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Organ Donor

time, the doctor didn’t hesitate.
“We'll take it.”

Mahender Macha hoped the heart
would be strong.

Gift of Life had called the surgeon well
before midnight to let him know that a
heart was available, that he’d need to go get
it at about 1:30 a.m. It was going to be a
long night. He slept for a bit, then got up
quietly, so as not to wake his wife and three
kids, and drove over to Temple, where the
surgical team had started to gather—
another surgeon, the cardiologist, the anes-
thesiologist, the nurses. He grabbed the big
Igloo cooler and waited for the ambulance
to pick him up and take him to Crozer.

It wasn’t a done deal yet, not until he
opened up the donor patient and actually
saw the heart. Only then would he make
the call to take it, bring it back, sew it in.
That was the easy part—he’d done the
surgery hundreds of times. But making the
call was hard. There was no way he’d take
a heart that wasn’t as perfect as it could be.
It was too much of a gamble. Someone’s
life was at stake. He needed to be 100 per-
cent certain that his patient would leave the
OR alive, that he wouldn’t have to make
the walk, that §o-yard walk from the OR
to the waiting room. It was a very lonely
50 yards if things didn’t go well.

The ambulance pulled into Crozer at
2:30. The doctor looked at the charts, the
flow sheets, the ECGs. He double-checked
the blood type. Then he made the incision.
He called Temple.

“It’s a go,” he said. He started the
extraction procedure, aware that as soon as
he clamped the heart and shut off the blood
supply, he had only four hours to get it
back and get it in. He finished at §:13 a.m.,
wrapped the heart in three sterile bags,
placed it in a sterilized Tupperware con-
tainer and into the Igloo chest. Within five
minutes, he was in the ambulance and on
his way back.

Michael Neuschel watched TV,
wishing he could stop feeling so low. It was
almost 10 p.m.—always the loneliest time
for him. But he’d never felt quite like this
before, not once in the entire year he’d been
on the seventh floor. He knew what was
bothering him, though. He was just being
stubborn. He needed the ventricular assist
device. He'd tell them so tomorrow. He'd
go down to the OR complaining all the
way, but he wanted it. He wanted to live.

“Michael?”

He hadn’t noticed that a nurse was
standing at his door. He didn’t understand

why she was there, what she needed at that
time of night.

“Get ready,” she said. “We have a heart
for you.”

Michael tried not to get too excited.
He’d heard those words twice before, and it
hadn’t worked out either time. But Michael
couldn’t help himself. He called his best
friend Dave, telling him to come to the hos-
pital, telling him to call Michael’s brother
in Wisconsin to let him know it was time.
Michael took a shower, washing his chest
with the special antibacterial scrub. The
nurses drew a bunch of blood, X-rayed his
chest, started him on antibiotics. A doctor
inserted the Swan catheter through the vein
in his neck and into his heart so they could
monitor the pressures. Michael always
hated that procedure, it hurt so bad, but he
didn’t care tonight. He didn’t even feel
scared, at least not about the surgery. Other
thoughts rushed through his head — Will
the heart be good? Will it fit?2 Will it work?
Will my body accept ité—but did his best

to ignore them.

The surgeon started
the extraction, aware
that as soon as he
clamped the heart
and shut off the blood
supply, he had only
four hours.

Finally, just after two in the morning, the
nurse told Michael it was time to go to the
OR. A few minutes later, the other heart
patients arrived at his door. Usually it was
“The Mayor,” the patient who’d been there
the longest, who woke everyone up for the
ceremony. But tonight, someone else had
taken over the job, because the real Mayor
was the one going downstairs. The patients
stood in a circle around Michael’s bed,
holding hands.

“The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not
want,” they prayed together. “Even
though I walk through the valley of the
shadow of death, I fear no evil; for you
are at my side, with your rod and your
staff that give me courage.” One by one,
they wished him luck.

As the sedatives kicked in, Michael start-
ed babbling, on and on as they rolled him
down to surgery: “I waited so long for this
day. Finally. 'm so happy.” He didn’t quiet
down until the anesthesia numbed him. He
could still hear people talking, giving direc-
tions, asking questions.

“It’s a young heart,” Michael heard
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someone say. That’s good, he thought.
“The girl was in a car accident. ...” A
woman, he thought. A woman’s heart.
“...just 20 years old ... ” The last thing he
heard was the hum of the saw.

Michael didn’t know that the surgery
went well until he woke up in intensive
care three days later. He was confused. He
had a breathing tube down his throat,
three other tubes and two wires sticking
out of his chest. His whole body ached.
He didn’t feel better until he got back to
his room, the other patients applauding as
the nurses rolled him down the hall.

The days melted together as the nurses
drew blood and took X-rays, as the physi-
cal therapists made him get out of bed and
sit in a chair, then walk with a walker as
far as he could, dragging the IVs behind
him. As he grew stronger, he could start to
feel the difference in his heart—he could
breathe, he had energy—and he couldn’t
help thinking about that 2o-year-old girl.
Wondering how her family was doing.
Wondering what she was like, Was she
pretty? Did she have a husband? Did she
have children?

When the doctors finally told Michael he
could go home, he felt like he was starting a
new life. He gathered all of his books and his
clothes, his medications and prescriptions,
the blood-pressure cuff, the thermometer, his
schedule of follow-up appointments. He
walked down the hall and said goodbye to
all of his friends. Michael Neuschel left the
hospital on May 20, 2002 —XKaterina
DiGiacomo’s 21st birthday.

Omne of Kat’s kidneys went to a 1 5-year-
old boy who'd been waiting for a trans-
plant for two years, the other to a 17-year-
old who now no longer needs dialysis three
days a week. Kat’s liver went to another
boy, just 11, who plans to become a chef, a
computer whiz or a mathematician, but
mostly is just happy to be able to wrestle
with bis brother.

Michael Neuschel is finally feeling strong
enough to start walking outside to exercise
this spring. He’s planning to volunteer at a
soup kitchen.

Tag Price takes care of Kat's son every
Wednesday night, and just about every
time Terri and Shelley call bim to babysit.

Terri Allen and Shelley Dugan spend
most of their time rushing from day-care to
doctor’s appointments to swim lessons, try-
ing to teach their grandson how to spell,
laughing at how stubborn he can be—just
like bis mom. T
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