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out from underneath thick wool scarves, the holiday lights at
the park down the street twinkling above our heads just like
the stars in her drawing.

There was something magical about it. The soft glow
of the lampposts in the park, the white snow clinging to the
branches of the trees, the quiet stillness of it all. We nearly
froze our butts off for that picture last year, but it was our
tradition. Me and Abby, braving the cold to go see the holiday
lights together.

This photo always makes me remember that feeling. The
feeling of going on an adventure with my sister, just the two
of us, the world expanding like an open book.

I take a thumbtack and hang the picture next to the draw-
ing before sitting down on my bed and grabbing my pocket
notebook and pencil off my bedside table. My eyes travel down
the long to-do list I made for myself this morning, starting
with “#1: Plan to-do list,” which I've already put a satisfying
line through, and going all the way down to “#22: Contem-
plate the afterlife.”

Number 22 was probably just a little ambitious for a Friday
afternoon, but at least for now I can cross off number 17, “Deco-
- rate walls” I look around the formerly stark room I've spent the
better part of the morning making my own, once again, the walls
now filled with the artwork Abby’s given me through the years,
bits of color and life jumping out from clinical white walls, each
one a product of a different trip to the hospital.

2
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Me with an IV drip in my arm, the bag bursting with

ies of different shapes and colors and sizes. Me wear-

2 nose cannula, the cable twisting to form an infinity sign.

with my nebulizer, the vapor pouring out of it forming a

halo. Then there’s the most delicate one, a faded tor-

of stars that she drew my very first time here.

s not as polished as her later stuff, but somehow that
me like it more.

right underneath all that vibrancy is . . . my pile of
equipment, sitting right next toa hideous green faux-
o hospital chair that comes standard for every room here
Grace's. | eye the empty IV pole warily, knowing my
many rounds of antibiotics over the next month is
hour and nine minutes away. Lucky me.

it is” a voice calls from just outside my room. I
the door slowly creaks open and two familiar faces
the small crack of the doorway. Camila and Mya
me here a million times in the past decade, and
can't get from the lobby to my room without asking
in the building for directions.

room,” 1 say, grinning as a look of pure relief i
them. }
s, pushing the door open the rest of the way. {
could’ve been. This place is still a freaking maze.” ‘

guys excited?” I say, hopping up to give them




YouTube subscribers who tune in to see how my battle
ic fibrosis is going.

& I could be getting ready to go on a plane to Cabo for
wol's senior trip, but instead I'll be spending this holiday
e away from home, thanks to a mild sore throat.”

s, a raging fever. [ th:mk back to when I got my tem-
ken on intake this morning, the flashing numbers
mometer blaring out a strong 102. I don’t want to
in the video, though, because my parents will defi-
watching this later.

s they know, I just have a nagging cold.

ceds two whole weeks of sunshine and blue skies
es when you can have a month of luxury right in
backyard?”

off the amenities, counting them on my fingers.
e got a full-time concierge, unlimited chocolate
d laundry service. Oh, and Barb talked Dr. Hamid
keep all my meds and treatments in my room
eck it out!”

webcam to the pile of medical equipment and
icine cart next to me, which I've already per-
=d into alphabetical and chronological order by
‘dosage time I plugged into the app I made. It's
a test run!

number 14 on today’s to-do list, and I'm pretty
it turned out.

n
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My computer dings as comments begin rolling in. I see one
mentioning Barb’s name with some heart emojis. She’s a crowd
favorite just as much as she’s my favorite. Ever since I first came
to the hospital more than ten years ago, she’s been the respira-
tory therapist here, slipping candy to me and the other CFers,
like my partner in crime Poe. She holds our hand through even
the most bone-crushing grips of pain like it’s nothing.

I've been making YouTube videos for about half that time
to raise awareness about cystic fibrosis. Through the years
more people than I could have ever imagined began follow-
ing my surgeries and my treatments and my visits to Saint
Grace's, sticking with me through my awkward braces phase
and everything.

“My lung function is down to thirty-five percent,” I say
as [ turn the camera back to me. “Dr. Hamid says I'm steadily
climbing to the top of the transplant list now, so I'll be here
for a month, taking antibiotics, stickipg to my regimen. . . ."
My eyes travel to the drawing behind me, the healthy lungs
looming over my head, just out of reach.

I shake my head and smile, leaning over to grab a bottle
from the medicine cart. “That means taking my medications on
time, wearing my AffloVest to break up that mucus, and’—I
hold up the bottle—“a whole lot of this liquid nutrition through
my G-tube every night. If any ladies out there are wishing they
could eat five thousand calories a day and still have a Cabo-

ready beach body, I'm up for a trade.”

12




ter dings away, messages pouring in one after
g a few, I let the positivity push away all the
t going into this.

, Stella! We love you.

can come in at any moment, so I've got to be
+ the words like I believe them wholeheartedly.

all these years I've learned to not get my hopes

er message.

and you remind me to always stay positive. XOXO.

’ warms, and I give a final big smile for the cam-

. n fighting the same fight that I am. This

“All right, guys, thanks for watching! Gotta

uy afternoon and evening meds now. You know

1 hope everyone has a great week. Bye!”

video and exhale slowly, closing the browser
winter-formal-ready faces on my desktop
Camila, and Mya, arm in arm, all in the same
we'd picked out together at Sephora. Camila
t pink, but Mya had convinced us that red
NEEDED in our life. I'm still not convinced

1 pick up the worn panda resting on my pil-
arms tightly around him. Patches, my sis-

him. And what a fitting name that became.

13
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-So that's what this is about,” I say, crossing my arms
chest. “You have something against sex.”
rse not! I've had sex,” she says, her eyes widening
tumble out of her mouth. “It’s fine—"
£ is the biggest lie I've heard all year, and I'm prac-
rounded by people who sugarcoat the fact that I'm

“Fine’ isn’t exactly a ringing endorsement, but
on ground where I can get it.”

eyebrows form a frown. “We have nothing in
having way too much fun pissing her off. “Cold. I

bangs open and Barb busts through, making
in surprise at the sudden noise. “Will Newman!
doing up here? You're not supposed to leave the
that stunt you pulled last week!”

at the girl. “There you go. A name to go with
profile. And you are?”

at me, quickly pulling her face mask back
before Barb notices. “Ignoring you.”

Goody Two Shoes has some spunk.

the teacher’s pet, too.”

all times! You both know the rules!” I realize
take a step back as Barb reaches us, coming

the tension between us. She turns to look

29




commitment issues. Still, that never stopped him o
quest for another great romance. Before Michael it
Tim, the week after this it could be David. And, to be
est, [ envy him a bit, with his wild romances.

I've never been in love before. Tyler Paul for sure
count. But even if I had the chance, dating is a risk that I
afford right now. I have to stay focused. Keep myself alive.
my transplant. Reduce parental misery. It's pretty much a
time job. And definitely not a sexy one.

“Well, he’s not,” Poe says, acting like it’s no big
“Screw him anyway, right?”

“Hey, at least you got to do that,” I say, shrugging as I :
at my eggs. I can see Will’s knowing smirk from yest
when I told him I'd had sex before. Asshole.

Poe laughs midsip of his milk shake, but he sputters
begins to choke. His vital monitors start beeping on the
side of the laptop as he struggles for breath.

Oh my god. No, no, no. I Jjump up. “Poe!”

I push aside the laptop and run into the hallway
alarm sounds at the nurses’ station, fear in every pore of
body. Somewhere a voice shouts out, “Room 310! Blood

gen level is in free fall. He's desatting!”

Desatting. He can’t breathe, he can’t breathe. “He’s ¢
ing! Poe’s choking!” I shout out, tears filling my eyes as I
down the hallway behind Julie, pulling on a face mask as I

She bursts through the door ahead of me and goes to ¢

46
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Restless, I walk over to my med cart, hoping that 8
on to “Before-bed meds” on my to-do list will help
down. My fingers tap away on the metal of the cart
at the sea of bottles, and then out the window again at
and then back at the bottles.

 Isheeven doing his treatments?

Barb can probably force him to take most of his
she can’t be there for every single dose. She can strap
his AffloVest, but she can’t ensure he keeps it on for
half hour.

He's probably not doing all his treatments.

[ try to go over the meds in order of when I
shuffling them around on the cart, the names all
together. Instead of feeling calm, I feel more and mos
tration, the anger climbing up the sides of my head.

I struggle with the cap on a mucus thinner, pressi
on it with all my strength and trying to twist it off.

I don’t want him to die.

The thought climbs on top of the mountain of fr
and plants a flag, clear and loud and so surprisi’ng to
[ don’t even understand it. I just see him walking ba:
edge of that roof. And even though he’s the actual wo:

I don’t want him to die.

I twist the lid sharply and it comes flying off, pills
ing down onto my med cart. Angrily, I slam the bottle
the pills jumping again with the force of my hand. “D:
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‘ tiny chest, struggling to rise and fall, struggling
breathing,. [ feel my own heartbeat in my chest,
Jungs trying to fill with air from my mad dash
pital.

ting for her life,” she finally says, meeting my
“She doesn’t know what's ahead of her or

ting. It’s just . . . instinct, Will. Her instinct is

instinct a long time ago. Maybe at my fiftieth
lin. Maybe about eight months ago when [
cepacia and they ripped my name off the trans-
are a lot of possibilities.

tens. “Listen, you've got the wrong guy for
little speech—"

cuts me off, spinning around to face me with
unt of desperation in her expression. “I need
r regimen. Strictly and completely.”

I heard that right. Did you just say . . .
trying to dodge the seriousness of this con-
expression doesn’t change, though. I shake my
loser to her but not too close. Something’s up.
’s really going on here? I won't laugh.”

_, deep breath, taking two steps back to my one
have . . . control issues. [ need to know that

r”
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and think . . . they said you wouldn’t...” She
as she holds my face in both her hands, tears
eyes. “But here you are. And you're grown.
You keep proving them wrong.”

napkin, wiping away the tears. “I don’t know
t you.”

1 cold. I don’t know what I'd do without you.

and give her hand a comforting squeeze,

tly travels to the G-tube. The spreadsheets.

percent practically sitting on my chest. Until
¢, that number isn’'t going back up. Until

one who can keep me alive. And I have to. I

pretty sure keeping me alive is the only thing

going.

ces, | head straight to the gym with Will,
en my weak lungs as much as I possibly
him not to come so I can think everything

he probably hasn’t set foot in the gym in

ined worry of my parents and that thought

for me to allow me to concentrate on
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