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IN APRIL 1980, I met a seven-year-old boy named Chris Greicius, who would change my life and, to date, the lives of more than two-hundred fifty thousand children worldwide. 

Chris had leukemia and was not going to win his battle. At the time, I was a motorcycle officer with the Arizona Highway Patrol. When I learned that Chris had a wish to become a highway patrol motorcycle officer, like his heroes Ponch and John from the TV series CHIPS, I became part of a group of officers that would make his wish come true. We turned Chris into the first and only honorary Arizona Highway Patrol officer in the history of the patrol and presented him with a custom highway patrol uniform, complete with hat, badge, and his most prized possession, his uniform motorcycle wings. 

While Chris’s wish came true, this little boy forgot about his illness, hospitals, and chemotherapy treatments. He once again became a typical seven-year-old boy, running, laughing, and hopping up and down with excitement. I remember the tears in his mother’s eyes as her son was having fun again, laughing and living, for the moment, like a child. 

Chris passed away a few days after we granted his wish. After his passing, I couldn’t stop thinking of how happy Chris and his mother were during and after his wish. I knew that this happiness needed to be spread to other children with life-threatening illnesses, so I became involved with helping to start a nonprofit foundation that would make their wishes become true. In November 1980, the Make-A-Wish Foundation became official. The first official wish was granted in March 1981.


The stories included in this book will give you a firsthand look into the lives of eight “Wish” children and their families as they journey through a frightening world of doctors, hospitals, operations, and anxieties. You will feel the power of a simple question—“If you could have one wish, what would it be?”—and find inspiration in the answers. 

You will learn how wishes granted by the foundation give both the children and their families a new focus as they reconnect and have fun together once again, forgetting about illnesses, doctors, and hospitals. Many children go into remission following the granting of their wish, a phenomenon that doctors cannot even explain; a phenomenon many believe can only come from the power of a wish. Not all children survive their illness, but many have lived for several months and years following their wish. All of this because of the Make-A-Wish Foundation and a seven-year-old boy named Chris, who inspired it all.

FRANK SHANKWITZ, COFOUNDER
MAKE-A-WISH FOUNDATION
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Dear Reader,

It is my greatest wish and deepest hope that you will be forever touched by the journeys you are about to embark on as you read the stories of the families featured in this book; these families are some of the strongest, most inspirational in the world. They truly make us realize just how precious life is, and through their optimism, they remind us of the importance of family and friends. These stories inspire us to find light in the darkness and spread it any way we can. I wholeheartedly believe that connectivity between people—the relationships we have, the bonds we share—bind us all together, and I would love to share this with you. I personally invite you to visit and connect with me on my website, www.onceuponawishbook.com.

SINCERELY,
RACHELLE SPARKS
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NEARLY TEN YEARS ago, I sat with a man in a cowboy hat at a coffee shop table. With a leg crossed over his knee, he sat back, settled in, and drifted back in time thirty years, taking me with him. Pen in hand, I was ready—ready to scribble blue ink across the pages of my notebook, ask the right questions, and put the pieces of his story together in my mind as he told it. After all, listening to someone else’s story, capturing it in just the right words, printing it in a newspaper’s black-and-white columns, was my job as a reporter at The Daily Courier in Prescott, Arizona. But when this man, Frank Shankwitz, cofounder of the Make-A-Wish Foundation, took me back to 1980, to when it all began, his words became more than a story; they became windows to the soul of humanity. 

As a reporter in that small, northern Arizona town, I had seen glimpses of the human spirit through stories I had written about local Wish children. I had sat in the living rooms of countless families, tears in my eyes, as they took me on their journeys to places even the most creative of minds could not imagine—dark places of emotional torment, where death was waiting while the rest of the world was living. Places that I, whose life had never been touched by something so unthinkable, could not fathom. In the midst of their stories, my pen would inevitably stop in disbelief. The strength of these families, the maturity of these children, was something that, no matter how many times I heard it, touched and inspired me so deeply. Every story I heard, every glimpse into these families’ lives that I was so graciously given, was a reminder of how deserving they were of the wishes they received—truly life-changing gifts. 


I tried with all my might to capture in words what I took away in my heart—an indescribable sense of hope—but the space I was allotted in the confines of a newspaper was never enough. The stories I wrote became summaries of these families’ lives, small glimpses into their struggles, their determinations, their unwavering strengths, and unthinkable optimisms. I was forced to break down their stories and water down the details, capturing only a fragment of the faith, courage, and hope that pulled them through. I wanted my readers to feel the true impact that wishes had in these families’ lives and learn the whole stories leading to those wishes. 

These families changed me. And when Frank’s watery eyes looked at me from beneath the brim of his hat, unashamed to let his tears fall, I knew the little boy he spoke of from thirty years before had changed him, too. The boy’s name was Chris Greicius, a spirited, seven-year-old fighting leukemia; the day he became a highway patrol officer was a bright point in his dark battle. In 1980, Frank and a few other officers made Chris’s dream come true, changing his life, short as it was, by granting his wish of becoming an officer. When Frank told me about the seamstress who stayed up all night to make a small uniform for Chris, the wings a jeweler cast in one evening, the autographed photo from the actors who played Ponch and John—Chris’s heroes—on CHIPS, I was filled with the same hope I was filled with every time I sat down with a family that had received a wish just like Chris’s. 

But that was just the beginning of the story. When Chris passed away, Frank and fellow officer Scott Stahl traveled to Illinois to conduct a police funeral for their fallen officer, and they had to come up with $1,600 for travel costs in two days. A hat was passed, police agencies across the state were contacted, and they had half of the money in one day. A friend of Frank’s who heard of their mission donated the rest. Trying to keep up, I scribbled fast as Frank continued with stories of how officers in Illinois, who had heard about Chris’s funeral, escorted Frank and Scott to the funeral; how fifteen local police officers who had never even met Chris were there to attend the service; how two strangers lent them their motorcycles to lead the procession; and finally, how Frank and Scott flew home first class when a flight attendant recognized them from local news coverage. 

The generosity continued nine months later when Frank, Scott, Chris’s mother, Linda Bergendahl-Pauling, and two others—the department’s Public Information Officer Allan Schmidt and Kathy McMorris, wife of motor officer Jim McMorris—decided to start the Make-A-Wish Foundation. News coverage around the state of Arizona about Make-A-Wish resulted in the organization receiving envelopes stuffed with checks and piles of money. The first official wish was granted in March 1981 to a child named Frank “Bopsy” Salazar. “He knows he has leukemia, and he has no fear of death,” Bopsy’s mother told Frank. “He knows what’s coming, so he lives life to its fullest.” 

My pen stopped, goosebumps crawling down my arms, as the tears behind Frank’s voice paused the story. That’s when the window opened, exposing that raw, honest, undeniable, aforementioned element of humanity. In that moment, I realized Frank’s story was about much more than a little boy becoming an officer. It was a story revealing the thread that ties us all together—the strength, power, and resilience of the human spirit. It was a story of compassion and generosity, about people coming together to help other people. 

It was also in that moment that the idea for Once Upon A Wish was born. People needed to hear these families’ stories—the heart and guts and truth of them—not just the stories in nutshells. They needed to know that the Make-A-Wish Foundation no longer changes only the lives of terminally ill children, but the lives of those fighting life-threatening medical conditions. These stories are not about death and sadness; they are enlightening stories of love, compassion, determination, and inspiration. 

Frank’s story—the story of the world coming together for the sake of children—and the stories of those featured in this book, unexpectedly became a journey of self-discovery for me, leading me to a world where nothing should be taken for granted and every moment should be lived like it’s the last. The stories in this book will mean something different to every reader, will motivate and offer insight in different ways, but my mission in writing them was to ignite the spark of hope and inspiration that will forever live inside of us. 





• STORY ONE •
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Tatum Null


 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 


“My wish was like a true miracle to me.” 

—Tatum Null
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STANDING IN A corner of the enchanted Castle of Miracles at Give Kids The World Village in Central Florida, tiny hands cupped around the pointy edges of a shiny star, seven-year-old Tatum Null covered her lips with her hands as though telling a secret to her best friend. 

“I wish for all the other children’s wishes to come true,” she whispered to the star before glancing up at the gleaming, dome-shaped ceiling sprinkled with stars. Her parents, David and Sherry, and younger sister, Hannah, watched as she then dropped her star, initialed with “T.C.N.” for Tatum Chloe Null, into a gold-painted box lined with red velvet. Lights twinkled as Tatum’s star vanished magically into the depths of the box. 

“What did you wish for?” Sherry asked playfully, hunching childlike toward Tatum. 

“Mom, I can’t tell you that,” she said with a grin. “Then it won’t come true!” 

A Give Kids The World Village volunteer explained that the star fairy would retrieve all of the children’s stars and place them into the castle sky that night, adding to the thousands of stars already pinned to the ceiling from previous children who had stayed at the village. 

David looked down at his two daughters. “Okay, girls, what’s next?” he asked. 

Hannah looked up at her sister with big, blue, four-year-old eyes lined with face paint and glitter. The pink and blue swirls on Tatum’s face creased as a smile spread across her face. 


“The carousel!” she yelled, and Hannah squealed, jumping up and down. 

“We’ll catch up with you,” David said, and the girls were off, sprinting down the cobblestone road toward the red and white polka-dotted mushroom covering a handcrafted carousel imported from the Netherlands. 

“I’ll race you, Dad!” Tatum hollered to David as they hopped onto the wooden platform of the carousel. 

“But we’ll be going the same speed, Tate,” he said logically.

“You have to use your imagination!” Tatum yelled before hopping onto the back of a rainbow-colored rooster. 

Sherry placed Hannah on a nearby horse and hung on.

“Oh, well in that case, you’re on!” David yelled, straddling the back of a rooster next to Tatum’s. The music fired up, and they began their dizzying circles. David scrunched his face to match that of a competitive derby rider, and Tatum did the same. 

“I’m beating you, Dad!” she yelled.

“You sure are!”

It was the perfect way to end their first day at Give Kids The World Village, a nonprofit resort in Kissimmee, Florida, that partners with 250 Wish-granting organizations and children’s hospitals to house children with life-threatening illnesses and their families. The Nulls had six more days ahead of them, with meals at the Gingerbread House Restaurant, shows at Julie’s Safari Theater, bedtime tuck-ins by a six-foot-tall rabbit named Mayor Clayton, laughs from talking wishing wells, and banana splits for breakfast. 

Sherry filled the girls’ tub with bubbles that night, and as Tatum carefully smeared a beard and mustache of white suds across Hannah’s face, Sherry asked, “What park would you girls like to visit tomorrow?” 

With free passes to Disney World, Universal Studios, MGM  Studios, Disney’s Animal Kingdom, and SeaWorld, Sherry thought it would take longer than a split second to decide.

“Disney World!” Tatum shouted as she perfected the pointy tip of a foamy cone on Hannah’s head that was slowly taking the shape of a wizard’s hat. 

The decision was made, and the next day, the girls, with their parents trying to keep up with them, spent most of the day dashing from one ride to the next, skipping to the front of each line after Tatum flashed her Make-A-Wish button. 

“Welcome, Princess” was the common greeting at the front of every line, and this expedited service allowed the girls to enjoy each ride in the park multiple times. Halfway through the day, Tatum’s skips and sprints gradually turned into slow walks. 

“You okay, sweetie?” Sherry asked.

“Yeah, I’m okay. I’m just a little tired,” Tatum said.

“Let’s take it easy for a while,” David said, and they relaxed watching light shows and parades before Tatum’s energy increased and she could happily frolic once again toward the next ride. That night, for her eighth birthday, they went to Akershus Castle in The Norwegian Pavilion at Epcot Theme Park. 

“Welcome to our castle,” Ariel from The Little Mermaid said sweetly as Tatum and Hannah looked up at her with wide, star-struck eyes. Ariel bent down and left the girls with bright-red, heart-shaped kisses on their cheeks that they later refused to wash off before going to bed. 

Each morning for the rest of the trip, Tatum and Hannah woke to taps on the door and musical voices of volunteers chiming “gift givers” before presenting them with piles of gift shop toys like key chains and stuffed animals. On Thursday night, two days before they left Give Kids The World Village to return home to Dallas, Texas, it was Christmas in the Castle of Miracles. Children at the village piled onto the laps of Santa and Mrs. Claus and shared their secrets and wish lists. Excited to meet with Santa in January, less than a month after they had met him for Christmas, Tatum and Hannah pranced in circles as they followed their parents back to their villa. 

As their energy dwindled, David scooped Hannah into his arms and she plopped her tired head onto his shoulder. Tatum grabbed Sherry’s hand and, as they walked together, said, “Mom, I found a lump under my armpit.”

Those words nearly stopped Sherry in her tracks.

“Does it hurt, sweetie?” she asked, keeping calm.

“A little,” Tatum admitted as she looked up at her mom.

Sherry could see the concern in her daughter’s eyes, so she gave a reassuring smile before stopping to take a look. 

“Lift your arm up and let me see,” Sherry said, and David bent down next to Sherry with Hannah asleep in his arms. 

They each felt the lump under Tatum’s right arm.

“It’s probably just a clogged sweat gland from all the running around you’ve been doing,” Sherry said with a teasing tone. “I’ve had that happen before.”

“Okay,” Tatum said, and they finished their walk to the villa in silence.
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During the last two days of Tatum’s Wish trip, the Null’s spent their time exploring nearly every theme park in Florida, swimming at the village, playing miniature golf at Marc’s Dino Putt, and living in a fantasy world that could have been taken straight from the pages of a fairy tale. 

“Are you girls ready to go home tomorrow?” Sherry asked on the last night of their trip.


“I wish we could live here!” Hannah said, and Tatum agreed. 

“Well, get a good night’s sleep tonight and we’ll see you in the morning,” David said before slowly shutting the bedroom door, leaving a crack for light to seep in. 

For fear of the girls overhearing, David and Sherry had spent the past couple of days avoiding a discussion about the lump under Tatum’s arm. After tucking them into bed, David gave Sherry a tight hug, kissed her on the forehead, and smiled slightly before heading to the rocking chair on the front porch of their villa. Sherry watched as he sat down with heavy shoulders and glistening eyes. 

She curled up on their bed with a glass of wine and her journal, and barely touched the pen to the page when an orange flame caught her eye and made her look up. The intensity of the small blaze dissipated quickly and smoldered into a red glow with each puff that David took. It was a weakness he hid from the girls; a nerve-calming secret he kept for times like these. Sherry watched as he sat in the dark, gray swirls dancing around her husband’s head. That was David’s release, and she needed hers. As she began to write, her throat, swollen from seized tears, opened the moment she let them fall. 


I don’t want to go to back to the hospital. It hurts my heart to think of Tatum enduring more procedures and possibly cancer. I’m scared about this lump under her arm, but I’m hoping it is just a swollen sweat gland. That is what I am telling her for now. She is feeling terrible, but she is still having the time of her life. Thank you, Make-A-Wish. I look around and see all these wonderful children and their families, and I realize the intensity of the world we’ve entered—a chronically ill one.



Sherry closed her eyes and let her pen rest on the page. Like a movie in fast-forward mode, images of what Tatum had been through less than a year before entered her mind uncontrollably as she opened her eyes and stared at the page. 

[image: art]   2   [image: art]

TEN MONTHS EARLIER …

One March morning, Sherry’s dad, or “Granddad” as the girls called him, stopped by the house for breakfast. 

“What are your plans when you get to San Antonio?” he asked. It was almost spring break, and the Nulls were planning a vacation in San Antonio, Texas, about five hours south of their home in Dallas. 

“We’re taking the girls to SeaWorld and having dinner with Shamu, which they’re really excited about,” Sherry said. “We’ll take them to the Alamo, and …” 

She stopped and stared at her father. “What’s the matter, sweetie?” he said. 

“Did you hear that?” She turned her head toward the back of the house. The faint sound of coughing and gasping came from the hallway. 

“It sounds like Tatum has a cough,” David started, but Sherry had already jumped from her chair and was racing to the bathroom. 

She found Tatum curled around the toilet, hair hanging toward the front of her face as her little body jolted and released with violent waves. Sherry held her hair and rubbed her back, which was damp with sweat. 

“It’s okay, baby,” she repeated until Tatum finished.

She helped her up, put her back into bed, and joined her father at the table.

“The flu has been going around her school,” Sherry explained.

She and David spent the rest of that Saturday afternoon keeping a close eye on Tatum, feeding her crackers and Sprite, but nothing stayed down. If it was a twenty-four-hour stomach flu, she would be fine by Sunday morning. After a long Saturday night, Tatum woke up Sunday feeling better. 

“I guess we’ll head out tomorrow,” David said, and on Monday afternoon they shoved the last suitcase into their Toyota Sequoia. 

“We’re all set,” he said, and Sherry strapped Hannah into her car seat in the center of the second row. Tatum crawled into the “way back,” a third row of seats that made her feel independent. David watched as she slowly swung one leg over and rested on the top of the seat for a moment before flopping into the back. 

“You okay, Tate?” he asked.

“Yeah,” she managed, and then rested her head on the pillow she had taken from her bed, reached for her portable DVD player, and turned on Bambi, her favorite movie at that time. 

“You still feeling a little weak?” he asked, and she nodded a small yes. “Well, just take a little nap and you’ll feel better when you wake up, okay?” 

“Okay,” she said, slowly blinking her eyes to fight falling asleep.

Sinking into the layers of pillows, Tatum disappeared and remained quiet. Hannah snacked, Sherry dozed, and David drove in the welcomed silence, listening to the radio. A few hours down the road, Tatum spoke for the first time. 

“My tummy hurts again,” she said, holding her stomach with both hands. 

David looked back at her through the rearview mirror and saw the top of her head. A few wisps of blond curls blew gently in the breeze of the air conditioning. He angled the mirror down to get a closer look at her face, which had turned white. She proceeded to throw up all the way to San Antonio. 

They pulled up to the hotel around 5:00 p.m. and checked in. David and Sherry hoped Tatum was just suffering from the flu and it would pass by morning. Sherry tucked Tatum into bed while David made three trips to the car for their luggage—they had never been light packers. Exhausted, David and Sherry climbed into bed a few hours later and slept until 1:00 a.m., when David woke to hear Sherry in the bathroom with Tatum. 

“Is she sick again?” he asked, growing very concerned. His eyes adjusted to the glow of the bathroom light pouring into the pitch blackness of the hotel room. He sat up and watched Sherry lift Tatum and carry her back to bed. She knelt and flicked on the lamp on the nightstand. 

“She’s not doing very well. She’s …”

Sherry’s words hung in the silence. She quickly cupped Tatum’s face with both hands, gently turned her head toward the light, and held her eyes wide open. She bent down toward Tatum’s face and looked up at David, terrified. 

“The whites of her eyes are yellow.”

“Why don’t we drive home?” David asked, feeling the seriousness of the situation pound through his veins. He suggested taking Tatum to her regular pediatrician, Dr. Leslie Moore, the next morning. “If we leave in the next hour, we’ll get home right around the time his office opens in the morning.”

By 2:00 a.m., they were packed and on the road back to Dallas. Tatum continued throwing up every ten minutes until a few hours passed and they were in Austin. When she finally fell asleep, David thought to himself, Now watch, she’ll sleep and wake up wanting to have dinner with Shamu. He smiled at the irony. The thought of her waking up and feeling better also made him smile. 

They made it home shortly after 7:00 a.m. and put the girls to bed while they waited for Dr. Moore’s office to open. When it did, they were able to receive the first available appointment at 9:00 a.m. 

When Sherry went to wake Tatum, there was no response.


“C’mon sweetie, it’s time to go,” she said softly. “Tatum, we’re going to the doctor now. It’s time to get up.”

Tatum’s entire body moved fluidly beneath Sherry’s fingertips with every gentle nudge she used to try and wake her.

“C’mon, baby, wake up!” she said in a louder voice, growing more urgent with panic. She shook her shoulders and pulled at her arms. “Tatum, wake up!” 

David came running into the room.

“Oh, God, she won’t wake up!” Sherry nearly screamed as David yelled, “Tatum! Wake up …! Wake up!” 

He felt for a pulse and shouted, “She’s breathing!”

“We’ve gotta go!” Sherry said, and David scooped little Tatum into his arms and carried her to the car, her limp body dangling and bouncing with every long stride until he laid her on the back seat next to Hannah, whom Sherry had just strapped into her car seat. 

David hit the gas pedal and skidded from the driveway. Homes in their quaint neighborhood whirled by as he tore through the quiet streets, zipping with precision, turning stop signs into suggestions. Freeways leading to Dr. Moore’s office were full but moving as car horns blurred behind them and streetlights, red, yellow, and green, blended to gray with everything else. 

Dr. Moore always writes “She’s fine” on Tatum’s charts, David reassured himself as his eyes searched frantically for the closest parking spot when they got to the office. That’s what he’ll do this time. He’ll wake her up and make everything okay like he always does.

“You need to get her to Medical City,” was the unexpected response of Helen, a friendly nurse at Dr. Moore’s office who took one look at Tatum when they ran through the front doors. “They have an excellent pediatric center there.”

They got back into the car, and David sped through red lights, swerved through traffic, and challenged speed limit signs before plunging into the parking lot of Medical City Dallas Hospital a few minutes later. Pulling up to the front doors, he jumped from the car, lifted Tatum carefully from the back seat, and told Sherry to park. With Tatum over his shoulder, David ran, plowing through the front doors. 

“My daughter needs a doctor!” he pleaded.

“Follow me,” said a triage nurse as she grabbed his shoulder.

She took him to a large room in the emergency room, where he lay Tatum down on a bed with white sheets. The nurse pulled a curtain around the bed and asked David to come with her. 

God, what’s happening? he wanted to shout. I need to stay with my baby!

Not knowing what else to do, he followed the nurse’s orders and left Tatum there with the doctors. They found Sherry, and the nurse led them into a small, private waiting room and asked them to sit. 

“Someone will be right with you,” she said gently before closing the door. 

Moments passed and time stood still. Sherry pushed her face into David’s chest as they waited for what came next. 
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An hour later, there was a tiny tap on the door. 

David and Sherry turned to see a doctor enter the room.

“Your little girl is very sick,” said the doctor, who introduced himself as Dr. Mark Miller. “We’re setting her up in the intensive care unit right now and we’ll be running some tests.”

They wanted answers so desperately, but waiting was all they could do. David had already started a chain of phone calls that resulted in family, friends, and members of their church coming to visit. Dan Stevens, their friend and church pastor, and his wife, Kelli, one of Sherry’s best friends, came to visit. They said they would take Hannah for however long David and Sherry needed them to watch her, and Sherry looked at Kelli with grateful eyes. 

Sherry went to greet those who had come to offer support, indicating David could stay and wait for the doctor. 

He smiled nervously and said, “I can’t just sit here. I’m going to walk around for a minute.” 

David wandered into a long, lonely hallway and sat. He imagined it as one of those empty hallways on TV shows that groups of doctors run the length of while surrounding a gurney, trying to save a dying person’s life. He shook the vision from his mind. That was the last thing he needed to think about. In real life, doctors were surrounding his own daughter at that very moment, trying to wake her up, testing to see if she was going to live. 

God, this can’t be happening, David thought as he held his eyes tightly shut. It was the first quiet moment since returning to Dallas that he had to actually think about what was happening. This can’t be real, he said to himself. 

He needed to feel Tatum’s touch, to hear her voice. He reached into his pocket, grabbed his cell phone, and listened to a message she had left just a couple of weeks before. He thought it would somehow give him hope. 

“Hi, Daddy! Thank you so much for the playroom. I really, really love it! Thank you!”

David stared at the white wall in front of him, arms crossed, lips curling into a small smile as tears filled his eyes. Tatum’s arms had stretched as wide as they could reach, chin pointed toward the ceiling, when he had announced that the room was finally finished and asked if she’d like to come in and see it. Sitting on the floor in the long, quiet hallway of the hospital, he closed his eyes and pictured how she had stepped through the purple door with a gaping mouth, stood in the middle of the room, and spun, letting colors of the freshly painted walls blur to rainbows until she was nearly too dizzy to stand. Before David had finished the room, Tatum spent countless hours circling the newly installed hardwood floor on her scooter with Hannah in tow on her tricycle. They had placed a pile of their favorite stuffed animals in the center and circled like a carousel before serving tea and sitting down with the animals for a picnic. 

When the room was complete, the furniture, old and new, was placed neatly and the bright yellow walls were decorated with handcrafted pictures, pink shelves, and giant flowers painted in the brightest colors. Hot pink curtains hung over windows lined with green trim and were swooped and tied to the side, letting bright Texas sunlight into the room every morning. 

Tatum and Hannah had always shared a room, so as Tatum got a little older and needed her own space, David and Sherry decided to squeeze the home office into their bedroom and give each of the girls a room of their own—a place to create, to share, and to imagine. David scraped the popcorn ceiling, tore out the twenty-year-old carpet, replaced the doors and moldings, added a ceiling fan, and painted the retextured walls with colors like “forest sunrise” and “enchanted coach ride.” Tatum loved that room, and she was never shy to wrap her arms around her parents’ waists and tell them how grateful she was. 

Silence around him, alone, David watched as the long, skinny arms of a round, starch-white clock with black numbers ticked loudly. Each tick felt like an hour. He let out a long, breathy sigh and stood.

Then he paced.

He pressed the button on his phone to hear Tatum’s message again.

“Hi, Daddy! Thank you so much for the playroom. I really …” he slapped the phone shut and squeezed it. Her voice was too real; the images of her face too clear. The thought of her leaving that message made the feeling of wanting her to be okay too overwhelming. So he sat with his eyes closed, praying that when he opened them he’d be somewhere, anywhere, but in that hallway. 

“Dan is asking that we go and pray with Tatum,” Sherry said, and David’s eyes shot open to the reality of their situation. He hadn’t even heard her coming. The thought of seeing Tatum, of touching her hand, of being in her presence, filled him with hope as he followed Sherry to where Dan and Kelli waited. 
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The girl whose personality drew people to her when she walked into a room lay there quietly, eyes closed. David and Sherry stood in disbelief. Pale and fragile, with attached IVs draped over the rails of her bed, Tatum seemed like somebody else’s little girl lying there. But no, she was theirs, and this was real. 

Sherry reached for Tatum’s hand and stared at her face, thinking of the time the two of them spent together in New York City when Tatum was five. The thought made her smile through her tears. While dancing in circles down the streets of the city, Tatum sang songs from The Lion King, a Broadway musical they had seen the night before. People stared; some laughed, most applauded. 

“Is she in a show?” they rightfully asked. She belonged on stage.

“No, not exactly,” Sherry said, laughing. “She’s just in a world of her own.”

“Well, she should be,” one woman said. Her wise eyes creased when she smiled. “She just glows with joy.”

The same face that served as a canvas for an artist in Central Park to create a brilliantly colored butterfly with a wingspan stretching from one side of it to the other was now white and nearly lifeless. 

“Everybody, join hands,” Dan said, jolting Sherry from her thoughts. The four of them formed a circle around Tatum and tightly held hands. Dan began to pray, and Tatum’s chest, which had remained so still, suddenly lifted with his words. Her breaths, which had been so quiet, sounded like whispers filling the room. As Dan finished the prayer, Sherry leaned toward her daughter’s face and said, “It’s okay, baby, calm down. Just rest.” The prayer filled them with strength, and they knew they were not in this alone. 

“Okay, you can come with me,” said a short Indian man who introduced himself as Dr. Patel a few minutes later. 

David and Sherry followed him into another small conference room where Dr. Patel sat them down and asked, “Do you have a faith?”

Before Tatum was born, David would have proudly answered “no.” He had chosen to fall away from the Christian beliefs he was raised with—until seven years ago when Tatum was born. He looked into her eyes that day, and she had turned him back into a believer. 

“Yes, we are Christian,” he told Dr. Patel. With a slightly tilted head and questioning eyes, David stared. 

“Now would be a good time to start praying,” the doctor said gently. “All we know is that it looks like her organs are shutting down.”

“Shutting down?” Sherry cried. “Everything was fine a few days ago! She’s never been sick in her life!” 

She wanted so desperately for her reasoning to be enough to change what the doctor was saying, but she knew it wasn’t. Her hands shook and tingled and she fell to her knees, gasping for air between sobs. For David, a solid hit to the chest with a baseball bat might have felt better than the pain he experienced when he heard the doctor’s words. He knelt beside his wife and hugged her tightly with both arms. The brief silence gave Sherry’s mind a quick chance to clear, and she managed to ask, “What do we do next? How do we save her?” 

Dr. Patel had perfected the necessary calm in a voice that still had hard news to deliver.

“We’ve done all that we can do,” he said softly. “We’re sending her to Children’s Medical Center.”

The critical nature of the moment, the shock, the reality, deepened—Children’s Medical Center of Dallas was a place for very sick, and often dying, children. 

“What can they do for her there that you can’t do here?” Sherry asked. She felt as though Dr. Patel was telling them that they had given up. That there was nothing left for them to do. 

“They have techniques to try that we don’t have here,” Dr. Patel explained. 

The heaviness in David’s chest sunk slowly toward his heart. How could this be happening to their little girl?

The transport team placed Tatum into the ambulance, and Sherry looked at her husband as he wrapped his arms around her and whispered, “Everything’s going to be just fine.” Tucking a blond curl behind Sherry’s ear, he pulled away, touched her cheek, and smiled down at her. She let out a long breath, stared into the eyes that made her strong, and nodded. 

David drove their car, and Sherry climbed into the front seat of the ambulance. When they arrived at Children’s, the driver threw the ambulance into park, the back doors were ripped open, and by the time Sherry stepped out, she was surrounded by people in white. Doctors and nurses, she guessed, but her mind was spinning. Her heart pounded violently in her chest, and one of the EMTs said, “You sign her in, we’ll take her.”


Take her? Take her where? Where do I go?

She needed David. She frantically looked around, and there, in the blur, stood Dan and Kelli. The three of them followed a nurse to the ICU waiting area, where family and friends had already started to gather. 

Sherry took a moment to step away from the crowd and look out the window, where she saw that the longest day of her and David’s life was slowly coming to an end. The sky was turning charcoal, and stars were beginning to poke through. The three hours of sleep they had gotten the night before on their drive home from San Antonio was somehow enough, and she knew she wouldn’t get much more until they knew whether or not their baby girl was going to live. That was something they still didn’t know, and as her thoughts started to make her feel sick, she joined the crowd. By then, David had found his way to the room. 

“Hopefully someone will come in soon and tell us what’s going on,” Sherry said, and no sooner, a doctor dressed in white with small glasses, black hair, and a contagious smile walked into the waiting room. 
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“Hi, I’m Paul Shore,” the doctor said to David, giving him a firm handshake and a reassuring squeeze on the shoulder with his other hand. David noticed right away that Paul Shore left the “doctor” out of his introduction. 

“It’s so nice to meet you,” David said, hoping he would turn out to be the man who finally had some answers. He didn’t yet, but he came back later with results of tests they had been running on Tatum. 

“Her liver is failing,” he said gently. 


Devastated by the news but relieved that doctors had identified which organ was failing, Sherry and David listened. Dr. Shore explained that toxins were taking over Tatum’s body and her brain was beginning to swell. He performed a successful procedure to keep the swelling down and started Tatum on dialysis. 

Testing and the distribution of medications continued into the late hours of the night and left David and Sherry pacing the waiting room and the hallways. They wanted nothing more than to see their little girl, but that was not an option. She needed them to remain patient and strong. 

The friends and family who had come to join David and Sherry surrounded them and filled them with encouragement. After four hours of dialysis, Dr. Shore told them that the level of ammonia was decreasing in Tatum’s body, but the levels of other toxins, equally as dangerous, remained.

“Dialysis isn’t enough,” he said, letting out a long breath. “She needs a liver transplant.”

“Let’s do it. Where do we get a liver?” David asked immediately and hopefully, thinking there had to be some sort of organ bank with an abundance of livers for situations just like theirs. He crossed his arms over his chest and shifted impatiently, ready to follow the doctor into the room with the livers. 

“It doesn’t really work that way, unfortunately,” Dr. Shore said.

“How does it work?” Sherry asked.

“We put her on a donor list and wait.”

“How long will that take?” David asked.

“You never know. It took one little boy two weeks before a match came in,” Dr. Shore said, trying to expose the reality of the situation without scaring them. 

“But we don’t have two weeks,” Sherry said, her voice pushing past a lump forming in her throat. 


“You’re right, we don’t,” he said, “which is why we need to get her on the list and start testing everybody in the family to see who is a potential donor.” 

Sherry would have died to give Tatum her liver, but she had one concern. “I have scar tissue on my liver,” she told Dr. Shore, then shared the story of how a painful childhood bicycling accident that sent a blow to her abdomen had lacerated her liver. “Will that be a problem?” Sherry asked. 

“It shouldn’t be,” Dr. Shore said. “We’ll test you to see if you’re even a match. In the meantime, let’s keep our fingers crossed that we get a liver.” The doubt in their faces triggered the doctor to add, “Sometimes miracles happen.” 
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When Sherry and David received news the next day that they found a liver matching Tatum’s blood type and that it was in transport to Children’s Hospital, they knew it was true—miracles did happen. 

The morning the new liver arrived, seventy-five of David and Sherry’s family, friends, and church family were at the hospital to show their love and support. They were piled into the waiting room and wandering the halls, available for needed hugs and words of encouragement. The news of Tatum’s illness had spread like wildfire to people they didn’t even know throughout the United States and into other countries. 

Dan had given Sherry a “prayer pager”—a beeper for people to send the number 143 (common code for “I love you,” as the amount of letters in the phrase is one, four, and three, Dan explained)—to receive reminders of the love and support from family and friends. Emails requesting prayer and “143” to be paged to David and Sherry were sent to Sherry’s missionary friends in Sweden and Africa, and those emails reached across the globe, through other countries, and into Mexico. The prayer pager buzzed in Sherry’s pocket every minute or so with “143”—reminders of how much Tatum was loved. 

Sherry was encouraged that people everywhere were praying for her little girl. She felt as if she could see those prayers floating to Heaven, and after news of the liver, she was sure they had landed right in God’s lap and brought about a miracle. 

As David and Sherry broke away from the group to meet with Dr. Shore and Dr. Goran Klintmaulm, a world-renowned transplant surgeon from Baylor University Medical Center at Dallas who would perform the transplant surgery, David felt hesitant excitement rush through him. Tatum was going to live.

It was a bittersweet feeling since he knew that a liver for his daughter meant someone had just died to give it. 

“The liver is sixty years old,” Dr. Klintmaulm explained, and panic that had momentarily subsided within Sherry resurfaced. 

Is the only option to save our daughter a liver that is sixty years old? she thought. 

David vocalized her concern. “Is that okay?” he asked without hesitation. “How long do livers last?”

“There is nothing to indicate that this liver won’t last a hundred years,” Dr. Shore said, slowly easing their minds. 

But he was wrong.

Thirty minutes later, he and Dr. Klintmaulm walked side by side toward David and Sherry, their faces announcing bad news before their words could. 

“I found a tumor on the liver,” Dr. Klintmaulm said in a kind but matter-of-fact tone. “We can’t use it.”

He paused momentarily, and then continued, explaining that it would be best to take her liver out before it poisoned her. 


“You’re going to take it out and not put anything back in?” David asked, feelings of desperation bubbling in his gut. “How long can a person live without a liver?”

“Thirty-six hours,” Dr. Klintmaulm said. “We need another option.”

David and Sherry knew what that option was. Among the family members tested earlier that day, Sherry’s brother-in-law Jim had proved to be a perfect match. “Take mine,” he ordered. 

Sherry, who, along with her sister, Gay, was also a perfect match but could not donate because she was too thin, looked at her brother-in-law of nearly ten years. 

“You don’t have to do this, Jim,” she said sadly, knowing the risk he’d be taking to give a portion of his liver to Tatum. It would be a major surgery, and though the portion remaining inside of him would rejuvenate itself within weeks and the healthy, left lobe portion he would give to his niece would also rejuvenate and save her life, Sherry wanted him to know he had a choice. “You can change your mind.” 

His unfaltering stance gave Sherry combined hope and fear. Doctors sent Jim to Baylor University Medical Center-Roberts Hospital for further testing to make sure his body was indeed ready for such a major surgery. 

“We’d like to do an exploratory procedure in the meantime to see if there’s any chance of Tatum’s liver revitalizing itself,” Dr. Klintmaulm said. “As the body’s most resilient organ, rejuvenation is not at all impossible. It’s a low-risk surgery that should just take a couple of hours, and that will tell us, for sure, whether or not Tatum needs a transplant.”

Sherry and David gave consent for the exploratory surgery and then joined their family and friends in the waiting room. Nerves crawled through Sherry’s body and grabbed at her stomach with each passing second as she and David made their way into the hallway that led to the operating room before the doctors wheeled Tatum by. Though low-risk, they knew that with any surgery, there was never a 100 percent guarantee of her coming out alive. Holding on to each other for support, they watched as Tatum neared, the clinking sound of metal from her hospital bed echoing between quiet walls. Sherry pursed her lips together
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