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      There are too many people that are responsible for the outcome of this book to name. Foremost, I’d like to dedicate this book to my donor and their family. They are truly heroes in my family’s eyes. Without their generosity during a time of loss, this book would never reach the people it was intended for. To you, my unknown friend, I literally owe my life.

      

      To the other hero in my life: Cindy. I am ever thankful to God for putting us together. I am amazed at how He took two completely opposite people and made them one. Cindy, no one could ever imagine what you and I went through. I hope that this book brings other caregivers like you an awareness that they are not alone in this battle. No one has loved me to the capacity that you have. I am, and always will be, thankful for your love. Without it, I would never have made it through to today. This book is our story. It is just a small glimpse of what we’ve been through together. I am truly grateful for your sacrifice.
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      Throughout writing this book, I’ve cried so many times, sometimes for hours. Remembering these things is not only joyous but also somewhat painful. Throughout the process, I have read Cindy portions of the book for accuracy. It always would end up the same, both of us in tears and holding each other like it was happening all over again.

      I wrote this book for people facing transplant surgery and for their families. While writing, I’ve found that anyone facing illness or death could use these truths that I discovered. It is my prayer that you realize you’re not alone on this journey. Many have paved the way before us. Many have suffered a loss that we might experience a gain. Though one thing is clear and certain. All our journeys are different and yet related.

      No matter where you’re at in life as you read this book, know this one thing for certain: God and people all around you are waiting for you to discover your hero within! Thank you, ahead of time, for stepping up.

      This world needs a hero like you!
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            STRANGE THINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      Before everything hit the fan, we lived a good life. Both of us had respectable jobs with lots of vacation time. We filled our time off with two to three nice trips each year. Our travels usually included a body of water or a range of mountains. Cindy and I were enjoying life to the fullest. “Go big or go home” was my motto.

      I had come to the point in my life where things were always falling together. Things should start coming together in your late fifties. We had paid the price and raised three wonderful children. We had become a blended family in the last sixteen years. They are not my kids, nor her kids. They are our kids. They’re grown and producing some of the greatest grandkids ever! Grandkids are the best. “Spoil them and send them home” is what my father always used to say. We were healthy, well provided for, and enjoying life to the fullest, but life was about to change.

      Twenty-twenty was not a good year for anyone. It especially wasn’t a good year for me. It started out all right, but then in the first quarter of the year I was laid off from my job at Farmer Brothers Coffee as a route sales associate due to the pandemic. Even though we were essential workers, they wanted to reduce staff as much as possible. Being in the food industry, of course restaurants would not be open nearly as much during the pandemic, so I sat out for a few months and did what every person did during the pandemic by staring at the walls, the television, and at each other trying to just find some sort of meaning in life again. I had been with the company for almost twenty years at this point. We distributed coffee across the nation and my job sometimes included travel, so I was glad to be able to take some time and get back to things at home. The month of August had begun.

      During this time some odd things happened. I got a rash across my arms up to my shoulders. It was weird; some days it was there, and some days it wasn’t. Sometimes it would start out like a small red spot and spread. It would then turn into what looked like a red flower blossom. I had my doctor look at it and he told me I could use a topical cream to get the rash to go away, but that didn’t work. My fiancé Cindy and I tried natural laundry detergents, thinking perhaps that was what had been causing my arms to break out. The rash continued to come and go, and we didn’t think too much more about it.

      I had also been experiencing a bit of heartburn. It felt like pressure in my upper abdomen—like I was consistently full—and the top of my stomach was slightly swollen. I decided to go see the doctor again. He sent me for X-rays and a CT scan. They didn’t show anything wrong. The only slight thing that was off was that I had fatty liver disease which is common in North America where our diet is high in sugars, bad fats, alcohol, and processed food. My doctor advised that I limit my drinking and improve my diet. I suspected I was sensitive to gluten, which we ate all the time.

      Life without artisan breads, pizza, pasta, or cocktails was rough. I had gotten in the habit of coming home every day after work and having a couple of drinks while getting some quality “me time” before Cindy came home three hours later. Things were not so pleasant; I was missing my wine and my cocktails. I was missing my regular flower pasta, bread, cookies, cake, and everything else that is good.

      I was glad though, that I had proven to myself that I could come home and not have anything to drink. That I could stay sober for weeks at a time. This was reassuring because my genetic father had been an alcoholic.

      Then I started having swelling in my ankles and calves. I had experienced this several times before in my life. I had been on blood pressure medicine for about twenty-five years by this time, and I was told numerous times that the blood pressure medicine was causing this. But then I got so terribly swollen that I couldn’t put on my shoes. So again, I went to the doctor, and he determined that I was suffering from lymphedema.

      

      Your lymphatic system is a network of tissues and organs that help the body get rid of toxins and waste from your blood. The primary function of the lymphatic system is to transport lymph, which is a fluid containing infection-fighting white blood cells, throughout the body. When certain lymph nodes are clogged up, they quit expelling the poisons in your body which causes swelling—usually in your limbs.

      My doctor sent me off to a physical therapy group that specialized in lymphedema. I went to the lymphedema clinic twice a week. The first time I went, I didn’t know I would have to wear a pair of shorts so they could massage my legs. They quickly produced a pair of gym shorts with their name on it. Seemed I wasn’t the only one in that predicament. They massaged my legs down to stimulate my lymph glands—this was to start the process of ridding my legs of the toxins. I was even put into a machine that did the same thing; I later had one at home.

      Some people suffer with this problem all their life, but I was still very optimistic. They even started to wrap my legs too. I was sure I was getting the best care. Soon I had to wrap my legs at home as well. Cindy stepped up to the plate and learned the technique at the clinic. This was complex and took quite a lot of skill. Little did she know then that this was just the beginning of her unofficial nurse training.

      Every day she spent over an hour dealing with various pads and foams, wrapping them over and over around my leg, wrapping each toe. The wraps forced the fluids up my legs to my waist where my lymph nodes were in good shape. I was walking around basically like a large robot throughout the house. My stiff, wrapped legs were very bulky, but it was summer, and I’d always be wearing a pair of shorts.

      We would go to the clinic twice a week, but I wasn’t making any noticeable progress. One day my therapist said to me, “Craig, I don’t like the way that your stomach is starting to swell.” I thought it had just been something that I had eaten or that I was gaining weight. “I also don’t like the way your abdomen feels warm to my touch. I’m going to contact your doctor. I suggest that you go and talk to him.”

      

      Somehow this woman saw things that I couldn’t see. I felt God put her in my life for a reason. She probably saved my life by stopping the therapy. My primary physician said, “Craig, we’re going to do some blood tests on you.” To my good fortune there was a lab upstairs from my doctor’s office. I went up and had my blood drawn. This was on a Friday afternoon and I planned to go home and enjoy the weekend. I was just dealing with a few bodily quirks—no big deal.

      

      The phone rang early the next morning. It’s never good when a doctor calls you on Saturday when they’re not in the office. He told me, “Craig, I want you to go immediately to the emergency room. Your potassium levels are extremely low. Low enough that it could cause your organs to start failing.” I was scared. I had gone from a rash and heartburn to my organs failing? What was going on?
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      We scratched our plans and headed out. We waited patiently until someone could see me. After I gave the ER doctor my story, he said he wanted more bloodwork done. So, I filled out all the paperwork, and they put me on an IV and drew blood. We had to wait a couple of hours for the results. The doctor that was seeing me was an intern and had a terrible bedside manner. He told me I needed to see a gastrologist as soon as possible, gave me some potassium tablets to take on the spot, and then called in a prescription for them. I didn’t like hearing from this young new doctor that I should just try oatmeal and lay off the alcohol.

      On Monday I called my primary and asked for a referral to a gastrologist. Because of the pandemic I ended up with a virtual appointment. By that point I was starting to swell like I was pregnant. September came with more blood draws, and I was starting to get annoyed. When the gastrologist heard that I was swelling up, he scheduled me for an appointment at a different hospital to get some relief from the swelling.

      
      We arrived at the hospital not knowing what to expect. We were told we had to go to interventional radiology. We found our way through the hospital’s maze. “Someone will be with you shortly” we were told. When they were ready for me, Cindy asked if she could go along too. The nurse replied, “For just a bit while we get him ready.” Cindy knew something was critically wrong, and she began that day to insist that she was involved in every procedure. I cannot say enough on how much she fought my battle for me during this whole season of my life.

      We were escorted into a small room with a single bed that smelled of surgery. I was told to undress down to my boxers. I did and laid on the bed while Cindy took a seat. We didn’t talk much; we were just trying to take everything in. Now I look back to those days and think, “Those were the simple days.”

      A high-ranking nurse came in and introduced herself and said she would be assisting the doctor with the procedure. “Have you ever had a paracentesis before?” she asked. I had not. She then began to explain how they would drain the fluid from my abdomen. My biggest concern was whether they would put me to sleep. I was relieved when she said, “We are going to use a topical on you, so you’ll only feel some discomfort.” After this I would know the real meaning of “discomfort.”

      They began to get me ready by sanitizing my stomach area and putting a paper sheet with a square cutout over my stomach. She then took an ultrasound wand and began rubbing it on my jelled-up stomach. “Is it a boy or a girl?” I asked in a jovial manner. She smirked at me and said, “That would be even a bigger problem.” She marked an X on my stomach with a pen while explaining that was the area holding the most fluid.

      The doctor came in and the nurses told Cindy she would have to leave. She resisted, and the doctor told her that she could stay if she didn’t touch anything. “This needs to stay a sterile area,” he stated. One of the nurses pushed a rolling cart over and began to lay out everything needed for the procedure. The doctor then started to explain that they were going to give me a topical to numb me and that they would insert the needle gradually. Then a syringe with a large needle came out, as did my anxiety. I had suffered from panic attacks over the last two years, so I always kept some antianxiety meds on hand. Luckily, I had taken half a pill before I came.

      While I looked the other way, the needle went first through the skin then a little further down. The doctor paused and said he was going to let it sit for a moment. The moment went by, and he pressed it further in. “How are you doing?” he asked. I replied I was doing fine but kept staring the other way and praying that I would make it through this. “You’re going to feel some pressure as we go through your abdomen
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