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To my mother.

And to the person who gave us the gift of life.

We are forever grateful.
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My Waiting Room

BRAINS ARE WEIRD, RIGHT?

I can be sitting here in seat 25A of this airplane, surrounded by strangers and my mom, and if I close my eyes, I can be transported to a totally different place.

In a split second I can go somewhere breathtaking, like the top of the world’s tallest mountain. Or the sandy, sunburnt valley of the hottest desert. Or … Buffalo, New York! Where my favorite restaurant of all time serves the world’s best broccoli cheddar soup bread bowl. Brains even allow you to go to each amazing spot all at once. I can see myself now, up on top of the tallest mountain … overlooking the planet’s hottest desert … lounging in a hot-tub sized bread bowl.

Okay, okay, the soup part would be gross, but you get the idea.

The truth is, even though my brain could take me magical places, it spends most of its time in one place. I call it My Waiting Room.

Welcome.

I come here whenever I’m feeling not-quite-bored and not-quite-lonely and not-quite-sad. It’s the place my imagination carries me to whenever I’m feeling … “in between,” which is a lot these days.

Now that you’re here with me, let me show you around.

In many ways My Waiting Room is just like one you’d find in every other hospital: It has the same vending machines filled with old candy nobody ever buys, the same uncomfortable chairs that constantly wobble, and the same stacks of old magazines. Oh, and there’s a TV that never plays anything good.

There are also two doors.

Behind one door is a miracle. And behind the other door is a disaster.

A disastrous disaster.

That’s the crummy thing about hospital waiting rooms: you’re only ever in them to see which type of news you’re about to get. Either way your life is going to be changed forever. My job is to wait.

And wait.

And wait.

     And waaaiiittt.

And let me tell you, it’s not easy to wait to see if your mom is going to live or die.

I feel my ears begin to adjust to a change in pressure, so I open my eyes. I’m back in seat 25A, flying from Buffalo to Miami. Like I said, brains are weird.









Next Destination

“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, WE ARE BEGINNING OUR FINAL DESCENT.”

My stomach lurches looking out the window as we make a wide turn over the glimmering ocean. Swamps and houses and swimming pools grow closer until I can almost make out the ant-size people lounging around them.

“Local time in Miami is 7:52 p.m. on this first day of June, with a temperature of eighty-eight degrees. Now we know y’all can choose anyone to fly with, so from everyone on the flight crew—”

“Thank you for flying with us, and we’ll see you next time,” I say along with the pilot.

I’ve pretty much got the whole boarding and deboarding routine memorized start to finish. Sometimes the flight crew will give suggestions about where to go in your new destination, too. In Buffalo, they tell you the best places to order chicken wings. In Seattle, it’s the best place to get a fresh fish thrown at you really, really hard. Everything else stays the same, though.

My mom nudges me with her elbow. She points out the window at the beach below. It looks just like the pictures I’ve seen on my mapping app—a road of sand and sunshine that runs the length of Florida, blue water practically lapping at its shoreline. I can almost see the sunburns and drinks with frilly umbrellas.

“Is that mini-golf course you worked at down there somewhere?” I ask, peering down at the road dotted with beaches.

“Oh, I think they tore that down a while ago. I bet it’s a restaurant or a doctor’s office now,” she replies, leaning back into her seat. “Those summers were the best. Me and Dom would spend twenty bucks on arcade games trying to win fake sunglasses. We called them Roy-Bons,” Mom says with a chuckle.

The plane makes a sharp turn and my stomach drops.

“And who exactly is Dom again?” I say, turning to her. “I usually like to know a guy before hopping in his van. Can never be too careful.”

Mom laughs, pulling her hair to one side.

“You’ll love him. We grew up together here in Sugarland.”

The landing gear unfolds and the plane touches down with a few soft bounces. This is officially the fourth city we’ve been to since my tenth birthday, the day it all started.

We were in Chicago when we rushed to the hospital in the back of an ambulance, my ice cream cake still in the freezer. It was the first time I saw her like that, scared and surrounded by wires and machines. From Chicago we went to Seattle, then Minneapolis for, like, three months. And finally to Buffalo, for most of last year, which was actually cool. Mom and I both made friends there, which made it harder to leave.

Each new place is exactly the same, with new doctors and surgeons and hospital officials saying they have got the answer to all our problems. Well, my mom’s problems. I’m just along for the ride.

They’ve always got the best doctors or the newest hospitals or most cutting-edge treatments. Only none of them have worked. After all this moving around, we’re still no closer to a cure. So far, we only have a diagnosis: dilated cardiomyopathy. (It took a while to learn how to spell it.)

Basically, it’s where somebody’s heart gets very sick and can barely do what it needs to do to keep them alive. Then, when it’s too tired, it starts beating out of control. Like, so out of control that it could kill you.

The only way to stop that is to blast somebody in the chest with those paddles you see on TV shows. My mom has a device inside of her that does the blasting, so she doesn’t need somebody standing around shouting “clear!”

But the doctors down here in Florida? They say they’ve got an answer. They say that since her heart is failing, she needs a new one—a transplant—and that it’s our only option left.

This time I might believe them. Because if a new heart won’t fix my mom, I don’t know what will.

Mom says once we leave here, and she’s all better, we can finally go home—whichever home we want that to be. (I want it to be Buffalo.)

“Here we go, G,” says Mom as the airplane crawls to a stop on the runway. “It all happens for a reason.”

I slip my hand into my mom’s and squeeze it.









Half the Battle

I KNOW WHAT YOU’RE THINKING. YOU’RE THINKING THAT IT STINKS TO move around a lot. And it stinks to leave your friends behind. And it stinks to have a mom who’s sick. You might even be saying, “Wow, Graham, does your life always stink?”

And, I don’t know, maybe you’re right?

But if you tell my mom that her life stinks, she’ll just tell you: “It all happens for a reason.”

Like most coaches for professional sports, my mom believes in the power of a good saying. A motto. A mantra. So that’s why she’ll say “it all happens for a reason” roughly three hundred billion times a day.

Her doctors have their own sayings, like “hang in there, slugger” and “being positive is half the battle.”

But sometimes I want to scream: “What about the other half?”

I know what happens on the other half of the battle, and I can tell you no one has any sayings over there.

Anyways.

I’m trying to stay positive. I promise.









Welcome to Sugarland

“IT’S GOING TO WORK THIS TIME, GRAHAMY,” SHE TELLS ME AS THE SEATBELT light turns off with a ding. Everyone around us stands up, reaching for carry-on items and picking their wedgies.

I nod. Just the thought of somebody cutting into me and, like, replacing my pinkie nail gives me chills. But a heart?

“Remember that afternoon in Seattle, when we first left the hospital?” Mom asks.

“When there was basically a monsoon out of nowhere and we had to walk half a mile to our car?” I reply.

“Exactly. And we started to run, and we were soaked and cold. But then we just started laughing,” she says with a smile. “And we jumped in every puddle we saw.”

“And then that Golden Eagle swooped right over us and landed on the roof of our car!” I say, the memory coming back vividly. “If my phone wasn’t totally soaked, I would’ve had the best photo ever. I can still remember the sparkling gold flecks in its brown eyes.”

“Seeing what others don’t. Your superpower.” Mom chuckles.

Not to brag, but I’m pretty good at noticing little details that might slip past other people. Like when a pet dog looks exactly like their owner, or when somebody doesn’t remember words to a song and tries to mumble along without someone else hearing (I always do). This weirdly helps in getting photos of birds, too.

My mom loves, and I mean LOVES, bird-watching. She never takes their pictures, though, no matter how rare the bird. She believes birds are, like, spirits who have passed away, and each one is coming to say hello. She never wants to scare them off. Some real mom stuff, if you ask me.

We step into the crowded airplane aisle and shuffle forward. “That day in Seattle is a good reminder, G, that sometimes when life is nothing but puddles, you—”

“End up with a bird of prey on top of your sedan?” I joke. And I don’t know why, but this makes us both crack up. And once we start, it’s hard to stop. My mom is really good at that. The flight attendant smiles at us as we pass. Her nametag says Lindsay—same as my mom’s name.

“Did you see that? It all happens—”

“Mom, you’re reaching your limit for the day,” I say as we step off the plane.

“—for a reason.” Mom smiles. The humidity surrounds us like the hot breath from a dog. “Welcome to Sugarland.”
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