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Praise for Best Scar Wins


“Best Scar Wins is a fun-to-read, fast-paced adventure you won’t want to put down. Most importantly, it shows that running can save lives. I always say, My best accomplishment is my next one. After reading Matt’s book, I’m inspired to do just that—and so will you!”


– Dave McGillivray, Race Director, the Boston Marathon, and Founder and President, DMSE Sports, Inc.


“Matt’s leadership and his amazing story in this book set a high bar for the rest of us, but his message is universal: You can rise to most any challenge if you approach life with a mix of humility, gratitude, and steely determination. He leads by example, and the results are astonishing.”


– Ned Brooks, Founder, National Kidney Donation Organization


“Matt didn’t have to give his kidney. He chose to. Then he chose to do something even harder. This story is what selflessness and grit look like—rewriting what one human can do. I was there. I saw it. You need to read it.”


– John Bezou, Head Run Coach, Hypoxia Performance, and Racing the Planet Grand Slam Plus Finisher


“In Best Scar Wins, Matt Cavanaugh brilliantly lends a novelist’s voice to his hard-won lessons from a life of military service and elite endurance racing.”


– August Cole, Coauthor, Ghost Fleet




“There are so many deep lessons to be learned from having a successful military career, from the beautiful sport of running, and from opening yourself up (or having say, a doctor do this), and donating a kidney to someone in need.


In each of Matt Cavanaugh’s vulnerable anecdotes, there is the motivation, a story from his military exploits embedded with a lesson transferable to everyone—and not just elite runners, career military folks, or kidney donors, but literally everyone—or a story from one of the four desert races he did to raise awareness about the promise of kidney donation, and perhaps most poignantly, a profound sense of gratitude for being able to give in the spirit of ‘radical generosity.’


Best Scar Wins isn’t about competition, it’s about allowing your scars—be they mental, emotional, or physical—to remind you of where you have been, the wisdom earned, the strength you exuded, and the potential that you have right now to face and endure any battle that awaits. It is also about the ripple effect of radical generosity. One person gives, and we all benefit from it in some way.


This is a necessary read for any human being embarking upon being better, more generous, and more filled with gratitude for the lives we get to live, and the challenges we get to face.”


– Mirna Valerio, Author, A Beautiful Work in Progress
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Foreword


It’s been said that a gift of money is valuable, whilst a gift of time invaluable. But Lieutenant Colonel (retired) Matt Cavanaugh went even further and gave a gift of life. Literally. A body part.


Such charity is unimaginable to most, but to Matt a dutiful calling compelled him to donate a kidney to another.


To whom? A family member? A brother, sister, or perhaps close cousin? That would be the conventional expectation, but Matt is anything but conventional. He gave this vital organ to a complete stranger.


Such selfless acts define people; they become lifetime cornerstones in which one’s identity becomes indelibly fixed. A pinnacle testament of one’s exceptional character.


Matt ascended convention in many more ways than one. Not only did he donate a kidney to a complete stranger, he set out to conquer one of the world’s most daunting endurance events, the 4 Deserts Challenge, post organ donation. In thus attempting he hoped to demonstrate that not only could a person give the gift of life, they could continue living life to its fullest even after doing so.


What follows is an epic tale of discovery, determination, and heroism. Best Scar Wins is a raw and revealing story that obliterates preconceived notions of what is and isn’t possible. Matt takes on an unforgettable journey, one that leaves us awed and uplifted and forever restores our belief in the magnificence of the human spirit.


Dean Karnazes


New York Times Bestselling Author,


Ultramarathon Man: Confessions of an All-Night Runner











Author’s Note


I have attempted, where possible, to present this book in chronological order based on contemporaneous personal notes. However, there are instances where I’ve taken minor liberties with the timeline for narrative consistency. In places I have simplified conversations into single scenes that actually evolved over longer periods of time. This compression is in service to you, the reader, to make the story easier to understand.


With those modest adjustments for clarity—as crazy as this story gets—it is true. The donation, the races, the losses, the win. All of it.


I have the scars to prove it.











Introduction


THE THINGS I CARRIED


You may not see it when you hit rock bottom, but you sure can feel it.


May 3, 2022


Namib Desert, Namibia


It all began when I signed a lethal liability waiver.


“The 4 Deserts Race Series and RacingThePlanet Ultra are 250-kilometer [155-mile] footraces that take place in some of the most extreme and hostile environments in the world. There are medical risks associated with taking part in these races . . . The list below includes some of the risks.”


Then they made us check each block.


“Heat stroke.” Check.


“Dehydration.” Check.


“Kidney failure.” Check.


That last one felt aimed at me. Like they wanted to scare me and my one remaining kidney off. Maybe it should have. Because at this moment—months later, on the third day of RacingThePlanet’s Namib Race—I questioned if I had made a terrible mistake, as I worried my one kidney might fail and I could die.


I also remember thinking while lying on the ground, They’re pulling my shoes off.


One got stuck, and Dudu,1 the Israeli ex–special forces guy, gave it a hard pull. Both it and the stubborn sock finally gave way.


I looked up and recognized Reinhold from Switzerland, who, along with Dudu, had finished just ahead of me. As I moved my lips to say something, a pitcher of water coated my face and obscured my vision. The water was warm, but the air all around me was hotter.
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Dudu pours a pitcher of water on me at the end of Stage 3 in the Namib Race. Look pretty good, don’t I?


I hadn’t felt heat like that since I’d gotten off the plane for my first deployment to Iraq in 2003. “Holy cow, we’ve got fifty-five! Fifty-five Celsius! One hundred thirty-one Fahrenheit!” said Sam Fanshawe, the race director. But she didn’t have to tell me. Like a frog, I was the last to figure out that I was the one in the boiling pot. When I finally realized, everything burned.


I tried to reorient and steady myself, but the heat made me woozy. My hands felt weird, like I’d borrowed someone else’s fingers. My feet tingled and I couldn’t balance myself to stand. I mostly gave in to the commands of the people who took my shoes and soaked me, because at least I wasn’t so far gone that I couldn’t recognize who knew best. My lone objection was to remain upright. They kept trying to lay me on the ground with my back flat and incline my legs. But that legs-above-the-heart position somehow made me even woozier, so I frowned and waved for them to leave me be.


I sat for hours facing that finish line to let my body cool down and my mind catch up.


The Namib Race is run across the Namib Desert in six self-supported stages. The basic race format—for the Namib and each of the 4 Deserts races—is that the first four stages are around twenty-five miles each, then The Long March is roughly fifty miles, and the final stage is about five miles to finish off the week. “Self-supported” means you carry everything you need for the week while running, including food, clothes, gear, sleeping necessities, and water. My too-heavy pack loaded with all my stuff, as much as the extreme heat, was why I was forced to sit and rest for the next several hours on a tarp in the middle of the world’s oldest desert. This was no ordinary race, and it was only the first of the 4 Deserts Grand Slam series.


More runners soon joined my little island of exhaustion. Vicki, a British woman who would later win the women’s division, came in not long after I did. She was one of the toughest, best prepared runners I’d ever met, and I wanted to say something to her, but I still wasn’t able to speak. Part of it was embarrassment, because like many of us out there, I didn’t want to feel like I’d lost control. No matter the heat and heavy pack and hundreds-of-miles-more-to-run situation.


But Vicki helped me rejoin the human race after my silent phase ended. We chatted about everything unrelated to the predicament we found ourselves in. Mostly food, because halfway through race week we were starved, burning thousands and thousands of calories daily, with far less than that to replace what had been lost.


“If we were in a pub, what would you order right now?” Vicki asked.


“Fish and chips. And then again. Then again,” I responded automatically. Her British accent sealed it—all I could think about was salty, vinegar-soaked fries.


“Hey, what happened to your sock?” She noticed my one bare foot.


“Uh . . . I had it when I finished—obviously—and then I guess I lost it. I have no idea how you lose a sock at a race, but I just did.”


We laughed. At least I still had both shoes.


Sam, the race director, came back over to brief those of us who had finished. “We’re shutting down, halting anyone who still hasn’t hit the last checkpoint. From that point on they’ll get a truck ride in and be awarded a standard time for that last section they’ll miss. It’s too hot to race.”


She went on to confirm the measured heat was way over the race’s safe limit (set at 50 degrees Celsius, 122 degrees Fahrenheit).2 One runner, an experienced 4 Deserts competitor, couldn’t pee, an indicator that his kidneys couldn’t function. He withdrew, along with one-fourth of the runners that started the race.
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This heat mattered so much to me now because seven months earlier, against my wife’s wishes, I had donated my left kidney at Walter Reed National Military Medical Center. My donation, which went to a stranger in Seattle, kick-started a chain of transplants that would help another seven recipients, the final kidney going to someone back at Walter Reed.


Those runners that dropped became a sharp reminder of the harsh warning I’d gotten from one of America’s most distinguished kidney doctors.3 He told me not to race because it was too much stress too soon, that my one remaining kidney seven months after the donation was still taking on the functions of two—including filtering dangerous toxins from the blood and maintaining the balance and amount of salt and water in my body—both critical to desert running.


But I went ahead with the race because I wanted to be the first kidney donor to Grand Slam the world’s toughest ultrarunning series.4 I pitched the National Kidney Registry to support me in the attempt, and they green-lit me.


In that moment—sitting in the desert, exhausted and empty—that green light started blinking red.


At this point in the Namib, I had only done three stages of my Grand Slam year’s planned twenty-four. So as bright and hot as that day was, my mind was in the deep dark. I would soon write to my wife that at this point, one of many low points, I felt “dark,” an “intense blend of pain and sadness.”


Maybe taking on this race seven months after surgery was too soon.


And this race was only the beginning. The 4 Deserts Grand Slam includes four events—in the Namib Desert, the Gobi Desert, the Atacama Desert, and across Antarctica—all at least as tough as the Namib. It would total 1,000 kilometers—620 miles—the distance from Sacramento to Salt Lake, New York to Charlotte, Minneapolis to Detroit, or Tallahassee to the Texas state line. All of it with a pack carrying additional weight the rough equivalent of a toddler. Most years prior I had raced only a small fraction of that with nothing but clothes on my back.


Months later and an ocean away, at the end of Stage 3 in the Namib Desert, it all seemed so stupid. Like trying to hike up Mount Everest on a broken leg.


You may not see it when you hit rock bottom, but you sure can feel it. Every doubt you’ve ever had pours into the pit and drowns you.


I shouldn’t have done this, I thought. I’ll have to pull out, and people will say, “Of course he couldn’t make it, he’s only got one kidney, his body couldn’t handle the heat. He’s short, he’s weak, he’s nothing special, another middle-middle-class kid from the middle of Minnesota. He’s average, and average doesn’t cut it in the desert.”


All these and more filled my mind—about the race, about how I’d gotten to Namibia. I didn’t plan on any of this. I’d never done anything this big before. I felt too small to make it come true. It was supposed to be simple. One step, then another, then the next. But on that tarp, it felt like I might not have another step left in me.
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I lost faith for a moment, but I still had all the things I carried.


The Namib Race required thirty-seven items, all inspectable pre-race and then again at any time during race week. They included:


A backpack. Waterproof bag. Sleeping bag. Headlamp. Red-flashing light. Multi-tool. Whistle. Mirror. Survival bivvy bag. Compass. Eating utensil. Two ounces of sunscreen. Lip balm (with sunscreen). Blister kit. Compression bandage. Medication (painkillers and for allergies). Safety pins. Alcohol gel (for cleaning hands, two ounces). Toilet paper. Running shoes. Socks. Tights/shorts. Run shirt. Warm long-sleeve top. Waterproof jacket. Rain poncho. Cap with neck cover. Warm hat. Gloves. Sunglasses. Nationality patches. RacingThePlanet patches. Hydration system. Electrolytes/salt tablets. Face masks. Pre-race meals for camp. Minimum of 14,000 calories for seven days.


We were, of course, permitted to bring additional items for comfort, like a pad to sleep on and a player for music. Those added weight, but I brought them anyway.


All these items were important. But they weren’t all I carried. I spent twenty-five years wearing a uniform, mostly as an award-winning military strategist and West Point professor, and along the way I picked up several slogans and sayings that were crucial to reaching so many finish lines. Many were there, planted in my head, as if from birth. They’d come naturally to mind, automatic like breathing. But others I had to think about, hold tight to—mantras and mottos for the toughest days. There were ten in all.


Along the way, on the hard road, another was born. The eleventh, an answer to the question about my kidney donation and races I’ve recited many times for many different people: “Matt, how did you do it?”


Three words explain everything: Best scar wins.


When I had nothing else left, I looked inside and I found more than simple strength in my scars—I found a superpower, a renewable resource waiting to be tapped. What’s more, we all have scars, visible and invisible, and if we learn to see them differently, we can become more than we were before. Like most people, I am neither inherently great nor good. But in this tough year of racing I brought with me a compass (those ten insights) and locked on a North Star (best scar wins) that helped me find my way to a better place and a better me.


I want to pull these magnificent eleven out of my rucksack and put them into yours. I want to give them life, make them real, so they stick in your mind just as they’ve gotten glued into mine. In the chapters ahead, join me for races across seven months and four continents, weaving through challenges and checkpoints, and every so often we’ll cross a chapter’s finish line. Then we’ll pause and reflect and do what the indomitable Sir Winston Churchill did during the second World War. He would affix a red sticker with the words “ACTION THIS DAY” to his most urgent, must-do tasks. Those that must be accomplished (Now!) to move the great effort forward. In the same spirit, you’ll draw lessons for actions this day to move your own great effort forward as well.


Because as bad as moments in the Namib went, I couldn’t see then what I see now. That as awful as things would look, as far gone as I got, I could always reach in my rucksack for one of these lessons to solve one problem, then another, then the next. That was the way I worked through the hardest challenges I’ve ever encountered. One step at a time, each one guided by every lesson and experience, slogan and saying I picked up from my military career.


Each one of these unlocked another gear inside that got me up again and again and again, to find my own hidden Hercules when failure had its hot breath on my neck. This book puts these lessons up like ornaments on a tree—for you and others to pull down and put into practice.


Beyond teachable moments, I also didn’t know what exceptional character—and characters—I’d get to meet during a global race spanning four continents. An incredibly tall, perpetually smiling former Polish Ninja Warrior competitor. A full-chest-tattooed ex-soldier from Great Britain who’d recently rowed alone across the Atlantic Ocean for 111 days. A speed demon nicknamed “Bilbo Baggins.” A one-armed Norwegian woman who transformed a life of drug addiction into one of desert racing. An airline pilot and adventurer from Alaska who looked back from her cockpit to hear her flight attendant mention she needed a kidney, and then she gave her one of her own. A blind Brazilian runner who covered terrible terrain as well as any sighted person. The people I met at the 4 Deserts breathed oxygen into the cliché that truth really is stranger than fiction.


With these lessons and people, in mind and heart, somehow, over the seven months (214 days—yes, I counted) of my 4 Deserts Grand Slam year, I encountered a maelstrom of maladies, misadventures, and mistakes: back-to-back cancelled international flights, a sandstorm, packs of pissedoff wild dogs, hailstorms, zero-visibility fog, a busted water bottle in oven-like desert heat, a terrible “Drake shake” crossing the world’s worst sea to Antarctica, athletic tape that ripped flesh from my upper back, painful physical therapy, and far too many lost toenails to count.


And yet.


I made it. Across 1,000 kilometers of sand, mud, rock, and ice, I made it. With my fingernails at times, on all fours at times, always with one kidney.


Some will read my single kidney as a handicap. As in, “Wow, you did that despite having only one kidney.”


It’s the other way around. I did it because I have one kidney. Sometimes human greatness grows from human goodness.
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So, after even more hours on that tarp in the Namib, the sun started to hang low. The heat dropped a bit. I finally stood up.


I scanned and saw my friend John Bezou. We nodded to one another. Both US Army veterans, we didn’t even really have to say what we were both thinking: Embrace the suck.


I spotted my tent and bent down to pick up my pack. I saw something black peek out from under the tarp’s edge.


My missing sock.


I picked it up, stepped off the tarp, and got ready for Stage 4.







1A common Israeli nickname for “Daniel.”


2It’s a reasonable policy. “The physical consequences of competing in hot weather can range from cramps and dizziness to sudden death. Exertional heat stroke (EHS) occurs when a body overheats during strenuous activity and can lead to seizures and organ failure. The mortality rate for people hospitalized with EHS hovers around 15%; untreated it may be 80%.” See “Hotter, harder, deadlier,” The Economist (Sept. 14, 2024), 51.


3A nephrologist, in medical speak. Another transplant professional would later write, “I would have argued with you and adamantly told you not to race. The distance alone gives me pause but the heat of the desert is dangerous [for a recent kidney donor].”


4Kidney donors (and interested parties) ought to discuss return-to-exercise protocols with their medical providers.











Chapter One


THAT OTHERS MAY LIVE


One gift catalyzes many.


March 1, 2021


Manitou Springs, Colorado


Hi, I’m Lieutenant Colonel Matt Cavanaugh. I’d like to donate my kidney.”


A weird way to start a call. The enlisted soldier on the other end of the phone was confused. Not by what I’d said, but that in an organization full of checklists—Walter Reed National Military Medical Center—she didn’t have one for this.


“I’m sorry, sir. I’ll ask around. Someone will get back to you.” The call went dead in under a minute.


In retrospect, it must have seemed like a prank. Why would a healthy officer want to give away a kidney?


But that’s exactly why I had called. While I’d heard about living kidney donation long ago, I’d put a pin in the idea for many years. Then multiple converging personal reasons collided with the enormous number of Americans dying during the pandemic—death on a scale I just couldn’t stomach—and on a slow work day I looked up the Army regulation on kidney donation. The bureaucratic document led me to a phone number for the transplant center at Walter Reed. So I lobbed them a call. The quick hang-up didn’t give me much confidence in a callback.


A couple days later, early in the morning, Vilda did call. The head transplant nurse coordinator at Walter Reed rang me as I pulled on my shoes for my morning run.


I didn’t recognize the number but picked up anyway.


A woman asked, “Is this Lieutenant Colonel Matthew Cavanaugh?”


“Speaking,” I said.


“So you want to give away a kidney?” she said in a distinctly Caribbean accent.


What followed was a strangely straightforward talk about handing over a vital organ. I thought, Huh, this actually doesn’t sound so bad. Why not? Maybe I can fit this into September.


We talked about it like scheduling a dental cleaning. By the time the call ended, I said I’d think about it and would be in touch soon.


My next thought was to tell Rachel.
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Meeting her was all a glorious mistake.


In early 2009 I had gotten good enough at running that I was the All-Army Cross Country team’s last pick for the National and Armed Force Cross Country Championships in Maryland. A young woman on my team told me she thought I’d be great for a friend of hers and asked me to message someone named Rachel on social media. (The “mistake” part: We later learned this teammate had never actually met Rachel, she only indirectly knew of her through Rachel’s half sister.)


The little I knew was that Rachel lived in the Bay Area and was a principal dancer with the San Francisco Ballet, a high-level rank in the ballet world. I was nervous and thought it was more than a little odd to reach out to her that way, but I fired off the message anyway. Why not? I was moving a lot, focused on my military career, and didn’t think much would come from a random referral to someone in San Fran.


Rachel wrote back a few days later, mentioned that she was definitely not single, was “working some things out with someone,” and didn’t want to lead me on. I told her “no worries,” that I was “terribly fascinated” by her job, and, oh by the way, did she “know how intimidating it is to us guys that you’re a ballerina?”


We wrote back and forth for a couple months, learning a little more and more about one another with each message.


At the same time, on a parallel track, a friend of mine at the military school I attended said she was going to visit San Francisco with some college friends. Having nothing to do that weekend, I said I’d tag along, that it sounded like fun. After I booked the flight, not wanting to impose or be weird, I told Rachel about my travel plans and wrote that “it would be nice to have a cup of coffee or something—actually meet you.” She said yes.


The serendipity was stronger than we knew. My friend was going to visit a “college friend” who—unbeknownst to us—turned out to be Rachel’s half sister (the very same one who had suggested that Rachel was single in the first place months before). So the group I intended to get together with was already to include Rachel.


Rachel and I had that coffee, with her half sister in tow (just in case I turned out to be a wacko, which, thankfully, I am not). Then we three walked to Mission Dolores, a gorgeous Spanish-era landmark in San Francisco. I had a camera with me, and my lens always seemed drawn to Rachel. I couldn’t take my eyes off her then or the rest of the weekend.


It was somewhere between a juvenile crush and mature love. Probably both. I could see the contrasts from the start. Ballet left her balanced between a powerful athlete and a delicate soul. I was rougher at the edges; she was refined. I was a runner, violence in motion; she was elegant in movement. She was a garden rose; I was scrub oak. Beauty meets Beast. I hoped she’d overlook the underwhelming go-cart of a rental car I first picked her up in (at the time, she drove a sports car).


When Rachel offered me a ride back to Oakland Airport, I had to say something, even if I couldn’t say the something I really wanted to say.


So I half went for it: “Rachel, this was really, really great. I had a lot of fun, and I want you to know that, if things were different, I would have liked to have asked you out on a real date.”


We kept talking after that weekend. We moved from episodic messages to daily calls. A few weeks later I had to leave one military school in Arizona for another in Pennsylvania with ten days in between. I told Rachel that if we were going to see one another again, now would be the best time. She said yes, and I booked a ticket to fly back.


We dated, intensely, over the next days and weeks, compressed because we were both at major hinge points in life. Rachel was leaving the San Francisco Ballet; I was going school-to-school mid-military career.


In the Bay Area, we made the most of our limited time together. We held hands and walked Muir Woods, shared plates and private thoughts at Chez Panisse. When I made her laugh at dinner, she smiled, and I could’ve lived a full and content existence in her dimple. I wrote in my journal at the time “it was an amazing, life-changing week with Rachel.” Heels above head.


We both felt the spark, and after a few months of talking and dating we’d danced around the subject enough that I drafted wedding vows, bought a ring, and—since she’d moved from the Bay Area to stay with family in Salt Lake City to figure out what would come next after the San Francisco Ballet—I flew to Utah see her for her birthday. I learned on arrival that she’d surprised me with a weekend at the Sundance Resort. When we got to our cabin, Rachel opened the door to the balcony and walked onto the deck. I followed.


“Your birthday gift,” I said, as I handed her the Tiffany box wrapped in paper with my handwritten wedding vows on one side. As she read them, and approached the end, I dropped to one knee.


“Rachel, I love you with all my heart. Will you marry me?”


She said yes. It was the happiest moment of my life, and only the thirteenth day we’d spent in one another’s physical presence. One month later, in July 2009, we went to a courthouse in Pennsylvania and were married. Our first daughter, Grace, came in 2011, and then another girl, Georgie, in 2014.
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On one of those first dates in 2009, Rachel and I discussed the possibility of my donating a kidney. I told her then I might want to do it someday, and she had said, OK, sure—likely figuring it wouldn’t come up again. We hadn’t talked about it over the next dozen years, and then suddenly I resurrected the idea in early 2021.


We were on our house’s elevated front porch, girls in the yard below us. “Honey, you remember I told you about donating a kidney?” I asked.


“Yeah . . . wait, you mean the thing you said you might want to do someday?” Rachel responded.


“I called the military hospital near DC, Walter Reed, about it, and I want to start the process. I don’t know if I’d be cleared to donate, but I’d like to see if it’s a possibility.”


Rachel shrugged. She said, “Okay,” paused, and then, “I know it’s important to you. Why not.”


We left it at that. Her body language betrayed a small shock, but considering the stage of life we were in—healthy, financially secure—I thought it was as good a time as any. I was fast approaching my military retirement in the next two years, and this felt like a final act of service before taking off the uniform for good.


The next day I searched the internet and found a recent kidney donor, athlete, and fellow West Point graduate four years my senior. Dave was a mountain climber and about to attempt the Seven Summits.5 I figured if this guy could donate a kidney (in addition to part of his liver) and then go on to tackle big, bold adventures like the Seven Summits, then I could too. We spoke, and after I hung up the phone with him I thought, I’m in. I emailed Vilda and told her to start the paperwork.


There wasn’t much to do for a while, outside of a hospital blood draw in late April. The pandemic was still on, and due to virus restrictions, hospital visits were rare. When I got home from my blood draw, Rachel and I had our first serious talk about whether I’d give away my kidney.


It went poorly.


It was as if, without exchanging many words on the subject, we had drifted to a bad place on sheer momentum.


“So you’ve already decided,” Rachel said, challenging the step-by-step nature of the process. She pointed out that I was just going along from one appointment to the next as if it were all certain.


“I’m just doing what they tell me,” I said defensively. “If I don’t do these things, I won’t be able to find out if I’m even able to go through with it.” I tried to leave open the chance I might not be eligible, which we both knew was unlikely.


“What if something happens? It’s not just you at risk. It’s us. All of us.”


She was right. I couldn’t refute that. If something went wrong, it wouldn’t be like a sniper’s bullet that hit me and only me. It’d be a bomb spraying shrapnel on her and the girls too. I didn’t know how to respond.


“Look, why should we argue about something that might be moot, might not even happen? If the tests find me good to go, then let’s talk about it for real. But let’s not fight over this, not now.” We ended at a stalemate. It was just too hard, so we punted.


Vilda scheduled my physical for June 1 and 2. In the interim I did a few over-the-phone medical appointments, including with a psychologist and social worker. It turns out the medical profession asks a few extra questions when someone wants to donate a kidney to someone they’ve never met.


The social worker called while I was driving to work. I pulled over, parked the car, and spent an hour answering questions about life, work, my background, and: Why this? Why now? After talking around it for some time, he asked point-blank: “Why do you want to donate a kidney to a stranger?”


Earlier that week I had written a list of reasons why to donate and why not to go ahead with it. I gulped and just let it all out.


Look, with a relatively low risk to myself, I get to save someone’s life. I see that as a natural extension of my military career, which is that for my entire adult life I’ve been conditioned to risk and self-sacrifice for some greater good. For something more than myself. For others. That’s why I’ve stayed in the Army as long as I have, and this is who I am now.


While I blurted it all out, I could still picture the medic who patched me up from a bad scrape during Cadet Basic Training at West Point. He’d been a US Air Force pararescuer before the Army, and he asked cadets to recite the pararescue motto on entry to his aid station: “That others may live.”


But I wasn’t only trying to live up to some military motto, however beautiful I thought it was. It was more that I was acutely aware that I’d tried and failed so many times to be of use to others. And I was fed up with what I couldn’t do. I needed to find something I could do. Something that would work. Something good.


Kidney donation seemed like that good thing. The impact is usually immediate, undeniable, complete.


I acknowledged my worries about my family to the social worker. By far my only hesitation came from the risk to Rachel, Grace, and Georgie. It hurt to think that this might hurt them. But when I balanced that low probability potential against pulling someone out of true misery, even if a stranger to us, I was swayed to go forward. I told the social worker I had faith that, because Rachel was an exceptional mother—if the worst happened—I knew she’d find a great life for her and the girls after I was gone.


“Sorry to go on for so long.” I apologized for speechifying.


“Wow,” he said. “That is the most thoughtful response to that question I’ve ever heard, and I’ve been doing this for twenty-five years.” It heartened me exactly when I needed it.


On May 31, I flew from Colorado Springs to Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport near Washington, DC.


The next morning, at 5 AM, I was awake and starving, but Vilda had warned me to skip food for all the lab work to come. After a short ride, the bus dropped me in front of the main hospital building. At 6:50 AM, I found Vilda at the front of the nephrology department.


“Matthew?” she said. We had never met in person. I smiled when I heard that familiar Caribbean accent, and I said, “Good morning, Vilda.” She invited me back into an office.


She got straight to the point. She listed drawbacks, potential consequences from the surgical procedure, and then looked me right in the eye and asked: “Are you certain you want to do this?”


“Yes,” I said.


We talked more about the tests to come. In eight years of testing, she had found two people who learned they had only one kidney to begin with and were therefore ineligible to donate. This fact—that many people are born with a single kidney, one in every few thousand—reinforced for me the idea that we can get along fine with just one kidney.


Vilda handed me a light-blue twenty-four-hour blood pressure monitor that I slid over my upper arm and walked me down to the lab for a blood test. I also picked up an orange milk-jug-sized bottle to collect my urine for the next day (to gauge total output volume).


Not long after, while I waited in front of the lab, I overheard two nurses talking about a little girl—she was right across the waiting area from me—who had just gotten a kidney from a living donor. Seeing a transplant recipient my own daughter’s age hit like a stick to the heart. This was real.


But the approval process was strange. By 8 AM they had already taken twenty-three tiny vials of blood from my arm, I had sucked down a ten-ounce sugary, orange glucose drink, and watched a nineties-era video with an over-the-top, thick-accented, mustachioed older Italian guy who explained the basics of a “laparoscopic live donor nephrectomy.”


From then on, rapid-fire tests: radiology and a chest X-ray, back to the lab for more blood work, cardiology for an EKG. In the process I learned how difficult wearing this twenty-four-hour blood pressure cuff was going to be.


It would fire every twenty minutes without warning. I would walk up to a desk where I needed a medical test. Someone would slide me a piece of paper. Then my blood pressure cuff would go off, seize up, force my arm to fully straighten out, rendering it useless. I became the intermittent one-armed man.


It got worse. I had to poop. I went to the bathroom, but when I sat down, I had to hold my orange jug with one hand between my knees in front of the toilet bowl and then use the other hand to aim my urine into the jug’s quarter-sized hole. Midstream, the blood pressure cuff fired, and I had a millisecond to switch both the orange jug and my penis into one hand to keep the urine flowing into the jug (while my cuffed arm froze straight). Then “number two” came, along with lots of sweat. Miraculously, I caught everything that needed catching and let fly everything that needed flying. It easily made my top-ten Ridiculous Moments list (though not as high as you’d hope).


Next I had to climb into a giant metal donut (aka a CT scanner).


“Pants down, arms up. Keep that cuff out of the machine,” the tech directed.


“I don’t think I can all the way. My arms aren’t that flexible,” I said.


“Do your best. And heads up, when the dye goes in, you’ll get a metallic taste and feel like peeing your pants. Try not to.”


“Wait, huh?” But by then the giant donut woke up, got noisy, and flashed disco spurts of green, blue, purple, and yellow.


The dye injected into my IV line, which shot a warm sensation into me. I got the metallic taste (check, I thought) and felt like wetting my pants (check). Thankfully, I did not.


For lunch I wandered into the cafeteria. I took a tray and, again, out of total terror for the one-armed-man thing, put my partially full orange urine jug atop the tray in an effort to stabilize both the jug and the tray simultaneously. The employee at the counter looked at me, apparently not fazed at all by my jug, though he had to know what it was for, and asked, “Is that all?” referring to the food on the other half of the tray.


I paid and walked to an empty table.


Loneliness set in. I was done with the pre-spaceflight-level physical tests for the day, and all I had left to do was let the blood pressure cuff do its work and fill my urine jug. Just wait and think and shoot straight.


I did good. By the next morning at 8 AM, I turned in my orange jug with 2.1 liters of urine. Nearly five pounds of pale-yellow ale in twenty-four hours! I gave it to the basement lab guy, who grinned his approval.


Then Vilda and I met near the nephrology department, in the lobby where we’d seen the little girl kidney recipient.


“You’re approved. You can donate,” she told me.


“Wow, seriously?” I asked. “I guess this means my kidney’s pretty hot, huh?”


“Ten out of ten, Matt, your kidney’s a ten.”


“So you think I’m beautiful on the inside?” I joked, thinking momentarily about my genetic lottery-winning combo of Tom Cruise’s height and an Owen Wilsonesque nose.


Then I went serious and told her, “I want to set up a chain.”


In the last couple decades, many transplant hospitals, connected by nonprofits, have applied math and logistics to maximize each kidney donation’s benefits in what’s known as a “chain donation.” For example, it’s common that someone wants to donate to a family member in need, but they are not suited to donate to them. Chain donations address that. Say Adam (type A blood) needs a kidney; his wife wants to donate but is type B. Otto (type O) also needs a kidney; his wife is type A.6 In cases like these, a chain of donations can help everybody. An altruistic donor with type O comes along and donates to Otto, and in exchange, Otto’s wife donates to Adam, whose loved one in turn donates, and so on. The better the match, the longer the transplanted kidney likely lasts. These chains can play out over months and have resulted in as many as nearly three dozen transplants in a single sequence. One gift catalyzes many.
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