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Saving Jessica





To all my loyal readers.

Thank you.




 

“This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers.… Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.” (1 John 3:16 and 18)


Chapter

1

“Don’t your doctors know anything yet? You’ve been in the hospital two days. You’d think they would have told you something by now!”

Jessica McMillan heard the frustration in Jeremy Travino’s voice. She held out her hand and he took it, holding it tightly as if he were responsible for keeping her anchored to the hospital bed. “They’re supposed to tell me something this afternoon,” she told him. “Mom and Dad are coming in at four-thirty for a big powwow with Dr. Kowalski.”

“Tell me it won’t be bad, Jessie. I don’t think I could stand it if something happened to you.”

“I’ll be all right,” she said with much more assurance than she felt. In truth, she was scared. She’d begun feeling tired and dizzy the month before. Her family doctor had treated her for anemia, but her symptoms—headaches, numbness in her arms and legs and an intolerable itching sensation all over her body—had steadily worsened until the doctor had thought it best to hospitalize her and run extensive tests.

“But what if they still don’t know anything after all this testing? I’ve read about weird symptoms that the doctors can’t figure out.”

“Don’t get paranoid on me,” she said, peering into Jeremy’s worried brown eyes. “Maybe it’s something simple—like some kind of exotic flu.”

“It’s March. Flu season’s in the winter.”

“So I decided to catch it now. You know how I hate to follow the crowd.” She flashed him a smile.

The worry lines in his brow relaxed and he smiled back. “What I know is that I love you and I hate hospitals. What I know is that if they don’t let you out of here soon, I’ll steal you away from the place.”

“My hero,” she said with a grin.

He leaned back in the chair beside her bed, still holding her hand. He shrugged sheepishly. “All right, so patience isn’t my strong suit. I get it from my father.”

Jeremy’s dad was a high-powered attorney in a Washington, D.C., firm; his mother was an executive in a public relations business. Jessica’s parents were both teachers; her mother helped run a Head Start preschool program and her father taught humanities at Georgetown University.

“Well, since you’re a lawyer’s son, maybe you should go plead with my doctor to divulge my test results right now and not wait for my parents to arrive.”

“I’d do it if I thought he’d talk to us. Why do parents always have to hear everything first?” He sounded irritated.

“Because we’re minors?”

“Big deal.”

“Don’t be impatient. I’m a little scared about hearing the diagnosis anyway. Sometimes not knowing can be better than knowing.”

“How can you say that? Not knowing is driving me nuts.”

“Because as long as I don’t know, I can imagine it’s something simple, like mono, or anemia that needs more treatment. What if it’s something really terrible?”

He moved forward and ran the back of his free hand along her cheek. “No matter what it is, I’ll be here for you.”

The look of fierce devotion on his face made her insides turn mushy. How had she won the adoration of such a great guy as Jeremy? “Even though I’m an older woman?” she teased.

“Don’t start with that. You’re not that much older.”

She was seventeen and a half. He’d turned sixteen in January. But he was so bright and articulate that he seemed older than boys who were eighteen and nineteen. She’d met college-age guys who didn’t act as mature as Jeremy.

“Well, most women stop having birthdays at some point, so that’ll give you time to catch up to me.”

His face broke into a heart-stealing grin. “I like the way that sounds. It sounds as if you plan to have me around for years and years.”

“Just until you catch up with me in age. Then I’ll have to look for someone younger.”

She patted his hand. “You understand, of course.”

“Of course. Whatever you say.” His dark eyes danced with good humor.

“Hadn’t you better get back to school?”

“I want to be with you.”

“You’ve cut two classes and lunch period to be with me. Your parents wouldn’t like it if they knew.”

His good humor evaporated. “Who cares? I’m tired of them always telling me what to do. They’re parents, not my zookeepers.”

Jessica wished Jeremy’s relationship with his parents was better. They seemed always at odds with each other, always tugging and pulling, prickly as cactuses. Sometimes Jessica thought they resented her relationship with him. She wanted them to like her. She was in love with Jeremy and disliked being the cause of any friction between them and their son. Their only living son.

“Any one of your teachers could tell them you skipped half a day.”

“So what? I want to be here when you get your test results. You don’t think your folks will mind, do you?”

“No. They won’t care if you’re with me.” Her parents liked Jeremy and approved of their dating. Just so long as she graduated in June and started college in the fall, they would be happy. Come fall, Jeremy would begin his senior year and she would be attending Georgetown, so she’d be able to see him whenever she wanted.

“When you get out of here,” he said, “I’ll take you to see the cherry trees blossoming along Pennsylvania Avenue.”

“Will you put the top down on your car?”

“We’ll freeze.”

“We’ll turn the heater up and wrap blankets around us,” she countered. She loved his little sports car, a gift from his parents on his sixteenth birthday.

“Anything you want.” He rubbed his thumb over her knuckles. “I just want you well again and out of here.”

“Me too.” The familiar fear clutched at her. For a few minutes she’d forgotten where she was and why, but now reality returned with a jolt. She was sick. Mysteriously and genuinely sick. When she’d first protested that she was fine and didn’t want to be checked into the hospital for testing, her family doctor had said, “Perfectly fine teenage girls don’t exhibit such severe symptoms as yours. I want you checked out thoroughly, Jessica.”

She’d come to the hospital and spent two days enduring blood tests, X rays and CAT scans. In a few hours she’d know what was wrong. No matter what it was, she hoped she’d have the courage to face it. She squeezed Jeremy’s hand. “I’m glad you’re here with me. It makes me feel braver.”

“I won’t leave you,” he said. “I promise, I won’t.”

Her parents arrived at four o’clock, looking tense and worried. They hugged her and told Jeremy they were glad he was there. “Are you feeling all right?” her mother asked anxiously.

“My feet and legs are swollen. I feel like a water balloon.”

“You look pretty,” her father said.

“I think so too,” Jeremy declared.

“I look terrible,” she insisted. “And I can’t shake this headache.”

“Maybe you’ve got a headache from stress,” her mother offered. “I often get stress headaches.”

“Maybe so,” Jessica said, hoping to calm her mother, who’d been a nervous wreck ever since Jessica had gotten sick. “If it’s stress, once I find out what’s wrong, the headache will disappear, won’t it?”

Her parents looked frightened, and she hated being the cause of their worry. Her father’s heart wasn’t strong, and her mother had had a bout with breast cancer two years before. She was all right now, but still Jessica worried about their health. It wasn’t fair that she should be sick when she should be healthy. Her parents were older—she’d been born late in their lives—but they adored her. She was their only child.

“How have you been, Jeremy?” her father asked.

“Okay. I’ll be better when Jessie’s home.” He gazed at her tenderly and she smiled.

“We all will.”

The doctor was late. “Maybe I should have the nurses page him,” her mother said. “What do you think, Don?”

“He’ll be here, Ruth. You know doctors. Always with a million things to do.”

Jessica felt the tension in the room and wished she could do something to lessen it. But she was feeling slightly nauseous and couldn’t think of anything to say to her parents.

Jeremy turned on the TV and found the CNN channel. The newscaster’s voice droned, but it was enough to grab everyone’s attention. Jessica told Jeremy “Thank you” with her eyes. Finally, at five-fifteen, Dr. Kowalski breezed into the room along with Dr. Harris, the family physician. Their faces were masklike and unreadable, but Jessica felt a stab of fear. If only they’d been smiling.

“I think we’ve got a diagnosis,” Dr. Kowalski said, getting right to the point. “I asked Dr. Harris along because he was able to help figure out the how that went along with the why.”

“What are you talking about?” Jessica’s father asked.

Dr. Kowalski set a thick file folder on the tray table over Jessica’s bed. He looked straight at her. “You’re in kidney failure, Jessica. Your symptoms could fit the profile of many diseases and medical problems, but the itchiness was the clue that led me to suspect your kidneys weren’t functioning properly.”

“My kidneys?”

“It isn’t cancer?” her mother blurted.

“No,” Dr. Kowalski said.

Her mother was so relieved that she sagged.

The two doctors turned their attention to Jessica. Dr. Harris picked up her hand and held it gently between his palms. “You’re in end-stage renal disease,” he told her quietly. “Total kidney failure.”

“But people can’t live without kidneys,” Jeremy said, coming up beside her bed and locking eyes with the doctor.

“You’ll have to begin dialysis immediately,” the doctor continued, turning his attention back to Jessica. “It will take over the function of your kidneys and keep you alive.”


Chapter

2

“Kidney failure! But how is that possible?”

Jessica felt as incredulous as her father. With her heart pounding and her mouth as dry as cotton, she waited for the doctors to answer his question.

“That’s what I wanted to know,” Dr. Harris told them. “When Dr. Kowalski called with the results of your lab work, I went back through all your files. You’ve been my patient since you were a newborn, and your family’s given you the best of care.” He paused to nod toward her mother and father.

“Two years ago, I treated you for a strep infection—but not until it was pretty advanced. Whether you know it or not, untreated strep can cause a host of problems, including rheumatic fever, which affects the heart. In your case, I believe it took a toll on your kidneys. The damage progressed slowly and relentlessly until you were so far along that now there’s nothing we can do about it. Except put you on dialysis.”

Jessica’s head was spinning. This couldn’t be happening to her! How had something gotten so serious with so little warning?

Dr. Kowalski added, “The point is you’re in kidney failure, Jessica, and that’s what we have to deal with.”

“How are ‘we’ going to do that?” Her voice was barely a whisper.

“You’re getting a new doctor. My colleague Ronald Witherspoon is a top-notch nephrologist—that’s a specialist in the treatment of kidney disorders. He’ll be in shortly to explain your course of treatment. He’ll put you on a hemodialysis machine, which will do the work of your kidneys and make you feel a whole lot better. Your edema will clear up, as will the headaches and itching. You’ll feel good again in no time.”

The news was so devastating that she couldn’t imagine ever feeling good again. Certainly not emotionally, anyway. Her body had turned on her, betrayed her, destroyed her kidneys, and her life would never be the same.

“H-How long will Jessie be on this dialysis?” her mother asked. Her face was ashen and pinched, and suddenly she looked much older than her fifty-five years.

“For as long as she lives,” Dr. Kowalski said quietly. “Her kidneys won’t regenerate.”

My whole life! A wave of nausea swept through Jessica.

“Three days a week you’ll come to the dialysis center and be placed on a dialysis machine. The machine takes over the function of your kidneys, cleanses your blood of wastes and toxins, adjusts your body fluids and balances blood chemicals. Unfortunately, it can’t replace the hormone that aids in making red blood cells, so we’ll have to treat your anemia with medication.”

She didn’t care about how the process worked. She only wanted to wake up from this terrible nightmare.

“Is being hooked up to this machine the only way you can help Jessie?” Jeremy asked. She held on to his hand as if it were a lifeline.

“There’s always transplantation,” the doctor said. “But finding a donor isn’t always easy. Many factors have to be weighed, but kidney transplants are our most successful area of transplantation if you become a candidate for one.”

He made it sound like an election. “Do I have a choice?” she asked.

Dr. Harris patted her arm. “Dr. Witherspoon will be better able to discuss the next phase of your treatment with you. Write down all your questions for him.” He peered down at her through steel-rimmed glasses; his eyes seemed clouded and misty. “I’m sorry, Jessica. So very, very sorry.”

When both doctors had gone, she began to cry. Her parents wept with her, holding her, soothing her as if she were once again a tiny child. Only Jeremy remained dry-eyed, but when he took her in his arms she could feel the tension in his muscles, the fierceness in his grip as he crushed her against him. “You’ll lick this thing, Jessie,” he whispered. “You will.”

“How can I? Didn’t you hear them? It’s incurable. I don’t want to be hooked up to a machine for the rest of my life. How can I have a life when I need a machine to help me live?” She sobbed until there were no more tears left in her. Jeremy continued to hold her.

Finally her father spoke. “I know this is horrible, honey, but it’s not the end of the world. You are alive. Mom and I will help you however we can. The first thing to do is read up on it. Find out all we can.”

She knew it was her father’s way. He tackled life’s problems armed with as much knowledge as possible. He’d raised her to believe that fear was the true enemy and that knowledge did much to banish fear.

“I’ll quit my job,” her mother announced. “I want to take care of you.”

In spite of her grief, Jessica felt a twinge of guilt. She didn’t want her parents sacrificing themselves on her account. “Mom, please don’t do anything drastic yet.”

“But you’ll have to go to dialysis three days a week. I can’t let you go alone.”

“I’ll drive her,” Jeremy said quietly.

“She’s our daughter,” Ruth said.

Jessica disliked having them discuss her as if she weren’t even there. “I might be able to drive myself, you know,” she said. “I’m sure if this is something that I’ll have to do the rest of my life, I’ll have to manage on my own eventually.”

The conversation stopped abruptly when Dr. Witherspoon entered the room. He was a short, balding man with expressive brown eyes. After introductions, he explained more about the different kinds of dialysis. Jessica felt a glimmer of hope when he told them that sometimes dialysis could be done at a patient’s home, on a smaller dialysis machine, and could be done at night while the patient slept.

But her hopes were dashed when he said that at first, and “for a while,” she would go to a treatment center near the McMillans’ home in Reston, Virginia, a suburb of Washington. He told her that early the next morning she’d undergo a minor surgical procedure to create a fistula under the skin of the inside of her left arm.

“I’ll join together one of your veins to one of your arteries, and in a short time the vein will enlarge and strengthen. This makes it easier to insert the two needles of the dialysis machine. In the meantime, we’ll prepare an external shunt, which does the same thing but shows more on the outside of your arm. A nurse will cap off the special tubing after each treatment and bandage your arm.”

Jessica gulped. “Do I have to have the needles stuck in me every time I go for dialysis?”

“Yes. It won’t be so bad,” he said, patting her arm. “The nurse will numb your arm before inserting the needles. Then you’ll be attached to the dialyzer, and your blood will be cleansed and pumped back into your body. The cleaning process doesn’t hurt, and while you’re being dialyzed you can read, watch TV, talk on the phone, do homework.”

“I’ll look like a freak!” Jessica didn’t like the idea one bit.

“The fistula is under the skin; no one can see it. However, it’s very important that you take good care of the site regardless of the type of access device we use. I don’t want it to become infected or have a blood clot form. Don’t worry, you’ll get plenty of information about proper care. And, of course, you’ll be going in for treatments often, and the staff will keep a watchful eye out for problems.”

“Our daughter will be all right, won’t she?” Jessica heard the edge of hysteria in her father’s voice.

“As long as she remains on dialysis, she’ll be able to lead a fairly normal life.”

Normal! Jessica almost laughed in his face.

Dr. Witherspoon must have caught her expression because he added, “As normal as possible anyway. You’re going to be bombarded with information over the next few days,” he added. “It may seem overwhelming at first. You’ll have to go on a special low-potassium diet. You’ll have to be treated for anemia, maybe high blood pressure. You run the risk of hepatitis, bone deterioration, neuropathy—that’s nerve damage.”

“You’re scaring us,” her father said.

“I want you to understand how serious your daughter’s condition is.”

Jessica felt numb with the understanding.

“You can’t miss dialysis treatments.” Dr. Witherspoon looked directly at her. “I know you’re young, and I know how devastating this news is for you. But you can’t ignore your disease, or mistreat your body. Renal failure once was an automatic death sentence. But today, with dialysis, kidney patients can have long, productive lives.”

“And a transplant? What about a transplant?” Jessica knew no machine could truly take the place of a living, working organ, so she was interested in that option.

“This hospital has one of the best transplant facilities in the country, so that is a possibility. But that path isn’t an easy one. For starters, thousands of people are waiting for kidneys. There’s a waiting list and a sophisticated system of selection.” He folded her chart, glanced at his watch and prepared to leave.

“I know you have other questions. I’ll send in some of my support staff, who will bring you literature, videotapes, books. A dietician will be in to see you too. And tomorrow morning I’ll insert that shunt. It’ll take a few days for the internal connection to strengthen before it can be used. In the meantime, we’ll begin dialysis while you’re here. You will get through this, Jessica. I promise.”

Alone in the room with her parents and Jeremy, she glanced helplessly from face to face. “Why is this happening to me?”

No one had an answer. Her parents looked so devastated, she wasn’t sure they could drive themselves home. But the look of sheer determination on Jeremy’s face was the one that gave her strength and courage. “We’ll get through this,” he said.

She nodded. “I suppose I will.”

“And I’ll be here with you every day.”

She wanted to believe him more than anything. But she was the one who was sick, and he had a year and a half of high school ahead of him. How long before he grew tired of having a sick girlfriend? A girlfriend who would be committed to a thrice-weekly rendezvous with a machine that kept her alive?


Chapter

3

Jeremy drove to his house much too fast. He was risking getting a speeding ticket, and if he got one his father would have a fit, but Jeremy didn’t care. He couldn’t think of anything except his beloved Jessie and the ordeal she was facing.

“It isn’t fair!” he shouted. The wind rushing through the open car windows snatched his voice away. Icy March air made his face numb, but he didn’t care about that either. He was beyond caring about his own physical comfort. All he knew was that Jessica was sick. That she might be taken away from him. The way Tom had been.

He came to a screeching halt in the driveway of the Tudor-style brick house in an upscale Reston neighborhood, bolted from the car and ran inside. He was late for dinner. His parents were sitting in the dining room. It was a rare weeknight that his father was home. Startled, they looked up as Jeremy careened into the room, dragged his chair across the polished oak floor and lush oriental carpet and settled in a heap.

“Good heavens!” his father snapped. “Mind your manners. This isn’t a barn, you know.”

“What’s wrong?” his mother asked. As usual, she was the more perceptive of the two.

“Jessica’s in kidney failure.” Jeremy’s voice fairly shook with emotion. “She starts dialysis tomorrow.”

“Oh, no!” His mother rose and came to put her arm around his shoulders. “Jeremy, I’m so sorry. Tell us everything.”

Briefly he told them.

“Poor Jessie,” his mother said, glancing over to her husband, who sat tight-lipped and wordless. “And her poor parents. Is there anything we can do?”

“There’s nothing anybody can do. Nothing. But I know I want to be there for her.”

His father broke his silence. “How do you mean?”

“Once she gets on a schedule, I want to help take her for her treatments so that her mother won’t have to quit her job. I want to be around her, help any way I can.”

His parents exchanged glances. “What about your own life? Your schoolwork?” his father asked.

“How can you even ask such a dumb question?” Jeremy asked, leaping up.

“I resent your attitude—”

Jeremy’s mother interrupted. “Frank, he’s had a terrible shock. I don’t think now’s the time for the two of you to start arguing.”

Frank Travino threw up his hands. “You’re right, Marilyn.” He took a deep breath. “I am sorry about Jessica, son. Go ahead and spend as much time as you need to until she gets situated. Just don’t forget that you have a responsibility to live your own life.”

Jeremy wanted to announce that Jessica was his life, but thought better of it. “I’m going up to my room,” he said.

“Eat some dinner,” his mother urged.

“I’m not hungry.” She looked distraught, so he added, “Maybe later.”

He went up the spiral staircase to his room, where he leaned heavily against the closed door trying to sort through his emotions. His room was spacious, with a computer, bookcases, a TV and audio equipment taking up one entire wall. A weight-lifting bench stretched along another.

A bulletin board over his desk was crammed with a jumble of photos of Jessica and himself. Slowly he walked over to study the pictures. There were photos of them together out at his family’s lake home the previous summer. Pictures of them at three high-school dances, and more recent ones from Christmas. In every one, Jessica looked radiant, beautifully infused with life and exuberance.

A sob knotted his throat, but he refused to let it out. He hadn’t cried since his brother Tom’s funeral, three years earlier. Jessica was alive and under good medical care. She was going to be all right. She had to be! He picked up the phone and dialed the hospital. Jessica picked up on the third ring.

“How are you?” he asked.

“All cried out,” she told him. “They fed me supper and I can’t eat again after midnight.”

“When’s your surgery?”

“Seven in the morning.”

“I’ll be there.”

“It’s minor, Jeremy. You should go to school. Come visit in the afternoon.”

“No way.”

“You can’t keep skipping classes.”

“I’m a genius, remember?” His IQ was sky-high. He’d skipped a grade when he was younger and could have skipped another, but hadn’t wanted to start college at sixteen. He asked, “Don’t you want me there when you wake up?”

“Of course I do. It made a world of difference that you were here today when I got the bad news. My parents mean well, but they want to put me in a plastic bubble.”

He understood completely. Ever since Tom’s death, his parents had been hyperprotective of him too. And his father kept pressuring him to study and do well. He guessed he was expected to take over his brother’s life role. “I told my parents about all you’re going through, and they’re really sorry. I don’t think they’ll hassle me over any time I spend with you.”

“I—I really want you with me,” Jessica confessed.

He felt a rush of protectiveness and wished he had the power to change what was happening to her. “You saved my life, Jessie. I want to help however I can.”

When they’d first met the year before, when he was just fifteen, he’d had recurring thoughts of dying. He hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the accident that had killed his brother. Even now the memory was vivid, a kaleidoscope of crystal-clear impressions: his older brother, Tom, a new cadet at Annapolis, home for the weekend. Riding with Tom to the movie. The wet road. The long skid. Tom turning the car to take the impact of a tree on his side of the car. Tom had died instantly; thirteen-year-old Jeremy had walked away with barely a scratch.

I should have been the one to die, he thought. Jessica was the only person he’d ever told how he felt. Because he was so smart, the high school had placed him in an advanced English class, and that’s where he’d met Jessica. She was friendly, pretty and easy to talk to. It didn’t take him long to fall for her. And to explore with her his pent-up feelings about his brother’s death. They’d had long talks, far into the night when they were studying together, and slowly, haltingly, he’d opened up his heart to her.

“God doesn’t make mistakes,” she’d told him at the time. “You’ve been saved for a purpose. Maybe you should find out what it is.”

“I didn’t ‘save your life,’ ” she told him over the phone. “You just needed someone to talk to. I think you’re the most interesting guy I’ve ever met. I care about you.”

He knew she’d taken a lot of flak from her friends when she started dating a guy a year and a half younger, but she’d ignored them. He said, “I like being around you too.”

“Even if you can’t take me out to eat anymore?”

“What do you mean?”

“The dietician gave me some bad news.”

“Tell me.”

“The diet is the pits. No bananas. No orange juice. And my love affair with potatoes is all but over.”

“No potatoes either?” He knew how much she loved french fries and potato chips.

“I have to watch everything I put into my mouth—even water has to be monitored. I don’t see how I can live this way.”

He heard a catch in her voice and longed to reach through the phone and hold her. “Okay, so you have to juggle your diet. We’ll do it. And if you can’t eat certain stuff, then I won’t either.”

“You can’t do that.”

“Says who? I can eat whatever I want.”

“Because I don’t want you to,” Jessica said. “I don’t want your life to get turned upside down too.”

“All right—then I won’t eat your favorite foods in front of you.” He desperately wanted to make her laugh. “And if we get served something you can’t eat, I’ll stuff it in my socks right there at the table.”

“My hero.”

He heard the hint of a smile. “Remember the long talks we used to have? When I was still so messed up about Tom?”

“I remember.”

“You told me that no matter how bad things got in life, if I’d just wait them out, life would get better again. It was hard to believe. But you were right, Jessie. Things have gotten better again, even though Tom’s not ever coming home.”

“I hate it when you give me back my own advice,” she said with a sigh. “Even when I know you’re right. I know it could be so much worse.… I could need a new heart, or liver. There are no machines to fill in for those organs. I just don’t like the whole idea. It’s scary. To be hooked to a machine for … for maybe the rest of my life. What kind of life is that, Jeremy?”

He couldn’t answer her because he thought the idea appalling also. “You’ll make it,” he said fiercely. “You have to.”

“Why? What makes me different from the thousands of people already in dialysis?”

“Because I love you. And I won’t lose you, Jessie. I won’t.”
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Jessica stared glumly at the tube snaking from the inside of her forearm resting on the recliner-style chair to the machine next to her. The compact dialyzer hummed, doing the work of her now-defunct kidneys. It cleansed her blood of wastes and toxins and returned it to her body purified and ready to begin the cycle of cellular waste removal all over again. She had been on dialysis for seven weeks now—three times a week, four hours a day. And she hated it.

“You look sad, Jessica.”

The nurse’s statement intruded on Jessica’s dark thoughts. She sighed. “Do you realize that I see more of this machine than I do my friends and family?”

The nurse, Pat, pulled up a stool next to Jessica’s recliner. “I know how limiting this can be for a girl your age. Most people who come here are elderly or diabetic.”

The dialysis unit was a large room with about twenty recliners and dialysis machines. Nurses and social workers made their way down the aisles, visiting with patients, checking lines and medication flows, attending to those unable to leave the confines of the chair during the dialysis process. TV sets were suspended from the ceilings, and most people watched the afternoon soap operas and game shows. Jessica was the only person under the age of fifty, and she felt like a freak and a foreigner.

She turned toward Pat, being careful to keep her arm steady. “I still throw up after most sessions. And the headaches are awful. Dialysis isn’t making me feel as good as the doctors said it would.”

“Sometimes it takes a while to work out a balance.”

Dr. Witherspoon had changed mixes and medications several times already. Jessica took a fistful of prescription pills, plus vitamins, measured every morsel she ate, and still had problems. “Well, at least I’ve learned to knit. I’ve been knitting a ski cap that’s five feet long for Jeremy’s Christmas present and it’s only May. Imagine how long it’ll be by December twenty-fifth.”

Pat smiled. “A positive attitude really helps, you know.”

“Well, as they say around here—consider the alternative.” Jessica studied Pat, then asked, “Have you known many patients who got transplants?”

“Several. A few drop by now and again to say hello.”

Jessica had been thinking about transplantation more and more, and the idea both attracted and frightened her. While it would be wonderful to be free of the machine, it was scary to contemplate a life with the ever-present threat of rejection. She asked, “What if I did get a transplant, and then it rejected on me?”

“Then you’d go back on dialysis until we found you another kidney.”

Jessica couldn’t imagine getting to live like a regular person again, then having to return to dialysis. It seemed terribly cruel. How many chances would the doctors give her? How many kidneys would they allow her?

“So, how’s Jeremy?” Pat changed the subject. “Is he taking you to your prom? My daughter’s been looking for just the right dress for her prom for a month, and she’s not even been asked yet!”

Jessica was glad to shift her thoughts to her favorite topic—Jeremy. “No prom for me. I really don’t want to go.”

“But you’re a senior. You should go.”

“You sound like my mother. But I get the cold shivers when I think about having to find a dress that covers my arms, or picking a restaurant and having to think about every bite I put in my mouth, or getting sick right in the middle and having to rush home.”

“Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”

“No will, no way,” she confessed.

“Still, it’s only one night,” Pat said. “I’ll bet you could make it.”

“Proms aren’t simple little dances anymore. Around here they’re two- and three-day marathon parties. Kids move from party to party, even from city to city. One guy in our senior class has parents who own a horse farm, and he’s invited a third of the class there for picnicking and riding all weekend. Another friend’s father owns a boat, and she’s having a gang come for an overnighter on the Potomac.”

“Gee, what ever happened to simplicity?”

“It’s passé.” Jessica looked up to see Jeremy walking down the rows of recliners toward her. As always, her heartbeat accelerated. He meant so much to her, and she regretted that his life had changed because hers had. She wondered often why he hadn’t started looking for another girlfriend.

“Am I early?” he asked, dipping down to kiss her lightly on the lips.

“No, Boris and I are about through for the day.” She motioned toward the blue-and-white machine that shuttled her blood back and forth. “He’s made me squeaky clean again, and I don’t have to look at his smiling face for two whole days. That’s the best part about Fridays.” Her routine was to come every other day after school, with weekends off. Except on Mondays, when she arrived at six in the morning so that she could dialyze before school. But after a weekend away from dialysis, she was sick and puffy with water weight and built-up toxins.

Jeremy waited while Pat unhooked Jessica and bandaged her arm. “Well see you Monday morning,” he said to Pat when they were ready to leave.

Outside in the bright sunlight, Jessica sucked in the fresh air to drive out the medicine smell of the dialysis unit. Sometimes she felt as if the odor clung to her body permanently and no amount of bathing could wash it away. She drenched herself in cologne daily.

Jeremy pulled out of the parking lot and merged into the fast-moving traffic, heading toward her house. “You up to a movie tonight?”

“Maybe. I’m feeling a little light-headed. All this clean blood, I guess.” She leaned her head against the seat, fighting down nausea.

Concerned, Jeremy glanced over at her. She looked pale, and his stomach constricted. He’d thought that dialysis would make her well again, but it hadn’t. She still had many days when she could barely function. She tried her best to hide it when she felt sick, but he could always tell when she was faking it. “You want to stop for a snack? Maybe you need to eat something.”

“Eating isn’t much fun anymore. Too many restrictions.”

“How about something to drink?”

“Same thing.” She had to measure every ounce of liquid. If she drank too much fluid, it built up, put pressure on her lungs and made it harder for her to breathe. “Look on the bright side. Since I don’t drink much fluid, I don’t go to the bathroom very often.” She patted his hand. “Now isn’t that a bonus? No more waiting on me while I go to the ladies’ room at the movies or the mall.”

“I’d wait for you outside a bathroom for three days if you could be well again.”

She felt a headache beginning to build, leaned her head against his shoulder and mumbled, “If only.”

At her house, Jessica’s mother insisted that she lay down until suppertime. She helped Jessica up the staircase while Jeremy stood at the bottom and watched helplessly. He would have traded places with her if he could.

“Stay for dinner,” Jessica called down to him from the top of the stairs. “After supper, if I feel better, I’d like to go to that movie with you.”

Her mother added, “Yes, please stay, Jeremy. Go on in the kitchen. I’ll be there as soon as I get Jessie settled in.”

He wanted to stay. He wanted to be with Jessica. His father was working late and that morning his mother had driven up to New York for a couple of days on business. Going home and being alone didn’t appeal to him at all. He went into the roomy kitchen and settled on a bar stool at the counter.

The kitchen island was piled with scrubbed vegetables and the makings of a salad. Roasting meat and freshly baked bread smelled delicious and made his stomach growl. On one wall there was an elaborate chart detailing the foods and their nutritional content along with the levels of calories, protein, sodium, potassium, calcium and phosphorus that a kidney patient could eat. Next to the chart was a memo board with a special pen where Jessica’s mother planned out every meal, factoring in the amounts of each nutrient Jessica had to have in exact proportions. It looked complicated and reminded him again of the difficult course her life had taken.

Ruth McMillan breezed into the kitchen. “She’s resting, but she made me promise to wake her in an hour.” Her brow furrowed. “She wants you to be here when she gets up. Can you stay?”

“I can stay.”

Ruth looked preoccupied.

Jeremy said, “I thought dialysis would make her better.”

“She is better.”

“But she’s not as better as I figured she’d be.”

Ruth looked up from her work with the food, her eyes dark with concern. Jeremy’s heart thudded, then accelerated its pace. “What’s wrong, Mrs. McMillan? I know something’s wrong.”

Her gaze flitted away, but he could tell she wanted to tell him what was on her mind. “You’re right—Jessica isn’t doing as well as she should be. She isn’t doing very well at all.”
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“How do you mean?” Jeremy pushed off the stool and walked around the island to face her.

“According to her latest blood work, her blood urea nitrogen, or BUN, level is still too high, and when dialysis brings it down, she gets nauseous and throws up. Even though I make sure she eats right, her BUN won’t cooperate.”

His mind worked rapidly, sorting through what Ruth was telling him. BUN tests measured the level of waste products in Jessica’s bloodstream. “Are you saying that dialysis isn’t helping her?”

“Oh, it’s helping. It’s just not helping enough.” She looked into Jeremy’s eyes again. “She is sticking to her diet, isn’t she? I mean, at school and all. Have you seen her cheat by eating something she shouldn’t?”

Even if he had, he wouldn’t have told on Jessica, but he could honestly say, “I’ve never seen her cheat.”

“Dr. Witherspoon’s concerned. He wants us to think seriously about a transplant.”

Jeremy froze. “That’s heavy.”

Ruth shook her head. “Her father and I are scared about it, but I think Jessica wants one.”

Jessica hadn’t spoken to him about it, and that hurt his feelings. He’d thought they talked about everything. “Wouldn’t a transplant make her well?” He longed for her to be free of the dialysis machine.

“If a new kidney takes, she’ll be much better off. No more dialysis. But a lifetime of antirejection drugs. Still, the trade-off seems to be worth it.”

Jeremy thought so too. He knew how much Jessica hated the machine and the way it limited and controlled her life. “There are other kinds of dialysis,” he said. “I’ve read about the kind they do through a tube in the abdomen.” The idea made him shudder, but he didn’t let on to Jessica’s mother. “And it can be done at home.”

“Yes, peritoneal dialysis. But she’d have to wear a bag under her clothes filled with the dialysis fluid.”

“That sounds grim.”

“It would be. But her doctor doesn’t feel she’s a candidate for that kind of dialysis. Of course, we can try it and get her a home dialysis unit so she can dialyze during the night. But that doesn’t seem like much of a solution to me either.”

“Which brings us back to a transplant.”

“Yes. Aside from it being major surgery, there are thousands of people waiting for kidney transplants. There just aren’t enough donor organs to go around.”

His hopes for Jessica plummeted. “Then why would he bring it up?”

“Because he thinks it’s her best hope. She’s a young girl with her whole life ahead of her. She wants to go to college and have a career. A transplant now would give her a chance at a more normal life.”

He weighed the information, seeing it as a complicated problem worthy of his most dedicated study. “Where can she get a kidney?”

“Of course there are cadaver kidneys—donated from dead people—but Dr. Witherspoon says she’s not a candidate for one of those. Something to do with antibodies already built up in her system.” She waved her hand. “I don’t pretend to understand it all. Anyway, he told us that the best transplant donors are live related ones. Like members of a person’s own family. Her father and I would gladly give her one of our kidneys.” She glanced around the kitchen as if someone might be listening in. “We don’t want Jessica to know it yet, but the doctor is running an antigen match on us.”

“What’s an antigen match?”

“The closer the tissues match, the better the chance that the organ won’t be rejected. If an identical twin gives a kidney to his or her sibling, the match is ideal.”

“But Jessica’s not a twin. And she hasn’t got any brothers or sisters.”

“True. Her closest blood relative is a cousin, my sister’s son, but he’s grown and married with a family of his own to take care of. We can’t ask him to volunteer.” She shook her head. “I just hope one of us is a good match for her.”

Jeremy considered what she’d told him as she hurried to turn off the oven timer, which had begun to buzz loudly. He imagined Jessica back to a regular life with a transplanted kidney. If it happened soon enough, she might be able to start college in the fall as she’d originally planned. A transplant would put this nightmare behind all of them. Jessie would have her life back, and he would have his Jessie back. It made sense to him that a transplant was the way to go.

He glanced up at the kitchen clock. “It’s been about an hour since Jessie lay down.”

“Maybe I should let her sleep.”

“She wouldn’t like it. You know how she hates to feel babied.”

Ruth sighed. “Oh, all right.”

“Can I go up and wake her?”

Ruth smiled. “She’d appreciate seeing your face more than mine, I guess.”

He grinned, then left the kitchen, bounded up the staircase and down the hall to Jessica’s room. He knocked lightly, then eased open the door. The shades over the windows were pulled, darkening the room. Gauzy, flowing curtains pooled on the carpeted floor.

He thought Jessica’s bedroom reflected her perfectly. It was feminine and pretty, scented like summer flowers and fresh spring rain, softened with colors of May—lavender and white peppered with daffodil yellow. There were bookcases, a table with two white wicker chairs and a Queen Anne–style desk that held a computer. The incongruity of technology and romanticism sitting side by side made him smile. He couldn’t imagine this room filled with a dialysis machine and bags of fluid, and smelling of medicine.

Jessica lay on her bed, her hair spilling across her pillow. He stared down at her, caressing her with his gaze. She looked pale, yet beautiful. Her thick, dark lashes almost brushed her cheeks. He wanted to kiss her rosebud-shaped mouth.

Jeremy dropped to his knees beside her bed and tenderly stroked her forehead. She made a sound, but didn’t wake. Unable to resist, he leaned forward and ever so softly pressed his lips to hers. Then he laid his cheek on the pillow, close to her face, until their noses were almost touching.

Her eyes opened slowly, focusing on his face. She smiled. “Hi.”

“Hi, princess.”

“Are you my Prince Charming waking me from the spell of some wicked witch?”

“Fooled you. I’m really a frog in disguise.”

She touched his cheek. “Some frog.”

He wanted to crawl beneath the covers with her, hold her body against his and never let her go. “Have I told you today that I love you?”

“I can’t remember. Better tell me again.”

“I love you.”

Her eyes, large and the color of blue sky, studied him seriously. “Even though I’m broken?”

He reared back. “You’re not broken. You’ve got a health problem. But it doesn’t change who you are. And it doesn’t change the way I feel about you.”

She propped her back against the headboard. Her hair was disheveled, and she still wore the pale pink sweater from that afternoon. He thought she looked delectable. Like cotton candy. He sat on the edge of the bed and took her hands in his. “I’ve been talking to your mother. She says you’ve been thinking about a kidney transplant. Why didn’t you say something to me about it?”

“I was going to. I’ve been reading up on it.” She turned toward the window. In spite of the shade’s being drawn, she gave the impression that she was looking at the tree outside her window. “Kidneys are living things. If I ever get one, I’ll take very good care of it.”

“You should get one. You deserve one.”

She cupped the side of his face in her hand. “I’m one of thousands needing a kidney. I have type O blood—the most common kind. That puts me even farther down on the transplant list because there are so many people with O blood type—rarer blood types often get higher priority than us garden-variety types.”

“You’re not garden-variety.”

She shushed him with a glance. “And I haven’t been on dialysis very long either, which is another disadvantage. Those who’ve been on the longest and who have the greatest need get first consideration.”

He saw the complexity of the issue. “But your mother said that if you have a live related donor, you wouldn’t have to go on the donor waiting list.”

Jessica shook her head. “I don’t have many relatives. I know that my parents want to be considered as potential donors because I saw them look at each other when Dr. Witherspoon was discussing it, but even if they’re a match, they’ve both had serious health problems.”

“So?”

“So, they’re ineligible.”

Her statement caught him up short. “Your mother doesn’t think so.”

“She doesn’t know yet.” Jessica gestured toward her desk, where pamphlets and books lay open. “Did you know that a kidney from a sixty-year-old transplanted into a twenty-year-old ceases to age? It’s true. Why, it can function for years and years.” Her expression clouded. “Provided it doesn’t reject, that is.”

“Are you afraid if you got one it would reject?”

She nodded. “I’ve had bad dreams about it. I see myself running in a field and just when I think I’m free, I notice this long plastic tube attached to my side. I wake up in a cold sweat, terrified I’ll never be rid of the machine.”

He took her in his arms, wishing he could chase away her demon fears. “If you reject, you reject. They’ll find you another kidney.”

“That’s what Pat at the dialysis unit said.” Jessica laughed without humor. “As if they grow on trees and you can run right out and pick one.”

“You’re not giving up on getting a transplant already, are you?”

“Of course not. But I have to be realistic, Jeremy. People don’t always get what they want.” She leaned forward and kissed him deeply. “Not even princesses,” she added softly.
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When Jeremy arrived home that night, his father was in his study poring over law books.

“Big case?” Jeremy asked, standing in the doorway.

His father sighed, taking off his glasses and pinching the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. “Yes. I have to go before a federal judge next month.”

Jeremy knew enough about his father’s profession to understand that federal cases were often more complicated than state cases because they sometimes set legal precedents. “Good luck.”

The house seemed too quiet, especially after the sociability of the dinner table at Jessica’s, where everybody talked with one another. He and Jessica had decided against the movie, so he’d driven around aimlessly for a while before coming home. Now, seeing his father hunched over his work and realizing his mother wouldn’t be home until later tomorrow, Jeremy felt at loose ends. Purposeless. Although he and his father often grated on each other’s nerves, he felt pangs of nostalgia, remembering better days when he and Tom and his dad did fun things together and never fought.

His father must have sensed Jeremy’s hesitation to leave because he pushed back from his desk and gestured toward the couch. “Sit down and visit.”

“I don’t want to interrupt.”

“You’re my son. It’s not an interruption.”

Jeremy settled on the leather couch, stretching out his long legs and clasping his hands behind his head.

“How’s Jessica?”

Briefly Jeremy discussed her problems and her hope of a transplant and finished by saying, “I’m sure she’d have a transplant if there were a donor available.”

“Makes sense to me. She’s so young; it seems a shame to commit her to a lifetime of dialysis when a transplant could set her free.”

Jeremy appreciated his father’s sympathetic tone, for although he didn’t hassle him, Jeremy knew his father wasn’t thrilled about the amount of time he spent with Jessica. “I’d sure like to see her get one hundred percent again,” said Jeremy. “I miss doing things with her. I don’t like that her kidney disease takes up so much of our time together. That sounds selfish, doesn’t it?”

“No. When you care about somebody, you want the best for them.”

“I really like her, you know.” Jeremy wanted to say he loved her, but felt the word might be too strong and put his father off.

“I know. She’s a lovely girl.”

“You and Mom approve of her?”

His father looked puzzled. “Sure. When I look around and see what some kids bring home—friends with blue hair, earrings in their noses, studded leather clothes—yes, I think Jessica is a fine choice.”

Jeremy grinned, warming to his father’s affable mood. “Then I guess I shouldn’t ask to get my belly button pierced.”

His father grimaced. “Just thinking about it makes me cringe.”

“Didn’t you ever do something that went against the mainstream when you were growing up?”

“Are you kidding? In law school I had hair down to my shoulders.”

“No lie?” Jeremy couldn’t imagine his father’s close-cropped brown hair so long.

“And I once organized a revolt against the curfew in the dorms. A group of us camped out in front of the dean’s office door for a week. We were loud, smelly and obnoxious. We really disrupted his life—all campus life, in fact. The campus newspaper and local TV station covered our cause and turned us into minicelebrities.”

“Did you win?”

“ ’Course not. My father called and told me if I didn’t straighten out, he’d cut off my funds and I’d have to drop out of law school.”

“And you gave in?” Jeremy felt a twinge of disappointment.

“I had always believed that the ends justified the means, but a person has to know when to cut his losses and bow out gracefully. Besides, I wanted that law degree.”

“Does Mom know you had this wild side?”

“Who do you think brought us our meals during our sit-in?”

Jeremy laughed aloud over the image of his very proper parents acting totally antisocial. “Did it blow over?”

“Actually, the university pressed charges and I had to be my own defense attorney.”

“You could do that before you became a lawyer?”

“Sure. The courts allow senior law students to take on cases if the student practices under the supervision of a law professor.”

Jeremy leaned forward, eager to hear the outcome of his father’s story. “So what happened when you went to court?”

“I did a good enough job to get us all off with a fine and community service. We could have been expelled.”

“And you like practicing law, don’t you?”

“I always have. Discovering the weakness in my opponent’s case, outsmarting my opponent, winning—it still gives me a rush.” His father leaned back in his swivel chair. “You think you might be interested in law?”

“I’m not sure.”

His father picked up a pencil and tapped it on the arm of the chair. “Listen, I was going to ask this later, but now seems like a good time. How’d you like to be a clerk at the firm this summer? Pay’s above minimum wage and the work’s interesting.”

Jeremy immediately thought about his time with Jessica. “I told Jessica’s parents I’d help drive her to dialysis. And … and I want to spend as much time as I can with her.”

“We can work around your schedule.”

“We could?”

“Sure. It would beat slinging hamburgers.”

Jeremy agreed. His brother, Tom, had spent many summers working in fast-food restaurants, but had counseled the younger Jeremy, “You’ve got a great brain, kid. Use it for something besides burger duty.”

“I’ll think about it.”

His father nodded, then turned to the pile of work on his desk. “Much as I hate to cut you off …”

“No problem.” Jeremy shot to his feet. “I’m tired anyway.” In truth, he was wide awake. This was the best conversation he’d had with his father in months. For once they hadn’t argued with each other. At the door, Jeremy paused. One other topic had been weighing on his mind. He decided to broach it, even if it spoiled the tenuous bond he and his father had just created. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“What do you think about people donating their organs?”

“It’s a good idea. I mean, if a person’s brain-dead, there’s no reason for perfectly good organs to go into the ground when they could help somebody live. I see that very clearly now, especially in light of what’s happening to Jessica.”

Serious, Jeremy nodded and took a deep breath. “When Tom and I had the accident, were you and Mom asked to donate his organs?”

The air in the room grew perfectly still, and for a moment Jeremy regretted opening up the wound of his brother’s untimely death. But his father only shrugged. “If we’d been asked, we might have. But there was so much damage to his body, I guess there was no need to ask.”

Jeremy felt coldness creep over him. He had been removed by ambulance from the scene of the accident and hadn’t seen his brother in the emergency room where they’d both been taken. And at the funeral, Tom had looked normal in the casket. It hadn’t occurred to him that Tom might have suffered massive damage. A tribute to the mortician’s art, he thought grimly. “I miss Tom,” Jeremy said quietly.

“We all miss him,” his father added. “But life goes on.”

Jeremy turned and headed for his room.

The idea had been formulating in Jeremy’s mind for a week before he decided to take action. On a Monday afternoon during the final week of school, he called Dr. Witherspoon’s office at the medical complex where he practiced and made an appointment. Luckily the doctor had an opening, which Jeremy took as a good omen.

He made his way through the maze of hallways and elevators, let the doctor’s nurse park him in a cubicle and was sitting on the examination table waiting when Dr. Witherspoon came into the room.

The doctor’s eyes narrowed. “Haven’t we met somewhere before?” He glanced at the chart with the information sheet Jeremy had filled out.

“I’m Jessica McMillan’s friend.”

The doctor broke into a smile. “Of course. I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you at first. I didn’t know you were in need of a nephrologist too.”

“I’m not. I want to talk to you about Jessica.”

“Doctors can’t discuss their patients’ cases. The information is privileged.”

“I know, but I was hoping you could answer some questions I have about kidney transplants.”

Dr. Witherspoon pulled up a chair. “Kidney transplantation is one of the most successful organ transplants we do. And best of all, a person can get along just fine with only one working kidney. That’s what makes kidney donation so attractive between relatives. The patient gets a kidney, the donor continues to live a full, active life. Everybody wins.”

“But what if you don’t have a good match? How successful is it then?”

“With new antirejection drugs, over eighty percent of nonrelated donor kidneys are still functioning a year later.”

Jeremy’s heart began to race, and his thoughts surged with renewed hope. “Those are good odds.”

“Yes.” Dr. Witherspoon tipped his head and regarded Jeremy with curiosity. “I assume you have a reason for all this interest in kidney transplants.”

Jeremy looked the doctor square in the eye and announced, “Dr. Witherspoon, I want to donate one of my kidneys to Jessica.”
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