo and Go, Diego, Go!— that’s Dora’s cousin, in case you’re behind on your preschool TV.”


“Wait, let me guess. The lead character solves mysteries in the rainforest?”


“Exacto.” She finds this as funny as I do, and it takes a while for me to catch my breath.


“So what’s up?” she asks. “Did you call to chat, or did something happen?”


“Something happened. And now I’m grounded.”


Her eyes narrow as I tell her about my morning’s excitement, my fall, and Dane’s response. Not the reaction I’d hoped for.


“Fi, you know I think Dane’s too serious for you, but in this case he has a point. You’re at that stage where you’re not sick enough to be content sitting around, but just strong enough to be a danger to yourself. We both know your condition isn’t stable. What is it your doctor said?”


“That this disease doesn’t proceed with gradual declines but unpredictable drops. There’s no way to tell when the next big drop in my breathing will come, or how severe it will be. You know this, Bonnie, what’s your point other than making me feel worse?”


“The point is that it’s December. Flu season, cold season, everything season. The one thing you can’t afford is to get sick before your transplant happens. Or to be lying on a cold sidewalk with a broken leg, unable to do your strengthening exercises.”


“That’s two things,” I point out.


“Okay, wise guy, what are you going to do to keep busy enough not to get stupid? Weren’t you trying hobbies or something?”


I roll my eyes. “Hobbies would be great if I didn’t categorically suck at them. Needlepoint was fiddly and slow; calligraphy was like preschool but messier. I’m so artistically uninclined that I’m practically vertical . . . or horizontal, whichever means I suck. My job was interesting, but I don’t have the focus to do it right anymore. And the best part of free time was being outside, active. We see how that worked out.”


“It’s only a few months of waiting,” Bonnie says affectionately. “Maybe you should learn meditation and practice Zen.”


Sometimes I forget; she still believes I’ll make it.


“Listen, Fi. Your mom’s way of dealing with sickness was to retain some glamour . . .”


“Yeah, that won’t work for me. I’m more ‘wardrobe by Oscar the Grouch, hair by Bellatrix Lestrange.’”


“Exactly, so you’ll do sickness in your own way. By analyzing what would make this period till transplant tolerable. Your strength is finding solutions. Go do that, and let me get back to my monkeys.”


After we’ve hung up, I think how touching it is, her faith in me. But this isn’t algebra, and I don’t have the solution. What I have is a killer headache and a bunch of bruises, but that at least is fixable with painkillers and a nap. I down two Tylenol, then stumble to the bedroom. The curtains are still closed, and I stub my toe on Dane’s grandfather’s walnut bed before dropping into it and crashing out.
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My cell phone’s ring drags me out of a heavy sleep. It’s Dane.


“Hi, honey. Just checking in. I’ll be back around eight, so eat something before then.”


I mumble, “No problem,” and flop back onto the bed.


I feel totally disoriented. I’ve dreamt occasionally, but this was unlike any dream I’ve ever had. So much so that part of me is still there, seeing every detail, still feeling the squelch.


It’s nighttime, and I’m standing alone by the kitchen sink of my parents’ house in the country. It must be summer; the air feels thick, and the window is open, letting in a riot of insect song. I’m searching for a flashlight, as I did as a kid, to see who’s conducting the swells and falls of the music, when a figure runs across the yard right in front of the window. I pull back, adrenaline surging. In the moment that he passed through the light-spill, I saw him, a man straight out of film noir: trench coat, fedora, dark hair, and a grim face. A tough guy, out on bad business. My instincts yell run . . . but I can’t move.


The sound of splintering glass comes from the back door, and I know instantly that he has come to kill me. Move! I scrabble for the phone and dial.


“911. What is your emergency?”


I try to answer but no words come out. I push the words harder until finally a sound emerges: a formless, guttural howl.


“Ma’am or sir, I can’t understand you. What is your emergency?”


Something falls at the end of the corridor, and now there are sounds of a fight. He—whoever he is—is struggling with Dane, who is strong but no fighter. It can only be moments . . .


The voice on the phone is still talking when the scuffling stops. Grief slams me as I realize it is too late; no help can reach me in time. The phone is worthless now, so I drop it on the counter, and in that moment see a large chef’s knife lying directly in front of me on the clean white surface. Where did it come from? It wasn’t there before. Its blade is gleaming, the point weapon-sharp. Sharp enough to frighten, perhaps? Grabbing the handle, I spin around.


He is waiting for me just a few feet away. Handsome, in a dark, deadly way. I clench the knife tightly and he laughs. Not unkindly, but in amusement.


“Really? And what’s a middle-aged broad with a knife going to do against an armed assassin with a gun?”


He raises his right arm, no hurry, and points the gun at my chest. I’m frozen, waiting for the impact, absorbing the truth of it: I will die now. But a germ of stubbornness creeps in. After all, I am holding a big knife, and what is there to lose? Squeezing the hilt and praying my grip is strong enough, I take a quick step forward and shove it hard, underhand, into his stomach. It makes an odd squelch and goes in deep.


The solidity of the sensation is shocking. I somehow imagined stabbing someone being softer, squishier. This was like cutting garlic holes into a thick slab of meat.


He stares at me in astonishment, then looks down to his stomach, to the two inches of blade and four of handle projecting from it. His expression reads: What the hell, lady? The gun arm drops, his knees buckle, and he crumples to the floor like a marionette, morphing into a viscous puddle on the tiles. The last remaining feature is a disbelieving frown under a gray fedora.


Replaying the dream in my head, it’s just as weird as the first time. I knew with certainty that death was about to take me, but I tried anyway . . . and somehow stopped it. Stopped death. It feels ridiculous to be reading any reality into a dream, but throughout history people have believed in signs like this, and the fact is that I feel different. Maybe this is what faith feels like. I head unsteadily to the kitchen, find some yogurt and peanut butter, and sit. But even after eating I feel the same sense of portent. Maybe I can save my life after all, if I can find the right tool and use it.


The first step to finding a solution is accurately identifying the problem. The second is challenging your assumptions. The immediate problem is clear: how to survive for five or more months. There’s not much to be done there. I have no control over the wait time, which is dictated by the availability of organs in this greater New York City region, relative to how many people need them. And suddenly, there it is—the blind spot I’ve missed.


My listing for transplant is at Empire General Hospital. The five-month wait time is based on their ratio of patients to available organs. But what if there’s another center with different demographics that lead to a shorter expected wait to transplant? Somewhere with more lungs, or fewer patients?


Pushing back from the table, I drag the tubing along the corridor to the guest-room-cum-home-office. I don’t like this room. The small window is bad enough, but Dane’s choice of hunter-green wallpaper and dark-stained bookcase is worse. He thinks it’s elegant. I think it’s one moose head short of a hunting lodge. But I need the computer.


After not much searching, I find a chart listing average time on waiting lists for US lung transplant centers. There aren’t that many of them, and the other ones around New York aren’t any quicker than Empire . . . some noticeably longer. Others have very little experience with lung transplants, which is a tricky procedure; I flag them. But I find a couple of promising targets.


A couple of hours later, I’ve found a great option . . . with a significant downside. Regent Hospital is in a university town called Johnson’s River, about six hundred miles southwest of New York, near the border of Virginia and Tennessee. It has a good track record for lung transplants and plenty of experience. It’s also the only major transplant hospital in the area, so there’s far less competition for donor lungs. Average time to transplant is about one month—a huge advantage over Empire’s. Even better, it’s officially deemed close enough to Empire that I could dual list at both centers, something I hadn’t previously considered. If Regent accepts me, I can stay on Empire’s list too, and get transplanted at whichever hospital offers me lungs first.


The big downside, however: Regent requires patients to live within an hour of their hospital during the whole process, from the first test until about a month after surgery. Possibly longer if there are problems. I’d have to move to Johnson’s River. More than that, every patient must have a caregiver living with them who has no other commitments for the whole duration. No job, and no kids or aging parents needing their attention. And as if this wasn’t difficult enough, the caregiver must be family or a close enough friend that they might as well be. Patients absolutely may not hire someone as their caregiver.


It feels like I was thrown a lifeline only to have it be snatched away. Dane’s current work situation is too pivotal for him to take such a long leave. They’d replace him and phase him out, which we can’t afford; we’re reliant on his income and health insurance. But who else could do it? My only other living family member is my father, whom I haven’t spoken to in years. I could never stand living with him for two months, even if he’d agree. Of course I have some friends, but they all lead busy lives, and most have small children. Even Bonnie takes care of her elderly father.


I stand up and pace to the degree possible in this small space. If the answer isn’t with anyone I know, then—however implausible or unapproved—it will have to be someone else. But is it realistic to try to find a complete stranger for something like this? And would Dane treat it as a rejection if I suggest it?


This time, not wanting to interrupt Bonnie’s major opus, I text.


Found a new angle. Significantly decreases transplant wait time but requires moving six hundred miles away—without Dane. Is that a good idea?


She calls back within two minutes.


“You’re asking for relationship advice from a woman whose marriage exploded like a supernova?”


“Fair point. But it’s a valid question. The shortened wait time could be the key factor in living long enough to get transplanted. But Dane has to stay here. Would it be crazy to hire someone else to come with me and be my caregiver? If all goes well, I’d have to live there for two or three months. But if I suggest it, would Dane feel insulted?”


She thinks about it, then says, “Maybe, but so what? You’ll need a caregiver at some point if you stay home, so you might as well make it count. Dane can’t handle everything already, and it won’t help anyone if you die rather than upset him.”


It’s true, Dane’s exhausted. If he has a couple of months free from taking care of me—especially since I’m only going to get worse—he can recover before helping me posttransplant.


“Agreed,” I nod. “The second problem is Regent’s other rule. They don’t allow hired caregivers, only family and close friends. So we’ll have to finesse that somehow.”


She looks at me reproachfully. “With your outgoing personality and easygoing friendship, you can surely make some new besties in the next few weeks.”


I stare at her for a moment, then we both crack up.


“You know I’d come with you if my father wasn’t so bad,” she says. “But he gets confused even when my brother visits now. I can’t leave him.”


“Of course not,” I reassure her. “I wouldn’t even consider it. I’ll go on a caregiver website and interview some people, maybe even a trained nurse. That could be helpful.”


She hesitates. “Tread lightly with that. It’s a lot to expect a nurse to lie about your relationship. Besides, sometimes nurses read obviously as nurses. That lung place sounds like it might boom the alert for that and ding you.”


“But how else will I find someone? I’m tired of everything being so difficult.”


“Maybe there’s a different way,” she offers. “This could be a sweet gig for a creative type like me. We’re used to a project style of working: When there’s a job, you work as much as it takes, so you can save up for the dead periods. And musicians and actors are used to going where the gig is, which lots of people won’t or can’t do. Creatives almost always need money. If you offered the right price, I bet you’d have some takers. You might even enjoy being around that kind of energy for a change. Think about it.”
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When Dane returns home, dinner is waiting in the form of a hot chicken-and-wine stew from a local bistro. Steam is still rising as we transfer it onto real plates, the smell making me hungry for the tender meat and vegetables, which are easy for me to chew.


We eat in pleasant companionship, and when we’re finished, Dane clears the table. While he’s clanking at the sink, I prepare to tell him about my findings.


“Okay,” he says when he returns. “Tell me whatever it is you have planned. You’ve got your presentation face on.”


I’m thrown for a second. “I don’t have a presentation face. Do I?”


He smiles gently. “Fi, in the past seven years I’ve seen that face many times, usually right before a big pitch, and I’m happy to see it again. What are you going to pitch me?”


It’s good when the people you love know you so well.


“I’ve been talking to Bonnie . . . No, don’t roll your eyes! She challenged me to come up with a creative solution for the long transplant wait, and today I might have found it.”


He’s fully attentive as I tell him the details of Regent’s program: wait time till transplant, track record for both success during surgery and average lifespan afterwards. He knows the stats I’m currently facing at Empire, so he understands that Regent is a comparably good center but with a far shorter wait. Then I tell him the big catch.


“I’ve thought this through every which possible way, but the only solution I’ve found is for me to go there with someone else while you stay here.”


He falls silent. I know how his mind operates: He’s thinking this through. The odds if I stay at Empire versus the fact of being separated. How he would feel if I didn’t go and died in New York waiting for lungs.


Finally he says, “You have to try it. I don’t like the idea of us being apart, especially at this time, but it’s the only thing that makes sense. People do live apart from their families if it brings their loved ones a better life. I’m hiring people now who are doing exactly that. If it increases your chances of survival, a few months is trivial. We’d keep in close touch via video and calls. But I’m concerned about finding the right caregiver. What kind of person would we look for?”


“Regent says their rule against hired caregivers is because it’s such a difficult role. They don’t believe anyone can be relied on to stick around unless they have a personal relationship with the patient. If it’s that rough, we need someone mentally strong and resilient.”


“Physically strong to a degree too,” he adds. “You can’t lift heavy things, and at some point you’ll need physical assistance. Also, where you’re going they’ll have to be able to drive. They have to be plausible as a close friend, and they must be willing and able to leave New York for an uncertain amount of time. Most of all, it’s a round-the-clock job: There’s no such thing as off-shift or guaranteed personal time. Who will take a job like that?”


“I know, it’s like looking for a buff Mary Poppins. But Bonnie had an idea.”


I tell him about her suggestion to look for someone whose life is intrinsically irregular. I’ve no idea what he’s thinking of me going away with someone so unlike most people we know. Does he think it’s a flaky idea? That they’ll be too flaky for the role? His face is blank.


Finally he says: “She’s right, that’s our best bet.”


Then his expressions shifts into a small frown. I wait till he’s ready to tell me.


“I can’t believe I’m even suggesting this, and don’t freak out, but what if this person was a man? The suspicion on your caregiver would be much less if they’re your ‘husband.’ He’s not expected to look like you. The medical people would listen to a husband in a different way than a girlfriend, and . . . I’m embarrassed to say it, but I’d worry less if someone strong would be with you. Would that be too weird?”


I’m surprised, but nothing more. “Fine by me. A roommate is a roommate.”


“Good.” He sounds relieved. “We’ll just have to make the offer attractive enough that whoever we pick is invested in staying with you. And the worst thing that can happen is I come to you, or you come back home.”


Before we go to bed, Dane and I draft an ad to place on the kind of sites our target audience might read. Pulling the covers over me, I feel a small ray of hope in my core. Finally there’s a glimmer of real possibility.
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By Friday I’ve found four promising candidates: a novelist, a poet, a sculptor in clay, and an abstract painter. We schedule the interviews consecutively for Saturday afternoon at our apartment, setting out tea and butter cookies as though for a social event.


The painter is up first. I’d looked up his website and liked his work, so that might be interesting. He shows up in black jeans and a collarless, blindingly white shirt with teeth to match. Tall, sandy-haired, good-looking, and well aware of it. Dane’s face sharpens instantly.


“Take a seat,” Dane says, gesturing. His tone is almost hostile, but the guy doesn’t catch it. “Tell us about your relevant experience.”


“Sure. When I was twelve I helped take care of my sick father after school for three months. I volunteer for the local ambulance corps and I’m CPR certified.”


He flashes me a brilliant smile, which judging from Dane’s expression is the end of his candidacy. I can practically smell the testosterone from my chair.


We chat a few more minutes, then Dane says we’ll let him know and shows him out.


“Sorry,” he tells me, quivering. “This isn’t as easy as it was in my head.”


I’m laughing so hard that I need more oxygen.


“It’s incredibly flattering that you think I’m still sexy enough for this to be an issue, but seriously, don’t worry. There’s only room for one Viking in my life.”


“Thanks. But I hope the next one’s butt-ugly.”


The poet is next, but he’s a no-show and my call goes to voicemail. Two down already, I think with dismay. Please let the next two be good.


The novelist arrives five minutes early. He’s not ugly, just an ordinary guy. Average height or under, in blue jeans and a navy polo. Very dark eyes and hair, cut on the long side. Dane offers him a seat without hostility and asks about his experience.


“As I told Fiona . . .”—he nods to me, pleasantly but with no hint of flirtation—“I took care of my partner for two years through sudden-onset leukemia.”


Dane’s startled. “I’m so sorry. Did she pull through?”


“He died,” the writer, Mason, replies simply. No comment on the gender assumption, no drama; the drama is there in the still-present fact of his loss.


“I was sole caregiver, just as this position calls for,” he continues, “so I understand what I’d be taking on. The job is to do what’s needed, when it’s needed. No matter what. Also, I know how hospitals and doctors work. Insurance companies too. It’s a steep learning curve if you have to start from scratch.”


His voice is a calm, pleasant baritone. There’s no sign of the pain he’s been through, but there’s an obvious question.


“Are you sure you can go through this again?” I ask cautiously.


He smiles lopsidedly, changing instantly from bookish to impish. “No offense, but it’ll be a lot easier without the personal component. I’ll be fine.”


Dane and I share quick glances. So far, so good. “Why do you want this job?” he asks.


“Currently I’m a paralegal, which leaves me little time to work on my novel. I’m thirty-seven years old and tired of stealing odd hours to write when I can, spending half of them getting my head back in the story. This job would be perfect for me, and I’d take the responsibility seriously.”


We talk about the move out of town, and then it’s time to broach the tricky question.


“There’s one other thing we haven’t mentioned,” I say, praying he won’t balk. “The place we’re going to has a strict rule against hired caregivers, so we’d have to present you as something else. As family. How would you feel about being, for those purposes, my husband?”


He leans back with a look of surprised pleasure.


“As a paralegal I probably shouldn’t say this, but as someone who’s had to fight dozens of rules that made sense on paper but not in reality, I’d have no problem at all. In my experience, the people who are loyal aren’t always who you’d think. Being family is no guarantee.”


There’s a brief flash of anger, quickly gone.


“In my view,” he continues, “it’s about personal integrity, and I’d be happy to give you references on that. I keep my word.”


Dane looks at me and nods almost imperceptibly.


“In that case,” I say, “I think this could work very well. Subject to checking those references, we’d like to offer you the position.”


We iron out the details, and when he’s gone, Dane says, “He’s perfect! I can’t believe we found him. Paralegal, so he’s competent and smart. Spot-on experience. And . . .”


“And he’s gay, so you won’t worry.”


He blushes. “Well, there is that. Let’s cancel the final candidate.”
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Mason and I have been spending time together, preparing for the move to Johnson’s River. He gave his law firm notice, found a sublet for his apartment, and will move his belongings to storage when we’re ready to leave. He’s also been studying up on lung transplants . . . and on me. He has both a sharp mind and a good memory, which means I’ll have a backstop and won’t have to absorb all the innumerable details on my own. That’s an unexpected relief.


Our job now is to get knowledgeable and comfortable enough with each other to credibly pass as being married. I’d been nervous about this part, but he’s easy to get along with, even-keeled and comfortable with silences. A good cook too; I’ll probably eat much better once we’re there. He’s also, now that the interview’s over, quite funny. It shows up in unexpected ways, a dry, quirky humor that I enjoy and suspect will make this process easier.


“Okay, muffin,” he begins, sitting across from me at the dining table, “test time.”


He has started calling me different endearments to get us used to the idea of acting close. Most days they make me giggle, especially since he’s so deadpan about it. I wish I could think of something funny to call him.


“How can I be a muffin? I’m getting thinner every day.”


“Your head stays the same size, but your body is smaller. Ergo, muffin.”


“You know what, just start.”


“Cupcake, Eugene here just asked about our first date. Do you remember?”


“How could I forget? You were drunk and kept ogling the girl at the next table.”


He raises his eyebrows. I’m not supposed to ad-lib.


“Fine,” I concede with a smirk.


“I was walking across Eighty-Eighth Street in a massive windstorm, umbrella in one hand, take-out dinner in the other. The wind gusted and I fell, dropping my take-out bag. You helped me up and took me to dinner at a restaurant nearby. Bodrum on Amsterdam, Mediterranean food. You proposed a year later, and we got married on May tenth at your family church in Alton, Illinois, because I don’t have relatives and your church is beautiful.”


“Remember to visualize it so you can tell it slightly differently each time and it sounds real. Stick to the truth wherever possible. Picture your actual wedding dress, and your father walking . . . Shit. Sorry. Your friend Yannis walking you up the aisle.”


“Nice catch, Mata Hari. Let’s move on.”


“Your turn. Meeting my family.”


“Your parents—engineer, accountant—were welcoming from the start, but your sisters were wary because I’m an East Coaster. Kristina came around pretty quickly after we all went hiking, and Annie always follows her lead.”


“Angie, not Annie. Here, look at her photo again.” He pulls it from a pile and slides it across the table. “Doesn’t she look as if Mick Jagger would love her and leave her?”


“Isn’t that most women? But yes, I’ll remember it now.”


“My turn. You’re from Larchmont, New York. Father an entrepreneur, mother a teacher. You have a business degree from Michigan, and before you got sick you worked for a company that advises small businesses. You led a six-person team, so you’re used to being in control and solving problems. Work was important to you, which is why we postponed having kids, and now we can’t, but you’re a doting aunt to my niece and nephews.”


“Correct,” I say. “Now transplant issues. You’d know that if you were my husband.”


“Dane doesn’t,” he says matter-of-factly.


I’m jolted. Was that an insult?


“No offense intended. But seriously, I don’t have to know all that before we arrive.”


“Dane knows the basics.” I’m a little defensive.


“Of course. Well, the biggest problem is getting viable organs. Half of Americans aren’t registered donors. Then because of lungs’ position in the chest, they’re especially susceptible to damage from death-causing accidents . . . and even good lungs deteriorate fast after the donor’s death. So there’s a nontrivial chance of dying before you get one.”


“Who decides who gets one?”


“Allocation is regulated by a government agency called UNOS, the United Network for Organ Sharing. UNOS’s stated goal is to save the maximum number of lives, without regard to other factors. There’s no attempt made to guess who might make best use of the lung by living longest, or who is more deserving. Those things aren’t knowable anyway.”


“Go on,” I say. He twitches a little. We’ve been over this before and he always gets it right, but these details are what might trip us up.


“UNOS allocates lungs on a regional basis to the patient with the highest LAS score—lung allocation score—who is a physical match. First to patients within a 250-mile radius, then 575 miles, then anywhere in the United States. Match meaning the donor matches the patient’s blood type and approximate height, height being a proxy for chest cavity size. The new lungs have to actually fit. All this provided the patient is deemed strong enough to survive the process.”


That’s what makes this the ultimate-stakes game of chance, I think. Too healthy and you won’t be given the transplant, too sick and you die first.


“So there’s no waitlist?”


“There is for kidneys, because people can survive on dialysis. But not for lungs.”


“Good. Mr. Copeland, tell me why you chose Regent?”


“Very funny.” But he’s grinning.


“Sorry, Mr. Wolfwood, why did you choose Regent?”


“Actually, my smarty-pants wife chose it. As the only major transplant center in the area, Regent gets first shot at any lungs for miles around. Plus the population here trends younger and more likely to register as donors—which they can do by just signing their driver’s license, since almost everyone has one.”


“Exactly!” I blurt out, myself again. “Why doesn’t everyone do that? What use do they have for their organs after they’re dead? You know, in lots of countries you’re assumed to be a donor unless you opt out. Nobody’s taking away your choice, but ‘not getting around to it’ doesn’t cost lives!”


He waits me out. He already knows.


“There’s another reason for Regent,” he adds. “But I’m not going to say that to anyone. Motorbiking is big there, which means more road deaths with transplant possibilities.”


“That’s pretty dark.”


He shrugs. “At least they wear helmets, unlike where I’m from, where people regularly splatter themselves against trees unprotected.”


“This is an awful conversation,” I say, squirming at the image. “It’s bad enough just knowing that in order for me to live, someone else has to die. I’m not going to be some ghoul looking at the bright side.”


He turns pensive. “When my partner died, they couldn’t accept his organs because of the cancer. I would have loved to know some part of him was living on. If someone’s dead, that’s the only upside.”


I’m silent. There’s no good response to that.


“Fi, by now I know enough about you and transplant for these purposes. And no one will be surprised if your memory’s fuzzy: You’re sick. Shall we call it done and set a departure date?”


I hesitate. There’s something terrifying about actually pulling the trigger . . . leaving Dane and home, my friends. But the sooner we start, the greater my chances of success. There’s no real reason to wait.


“Yes. Pack your gear and let’s do this.”
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February






I’m waiting in the lobby of my building as Dane and Mason finish loading the last of the gear into the station wagon. It’s tricky trying to load a car anywhere in Manhattan, certainly on West End Avenue at Ninety-Fifth; the car’s scrunched into the rightmost lane, cars honking as they curve around it. Sitting on the plush bench, I’m sheltered from the car fumes and wind, looking at the dark patches of sky and hoping it won’t rain. The back of the wagon is packed beyond sight-line safety with the things two adults might need to start a new, if temporary, life.


I can’t believe we’re actually leaving. The last two weeks have been crammed with logistics. Getting on Regent’s schedule to get tested (which luckily they will cram into two days); servicing the car; and figuring out what to pack for a long stay, so that if Regent accepts me, we can just remain there until it’s all done.


Finally they’re finished. Dane comes inside and walks me to the wagon. We hold each other for a long while, stocking up before the time apart. I grasp tightly . . . then let go. He helps me in, setting the travel-size concentrator between my feet, kisses me once, then steps back.


Mason slides the wheelchair into the final remaining sliver of trunk space and slams the tailgate shut. He leans against the car for a minute, then gets behind the wheel.


“That is one crap-load of stuff,” he says, panting a little. “Thank God I’m good at Tetris. Evidently my youth wasn’t misplaced after all.”


“Thank you. Between the concentrators, oxygen tanks, medical records, and blah blah blah, it looks like everything there is mine.”


“No, my stuff’s there too—mostly books, sure, but a few clothes and maybe some deodorant somewhere.” He turns to me. “We’re doing this, okay? You’ll get your new lungs, and I’ll finally write my novel. It’s a noble quest. Are you ready? Let’s go then.”


As we head south down West End and the building recedes behind us, I have a sudden heart-clutch. Is this a final goodbye? Will I ever see my home, my city, again? As each neighborhood rolls by, I catch the memories that attach, holding them tight. The run-down brownstone where I moved after college, throwing cramped but fun-filled parties with my roommates every February. Carefree days of skimpy skirts and enough energy to work a ten-hour day and still go out for a beer afterwards. “Goodbye, cockroach apartment,” I mutter softly.


Further south is the diner where a group of us hung out on our first road trip sophomore year. We felt so cool with our knockoff purses, ordering celebrity-named sandwiches like the Elvis PBJ. Most of us are still close. “Goodbye, Hudson Diner. Stay greasy for me.”


Lincoln Center. Passing the Metropolitan Opera House is a wrench: My mother took me there once when I was little, to see The Magic Flute. Why didn’t I make time to go again when I lived here? “Goodbye, Queen of the Night; sing high and pretty while I’m gone.” My voice catches.


“Is this some twisted version of Goodnight Moon?” Mason cuts in. “Because your breathing rate’s shooting up. If you want queens and knights, we can watch Camelot.”


“No—Mozart! The Magic Flute.” Then I catch his expression and realize he’s teasing. But I take out the oximeter: He’s right, my pulse rate’s too high.


He glances at me. “Look, this is hard, I get it. You’ve lived here a long time and you’re heading into the complete unknown. It’s natural to be scared. But it doesn’t help to work yourself up and keep telling yourself it’s goodbye. You’ll be back. Let’s just get you healthy. Right?”


I roll my shoulders out and nod. Look forward, not back. Or don’t look at all.


We go into the Lincoln Tunnel and through into New Jersey, and just like that the anxiety is gone. A longtime response to heading out of town bubbles up a good kind of excitement. I’m on a road trip! To somewhere I’ve never been before, embarking on a quest to save my life.


“You know what?” I tell Mason. “Crazy as this seems, I feel happy. Whatever the outcome, after months of being cooped up at home this will be an adventure.”


New Jersey passes by at sixty-five miles an hour. More memories, more pixelated than the Manhattan ones. I haven’t spent much time here and have few memories worth storing.


“I still never think of this as New Jersey,” I say. “It’s supposed to be the Garden State, but this part is big industry—IKEA, Newark airport, Elizabeth’s smokestacks. It doesn’t smell like a garden either, unless the skunks got in. For me the state means lakes, fishing, bike trails. Kayaking and rafting on the Delaware River.”


“Come on, this is iconic Jersey . . . well, this and shopping malls. I’m rather fond of where we are right now. The New Jersey Turnpike: Paul Simon and me, counting the cars and looking for America.”


“You’re joking. What’s to love about this?”


“The rest stop names, for one. In what other context can you find Alexander Hamilton, Thomas Edison, and Joyce Kilmer together? Or Vince Lombardi just up the road from Walt Whitman? I like to imagine them strolling to each other’s gift shops for a chat and some coffee.”


I laugh. “Where do you come up with this stuff?”


But as we shoot past Molly Pitcher, I have an oddball thought of my own. “Mason, if I die, I’d like a rest stop named after me. They need someone like me mixed in with this riffraff.”


His eyebrows rise. “Sort of like the tomb of the unknown common person.”


“Well, no, I want my name on it. But I’d be representing the millions of people who die marginally bravely, but unmemorably, with nothing big and beautiful to mark their passing.”


“Big and beautiful. Like a rest stop on the New Jersey Turnpike?”


“Exactly.”


I lean back and close my eyes. This memory business is tiring, the initial adrenaline wearing off in the face of miles of automobile rear ends ahead. Miles and miles, I think drowsily, Paul Simon playing softly in my head.
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Mason’s hand jostles me awake.


“Time to get up. We’ve been on the road for three hours, and I’m starving. Plus I have to stretch my legs. I thought we’d stop here, in beautiful High Ridge, PA, for gas and food.”


He wrestles the wheelchair and oxygen tank out of the back while I wrestle myself awake, and we stroll-roll along Main Street, USA. It feels so good to be outdoors and in motion that I look at everything: in windows, at buildings, at people, gawking like a toddler in a stroller with nothing to do but watch while someone pushes me around.


When we pass a small, dark shop crammed with old-style curios, I call for Mason to stop. In the window is a glass hummingbird, green with a speckled belly, about five inches tall. I couldn’t feel less like a hummingbird (except for the frequent little sips of food), but I’m lovestruck. What better good luck totem for this endeavor than a symbol of life and energy?


Mason goes inside and buys it, emerging with a bubble-wrapped bundle that he lays gently into the purse hanging on the back of the wheelchair. We find a diner that smells of apple pie, where we order sandwiches and use the restroom, which thankfully is big enough to accommodate my wheelchair. Mason seats us at the checkered-tablecloth table that could have been in any diner in America, while I save mine for the car so as not to slow us down.


Soon we’re back on the road, with nothing but trees, cars, and highway signs around us. Mason enjoys driving in quiet, so it’s very peaceful. After so long in my apartment, the miles of green and open skies feel glorious; I could seriously consider hugging a tree. My cell phone interrupts the mood . . . I grab it quickly, then smile when I see the caller.


“Hi, Yannis.”


“Hey, sweetie! How are you?”


“Pretty good, considering. What’s doing with you?”


“I’m turning older, that’s what. Birthday celebration at Niko’s, with my favorite Greek food—well, everybody’s favorite food, don’t you think? Thursday night at seven. No presents, just be there.”


“It sounds great, but I can’t. For once your timing’s bad.”


“It wasn’t my choice—they don’t make date-changing apps for birth certificates. I looked. Where will you be, anyway?”


“In a university town you’ve never heard of called Johnson’s River, about six hundred miles southwest of New York. Too far to turn back, even for your birthday.”


I hear the sound of an executive chair snapping upright, and Yannis is instantly serious. “What’s happening?”


So I tell him. My lung function has dropped, and I’m heading somewhere where the wait times are much shorter. Doesn’t mean I’ll get it, but it’s worth trying.


He’s uncharacteristically silent for a moment. “So that’s it, then? You’re gone, with no idea if . . . no, when . . . You know what I mean.” His throat sounds tight.


Damn. This is why I didn’t tell people I was leaving: Saying goodbye is bad for morale. Especially when they’re afraid it might be permanent.


“Until I get transplanted, Yannis.”


He coughs. “Well, I’m glad you’re not just running from my party. What’s this place like?”


“Johnson’s River? I’ve never been there, but it’s a college town, so there must be stuff to do. Plus three hours of mandatory physical exercise every day; I’ll be too busy turning into G.I. Jane to check out the bar scene. But if I’m bored, I’ll call so you can cheer me up.”


“We’ll video. Seriously, Fi, I will not forgive you if things start to get bad and you don’t let me know. Just say the word and I’ll find a car and come down there.”


“I will . . . and thank you. This place has a good track record, so I’m pretty optimistic I’ll be back home in a couple of months. Tell you what, plan a fantastic party for me when I get back.”


“You got it. Be safe, honey; we’ll talk again soon.”


For once, this optimism isn’t faked. For the first time since my diagnosis, I see a real possibility of future health. If all goes as planned, in a few months my diseased and scarred lungs will be gone, and in their place will be a new pair of healthy ones. Either that or I’ll be past worrying.


By late evening we reach the Hotel Davide. Thankfully they haven’t given away our connecting rooms, so I can call Mason if I need help. We’re too tired to do anything but order room service and crash, which is fine, because on Monday morning I start another round of tests. I’ll need to be well rested.
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