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The Transplant
By Kevin Saito

	 

	“You look like a man who could either use a friend or another drink,” she purred.

	Micah Crosby drained the last of the scotch and set it down on the polished oak bar in front of him. He didn’t look up as he tapped the rim of his glass.

	“Hit me,” he said.

	“That bad, huh?”

	He finally raised his gaze and took in the woman behind the bar. She was new—he’d only seen her once or twice in the last couple of weeks or so. She was a tall, shapely redhead who looked like she’d just stepped off the pages of a pinup girl calendar. She had milky white skin, blue eyes, and a killer figure. If he’d been in a different frame of mind, Micah would have done everything in his power to get her to go home with him. She was just his type.

	But in his current state of mind, all Micah wanted to do was get blind drunk, take an Uber home, then pass out. Hopefully in bed. But if he woke up on the floor, so be it. At that point, he didn’t really care.

	“Rough day at the office?” she asked as she poured him another glass of scotch.

	He picked it up and drank half of it. Micah set the glass down and looked up, giving the redhead a small smile.

	“It was actually a good day at work. Won a big trial today,” he said.

	“Ahhh, you’re a lawyer. That explains the odor of burning sulfur in here.”

	Micah chuckled. “Oh sure, you rag on a lawyer until you need one.”

	“Well, considering the fact that I am a good, law-abiding citizen, the odds of me needing a lawyer are pretty slim, to begin with,” she replied. “So, it seems I can rag on you guys to my heart’s content.”

	“Fair enough,” he replied with a slight grin.

	He drained his glass, and she poured him another. “That one’s on me,” she said. “You look like you can use it.”

	Micah raised his glass to her and nodded in appreciation. “Much obliged.”

	She flashed him a grin and scooted down to the end of the bar to see to another customer. Ruby’s had been around forever, and Micah had been coming in since his law school days. With dim lighting, soft jazz playing from the speakers, and everything done in polished oak and brass, Ruby’s was a good, classy place to come for a quiet drink. Everybody was respectful and nobody got in your face. It wasn’t a place for obnoxious frat boys and sorority girls to get hammered and act like idiots. It was a place for grownups and professionals to come for a drink and a conversation.

	“I’m Jasmine, by the way,” she said when she leaned on the bar across from him a couple of minutes later.

	“Micah. Micah Crosby,” he said and slid a card across the bar to her. “Just in case you find yourself running afoul of the law.”

	She picked up the card and smiled. “I’ll keep you in mind for the next time I go on a crime spree.”

	“If you’re nice, I might even cut you a good rate on my services.”

	“My hero,” she replied sardonically. “So, what has you so blue tonight, Micah Crosby?”

	Micah looked down into his glass as if he could find the answers to his problems within the amber liquid. He looked up at Jasmine, a wan smile on his face.

	“Just family problems,” he said.

	“Oh, I know all about those. What flavor family problems do you have?”

	He chuckled ruefully. “The, ‘my father kicked me out of the house almost twenty years ago and just wrote me a letter asking to see me’, flavor.”

	“That’s a pretty crappy flavor.”

	“Tell me about it.”

	Jasmine poured him another drink, then poured herself one as well. She raised her glass to him, and Micah followed suit.

	“And what are we drinking to?” he asked.

	She looked at her glass as if pondering. “To surviving bad families.”

	“I will drink to that,” he said and tapped his glass against hers.

	“So, are you going to do it?” she asked. “Going to go see him?”

	Micah swallowed a bit of his scotch, grimacing as the liquid burned its way down his throat. It was a question he’d been pondering all night and still hadn’t come to a decision. His childhood had been miserable, and his father had been a tyrant. Winston Schyler Crosby had made his life a living hell. So it had almost been a relief when he kicked Micah out—the day after his eighteenth birthday.

	“Honestly, I just don’t know right now,” he said.

	“Well, you didn’t ask for my two cents, but I’d say you should go see him,” she said. “For whatever that’s worth.”

	“I’d say about two cents,” Micah cracked.

	She smiled. “Wiseass.”

	“It’s part of my charm,” he replied. “But what makes you think I should go see him?”

	“It’s selfish, I know, but if my dad were still alive, I’d make a point of going to see him just to tell him what a jerk he is and how miserable he made my life. I would read him the riot act,” she said. “Just because you go see your father doesn’t mean it has to be some emotional, loving reunion. You’re entitled to your feelings. And you might just find a way to heal yourself if you lay it all out and tell him how you really feel.”

	Micah sat back and took another sip of his drink. He hadn’t really thought about it that way before, but Jasmine made a really interesting point. He looked at her and gave the shapely redhead a smile.

	“I take it back,” he said. “Your two cents might be worth an entire dollar.”

	 

	***

	 

	Micah ended up taking her home with him after all. He’d made sure to get her number before she left the next morning and had every intention of calling her when he got back. He thought they’d connected. They had a lot in common, and she was a fun, intelligent conversationalist. He was sure he hadn’t laughed as hard as he did with her in a long time. It was rare for him, but he’d enjoyed every minute he’d spent with her.

	She’d also helped him clarify his thinking. They’d talked more about their horrible upbringings, swapping awful story after awful story. Those sort of commonalities in their stories forged a bond between them, and Micah was looking forward to getting back to town and spending some more time with her. She was fascinating, and Micah was feeling a little smitten with her—something he hadn’t been about anybody in longer than he cared to admit.

	But he had to put all that away for the moment and focus on the task at hand. And that task was confronting his father. Jasmine had convinced him to take the opportunity to lay it all out and tell his father exactly what he thought about him. Tell him just how miserable he’d made life growing up. And how glad Micah was that he hadn’t been in his life for almost twenty years.

	On the drive up to the family estate, Micah had put together a speech in his mind. He’d thought of all the things he was going to say. He scrapped several versions of the speech, winnowing it down, wanting to be concise and precise with his language. He didn’t want to include a lot of extraneous words, or invite a reply from his father. Micah’s plan was to go in, say what he needed to say, then get out again the second he was finished speaking. He had no interest in letting his father get a word in edgewise. That was the plan, and he was going to stick to it come hell or high water.

	As Micah drove through the red brick and wrought iron gates, then down the long driveway, he took a deep breath then let it out. He silently scolded himself for his fluttering heart and belly. He felt stupid for being as intimidated by his father today, at thirty-seven years old, as he did when he was eighteen. He would have thought that time, age, wisdom, and all that garbage would have lessened that. But he was obviously wrong.

	Micah parked in the large circular drive, well away from the front entrance—he remembered that his father always hated it when somebody blocked the front entrance. He laughed softly to himself, amused by the stupid, inconsequential things he remembered. Micah got out of his black Escalade and stood in the driveway, staring at the family estate—a place he’d sworn he’d never set foot in again.

	It was the same as he remembered it. To Micah, it didn’t look like a single thing had changed. With the high peaks and gabled roof, it was gothic in design. Built mainly from red brick with copious amounts of black wrought iron, it had an almost French Quarter feel to it. A wide, deep porch sat just outside the front door, and a matching porch sat on the second floor, both of them covered. Tall white columns stood at the front, giving the place a stately feel.

	Louise, his father’s long-time house manager—a politically correct way of saying his head maid—stood at the top of the stairs looking down at him. Other than a little more gray in her hair—which was, as always, pulled back into a severe bun—and lines etched a little deeper around her eyes and mouth, Louise looked the same as she did when he was a kid. It was remarkable.

	Louise had been with his father since Micah was a kid, and though she’d always been cordial, she was never warm or kind. She’d carried out her duties with a cold, almost mechanical precision. She wasn’t part of the family as some of the maids who’d worked for the families of his friends growing up were. Louise had always drawn that distinction—she was an employee and nothing more.

	Micah had always tried to crack that layer of ice she kept around herself when he was a kid. On some level, he supposed it was because he was always searching for a mother figure since his own had died shortly after he’d been born.

	“Master Micah,” she said, her voice still as distant and robotic as ever.

	“Louise,” he replied with a curt nod of his head as he mounted the steps.

	“It’s lovely to see you again,” she said, her voice sounding as if she actually thought it was anything but lovely to see him again.

	“You as well, Louise,” he replied when he stood beside her on the porch.

	“I’ve been instructed to take you to your father.”

	“How is he doing?”

	She shook her head, her expression darkening slightly. “I’m afraid he’s not well, sir. Not well at all.”

	Micah sighed and immediately started to reword the speech he’d put together in his head. As righteous as his anger was, he wasn’t sure how he felt about tearing into a man on his death bed. Micah wasn’t an overly sentimental man but beating up on somebody who was on their way out just didn’t seem kosher to him.

	They made their way through the warren of hallways, and Micah took it all in. Everything was exactly the same. It was as if everything had been frozen in time. Not that it surprised him all that much. His father had always been averse to change. He liked things how he liked things, and that’s just the way it was—and how things would always remain.

	The interior of the house was done in dark woods and soft earthy tones. It was filled with classical art and dim lighting. It had always reminded Micah more of a museum than a home when he’d lived there. He always had to be careful about everything and wasn’t allowed to touch anything. Displays of exuberance—or what he liked to think of as just being a kid—weren’t tolerated. He was rarely allowed to have friends over, and he wasn’t allowed to go to his friend’s houses very often either.

	On those rare occasions when he was allowed to have his friends in the house, they were confined to his bedroom. But if they got too loud or engaged in any kind of childish horseplay, his friends were made to leave, and Micah spent the rest of the night in his room. The end result was a pretty lonely childhood.

	But he’d overcome it. He’d fought, clawed, and scratched to get to his position in life, and he found a certain satisfaction in it. He had a small but incredibly close-knit group of friends, a rewarding career, and he was carving out a niche in the legal community. He was well respected among his peers. He wasn’t a trust fund kid and had gotten his education by working multiple jobs, financial aid, and scholarship money. And he’d done it all on his own.

	Louise stopped outside the doors of his father’s bedroom suite, gave him a firm nod, then departed. Micah stood where he was for a long moment, listening to the sound of her footsteps ebb, then took a long, steadying breath and let it out slowly. He thought of turning and walking out, leaving his father behind him forever. He could simply wash his hands of it and walk away.

	But Jasmine’s words echoed in his mind, and the desire to express himself and finally tell his father how he felt was overwhelming. He knew if he didn’t do it now, he wouldn’t get another chance. It was now or never.

	His heart racing, Micah reached out and turned the doorknob…

	 

	***

	 

	“You look good. You look like you’re doing well for yourself,” his father said, his voice raspy.

	Micah stood at the foot of his bed, looking down at his father, anger smoldering deep in his breast. His father was once a larger-than-life figure. He had a deep, booming voice and a thick, broad body. He used to be a big man with wide shoulders and a barrel chest. He was a fireplug of a man who often used his size to intimidate people.

	But he had changed over the past twenty years. He was thinner, his dark eyes that used to sparkle malevolently had dimmed, and his hair was more salt than pepper and much thinner than it used to be. He seemed shriveled. Sunken in on himself and much frailer than he used to be. Of course, Micah assumed cancer had a lot to do with that. Cancer and the pure evil that flowed through the man’s veins.

	“I have done well for myself,” Micah asserted. “I’ve done well for myself by myself. Everything I’ve achieved I’ve done on my own.”

	His father’s raspy laugh broke down into a wet coughing fit. He gave himself a moment, then took a drink of water and nodded.

	“Relax, I’m not trying to take credit for your accomplishments,” his father said. “It was just a comment. I’m proud of you, son.”

	Micah scoffed, feeling the anger inside of him bubbling to the surface. He glared at his father balefully, crossing his arms over his chest.

	“Proud of me? That is a hell of a thing for you to say to me,” Micah barked. “What is there for you to be proud of? You kicked me out. Didn’t lift a finger to help me at any point in my life. I succeeded in spite of you.”

	The grin on his face looked almost skeletal. “Did it occur to you that I did you a favor by turning you out?”

	“Did me a favor?” Micah asked. “I have got to hear the justification for a stupid comment like that. So please, go ahead. Explain.”

	His father sat up in the bed, grimacing in pain with the effort. Micah didn’t move to help him. When he’d adjusted his position, his father breathed heavily, taking a moment to gather his strength. He looked at Micah in silence for a long moment.

	“Your friends—kids your age who grew up with everything being handed to them on a silver platter—they’re soft. They don’t appreciate anything,” he said, his voice hoarse. “They don’t ever learn to strive to better themselves. They don’t learn the value of working hard and earning your own way. They don’t learn to ascend to the heights you have, Micah. You have. And I’m proud of you for that. But I don’t think you’d be where you are right now if you didn’t have to earn it your own way.”

	Micah stared at his father with wide eyes and his mouth hanging open for a minute, trying to wrap his head around what he’d just said. Stunned disbelief washed over him, and all he could do was shake his head.

	“So, let me get this straight,” Micah said. “You kicking me out and excommunicating me from the family, cutting me off from everything—that was you doing me a favor? That was you teaching me a lesson about hard work?”

	His father nodded. “Yes. It was. And it apparently worked. From what I’ve read, you’re making a real name for yourself in legal circles. You seem to be well respected by everybody,” he said. “And maybe that’s not the case if you were handed everything in life. Maybe you don’t work as hard or reach as high as you have if you had a trust fund to fall back on.”

	Micah ran a hand through his hair. He was surprised that his father had been keeping up with his career. That was something he wouldn’t have expected. But he was sure his father had included that bit of information to make him feel like he had cut him off for a reason. That he was trying to help him by doing what he’d done. It was a manipulative tactic he recognized—not just because his father used it often but because Micah himself had sometimes used the same when he was working a witness or a client. Sometimes, knowing a stray fact or two about a person can make them feel special, which can help open them up to suggestion. And Micah knew that trick and knew it well. Too well to ever fall for it himself.

	“Unbelievable,” Micah said. “That is truly unbelievable.”

	“I got to where I am by the strength in my back and by the sweat of my brow,” his father said. “I didn’t have a trust fund. I didn’t have a wealthy—”

	“I know, Dad. I heard that rags to riches story five times a day when I was a kid,” he snapped.

	His father stared at him for a moment, obviously annoyed at being interrupted. It was true. His father had started his financial investment company from nothing and built it up into a multi-billion-dollar empire. There was a small piece of Micah that respected his father for what he’d accomplished. But he had no respect for the kind of man he was.

	“Listen,” his father said. “I didn’t ask you to come here to argue.”

	“Then why did you ask me here?”

	His father sighed and slumped back against the pillows. He looked like he was losing steam. He looked tired. The cancer seemed to be doing a number on him. Micah could see the pain he was in, and ghoulish and cruel as it was, there was a small part of him that delighted in seeing it.

	“I wanted to see the man you’d become with my own eyes,” his father said.

	Micah chuckled to himself then held his arms out and turned in a circle. He stopped and lowered his arms again.

	“There you go. Now you’ve seen,” he said.

	“I’m dying, Micah,” his father blurted out.

	“Yeah, I gathered that from your letter.”

	“Believe it or not, I’m beating the cancer. My treatments are working,” he said. “My doctors say my long-term prognosis is good.”

	Micah cocked his head and stared at him, unsure what to make of that. If the cancer treatments were working, what was he dying from? He didn’t understand.

	“The treatments are causing some unforeseen complications,” his father explained. “Specifically, it’s shutting down my kidneys.”

	“So, what are you saying?”

	“I need to ask you if you’d be willing to donate one of your kidneys to me, Micah,” he said. “I need your help.”

	Micah looked at his father, his disbelief overwhelming. After everything his father had done to him, after the misery he’d forced him to grow up in, and the cruelty he’d inflicted upon him, now he was asking Micah for his help? Now he needed something from him? That was rich. So rich, Micah almost wanted to laugh.

	“Will you help me?” his father asked.

	“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Micah replied.

	 

	***

	 

	“Wow, that’s a plot twist I didn’t see coming,” Jasmine said.

	“That makes two of us.”

	Micah walked through the rear grounds of the estate with his phone pressed to his ear, taking in the landscaping that, like everything else in the house, had remained static over the last twenty years. The tall, flowering bushes and trees still lined the grounds. The pond was still stocked with koi, and a Japanese teahouse stood nearby. His father had always had a fascination with the Japanese aesthetic. Not that Micah complained, he thought the art and architecture were all beautiful.

	“So, what are you going to do?” she asked.

	“I have no idea,” he replied. “I mean, that’s a big ask from somebody who cut me off and kicked me out of the house.”

	“It’s definitely bold. I’ll give him that,” she said.

	“That’s my father. He always goes big. Always has and will until the day he dies.”

	“Which could be pretty soon if he doesn’t get your kidney, it sounds like,” she added.

	“Yeah. I guess so.”

	It was strange that after his father had asked, Micah’s first thought was to call Jasmine and talk to her about it. He’d had plenty of girlfriends in his life, but he’d never once had somebody he felt compelled to speak to and share with. He’d never opened up to anybody the way he was opening up to Jasmine. The way he wanted to open up to her. He was a cautious man by nature. He never shared his personal stories with anybody.

	And yet, with Jasmine, he wanted to throw caution to the wind. He wanted to throw open the gates and let her into his innermost thoughts. Micah felt drawn to her in ways that were entirely new to him. It was exhilarating for him, but at the same time, it was terrifying. He’d only just met her. They’d spent one night together. And yet, he already felt closer to her than he had with any other woman he’d ever dated. She was intoxicating. She was like catnip to him.

	“Is it wrong that there’s a piece of me that wants to hear him beg? That wants him to be entirely beholden to me?” Micah asked. “Is it petty and spiteful to want him to get down on his knees and apologize to me for everything he’s ever done and then literally beg me to help him?”

	Jasmine’s laughter was rich and smoky. It was a sound that set his heart fluttering and one he could get used to hearing a lot more of. It made him smile.

	“I think making him get down on his knees might be a little bit of overkill,” she said.

	“Think so?”

	“Yeah, I think so,” she replied. “But asking for an apology and maybe making him beg a little bit might be all right. That doesn’t seem too out of bounds.”

	“You’re such a softy.”

	“Sometimes,” she replied. “I guess I have a soft spot for people who are about to die. But then, if I were in your situation with my own father, I suppose my first instinct would be to make him grovel for a while. Make him sweat it out while I decided whether or not I was going to give him one of my organs.”

	He laughed. “See? You do have a wicked and cruel streak.”

	“Never said I didn’t.”

	“This is very true.”

	There was a pause on the line. Micah stood at the edge of the koi pond watching the large fish, orange, black, and white, silently gliding through the water, weaving around the lily pads and rocks in the water. They were absolutely beautiful, and watching them made him feel a sense of peace.

	“Want my two cents?” she finally asked.

	“Only if it’s the dollar version of your two cents.”

	She laughed softly. “I don’t know if it’ll be worth a full dollar, but it’s probably worth a dime at least.”

	“Let me have it then.”

	“I say you give him what he needs.”

	“And why would I do that?”

	“Because he will be beholden to you for the rest of his life,” she said.

	Micah chuckled softly. “He won’t be, though. He’ll get what he needs, then go back to pretending like I don’t exist. I guarantee it.”

	“And yet despite knowing that, you’re still conflicted.”

	He sighed. “I can’t get something you said out of my head.”

	“Yeah? What’s that?”

	“That no matter what, he’s my father,” Micah said. “And there’s some piece inside of me that knows the guilt I’ll feel if I say no and let him die will be overwhelming. I’ll choke on it.”

	“You grew up Catholic, didn’t you?”

	Micah laughed and switched ears. “How did you know that?”

	“Because you guys have mastered the art of guilt and self-flagellation.”

	“Pretty sure it was Opus Dei who mastered the whole self-flagellation thing.”

	“Well, fine, the guilt. You’ve got a black belt in guilt.”

	“That much I can agree with.”

	The hair on the back of his neck prickled and goosebumps broke out all over his skin. Micah turned and looked back at the house, the feeling of being watched overwhelming. The sun glinted off the windows in the rear of the house though, preventing him from seeing anybody standing in one of them. Though he couldn’t see, Micah was certain he was being observed.

	“I guess I have to think about it some more,” he said.

	“I get it. That’s a big decision,” she said. “You should take your time making it.”

	“Yeah, I’ll do that,” he replied. “Thanks for listening.”

	“Anytime,” she said.

	“I’ll see you when I get back,” he said. “Maybe we can go have some dinner?”

	“I’d like that.”

	“Good answer.”

	Micah clicked off the call and slipped his phone back into his pocket, then turned and walked back to the house, his mind consumed with the decision looming before him—help his father to live? Or let his father die? It was a question he felt guilty to admit had pros and cons, and he didn’t know which way he was leaning just yet.

	 

	***

	 

	“Have you come to a decision?”

	Micah looked up from the plate in front of him. Louise had made a special dinner—all of Micah’s favorites. He was surprised she remembered the things he’d enjoyed as a kid, but he didn’t have much of an appetite. His father sat in a wheelchair at the other end of the long cherrywood table, polished to a high-gloss shine. His father stared at him, his eyes searching Micah’s face. Uncomfortable beneath his scrutiny, Micah looked down at his plate, pushing the food around with his fork.

	“I’m still thinking about it,” Micah said.

	“Son, what is there to think about? I’m going to die,” he said. “Unless you help me to live, that is.”

	Micah dropped his fork onto his plate with a sharp clatter then pushed it all away, unable to force himself to eat. He felt his father’s eyes on him. It was like they had a physical weight to them, and it pressed down on Micah. He gritted his teeth and looked up at his father.

	“It just strikes me as ironic that you kick me out all those years ago—and don’t think I forgot the things you said, Dad. You were petty and cruel that day,” he said. “But now that you need me for something, here you are trying to play the good father, proud of his son for his achievements. This sudden change of heart seems pretty convenient. And entirely self-serving.”

	“Perhaps,” his father replied. “That doesn’t make anything I said earlier any less true. I am proud of you.”

	“If you say so.”

	“I do say so,” the old man snapped.

	As if realizing he was risking alienating Micah, his father forced himself to calm down. He picked up his glass of water in his trembling hand and took a long drink of it. He set the glass back down and looked at Micah again as a question popped into his head.

	“How do you even know we’re a match?” Micah asked. “I mean, a transplant is a delicate procedure, and a lot of the different factors need to—”

	“We are a match. I had your records sent over to me, and I passed them on to a genetics lab. All of the proper comparisons have been made,” he said. “You have nothing to worry about from that perspective.”

	Micah stared at him openly for a long minute. “How did you get my medical records?”

	“That’s not important. All that’s important is that you say yes, son.”

	“Would you stop calling me son? You haven’t been a father to me like—ever.”

	His father sighed heavily. “I know that, but I want you to believe that everything I did, I did for a reason. It was to make you tough. Resourceful. I wanted—”

	“Stop,” Micah said, holding up his hand to stop him. “I don’t want to hear that. I want you to tell me why I should give you one of my organs. Give me a good reason to help you, Dad.”

	Micah picked up his wine glass and took a long swallow. He shouldn’t be drinking as much as he was on an empty stomach, but at the moment, he didn’t care. He just needed a little liquid courage to get him through it all. Micah kept his eyes fixed on the wine in the glass as his mind continued to swirl. He knew he should help his father. He only had one father. That father had been a bastard to him, but Micah wasn’t sure if it was enough to let the old man die.

	He leaned back in his seat and took another sip of wine before setting the glass back down. His father’s eyes remained focused on Micah, and he had a strangely expectant look on his face. It was then that a powerful wave of lightheadedness hit him. Micah gave his head a slight shake as a feeling of dizziness swept over him. His vision blurred, and he looked up to see his father, a predatory grin stretched across his lips.

	“Wh—what did you do?” he asked. “Dad, what did you do to me?”

	Micah stood up and swayed. The entire room around him started to spin, and his legs trembled and wavered. Through his blurred vision, he saw his father get up and out of the wheelchair, an evil grin upon his face.

	Hands planted on the table, Micah tried to hold himself up, but his legs gave out, and then he felt weightless. The ground rushed up to meet him, and he hit the hardwood floor with a powerful, bone-rattling jolt. He groaned miserably as
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