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 The hospital felt different when James Stevenson stepped through the cancer wing"s 
doors. He dropped his briefcase halfway down the hallway to his son"s hospital room; the sound 
of his heart pounded against his ear drums. 
 When the glass windows to his son"s room were within arms!"reach, a doctor emerged 
from the doorway. #Doctor—” 
 “James, I"m so sorry.” He laid a hand on James"s arm. #We did everything we could, but 
Nathaniel didn"t make it.” 
 “I don"t understand.” James leaned against the glass window. #He was perfectly fine the 
last time I saw him.” 
 “Sir, your son"s immune system has been shutting down. It"s a side effect of the 
treatment—” 
 “I"m a god damned doctor,” James yelled. #You don"t think I know the side effects this 
treatment has on a patient!” 
 They stood in a thick silence again until James"s breathing slowed. The doctor handed 
over the chart to him. #Your family needs you, James.” 
 He nodded and walked into the room. His wife Gloria held the pale body of their 
youngest son against her chest. A pin dropping in the room could"ve been heard for miles. James 
couldn"t believe how fragile they both looked in that moment. 
 Gloria looked up from the ground at him while tears fell onto Nathaniel"s face. #He 
begged for you,” she croaked. #And you weren"t here.” 
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 “We"d like to personally welcome you to the surgery team, Doctor Stevenson,” the 
director of the hospital said. 
 “Please, call me James.” 
 “James it is then.” He held out an open palm and James gripped it firmly. #William.” 
 “It"s an honor to be given such an opportunity,” he said and released his hand. #Your 
facility is brilliant may I add.” 
 “You should see the wing you"ll be working in,” he said grinning ear-to-ear. #Enough 
technology in there to last you a couple decades.” 
 “May I ask you something?” 
 “Of course, James. Anything in particular?” 
 “Why did you choose me?” 
 William cleared his throat and motioned for James to sit. #I chose you personally,” he 
said. #We needed someone fresh, someone new, to take this hospital to its peak. 
 Our business has been struggling James. We"ve been trying to compete with the hospitals 
in the area. All of them have been doing just a tad bit better than us in some or all of the 
departments we have. 
 That"s where we bring you in to help us. This is not only a surgery wing, James. We have 
turned this into your very own personal laboratory. The reason why I chose you to head this 
department was your dissertation. What was the name of the therapy you thought up?” 
 “Stem cell therapy,” James responded. #It"s really just a hypothetical theory more than an 
actual therapy though.” 
 “But that"s where you"re wrong, James,” William said scooting to the edge of his chair. 
#They are working in the very hospital you started your research in on making this a regular cure 
for diseases, much like your son has.” 
 James stopped breathing. The tension in his muscles sprung until it hurt him to sit. He 
pushed himself from his chair. #My son,” he said closing his eyes to push down the guilt. #He"s 
the reason I took this job, the reason I did experiments and research for my entire residency in 
New York. He"s the reason for everything.” 
 “Right,” William responded. #And that leads me to my next reason. You have drive and 
motive. Your stem cell therapy could mean your little boy can live—” 
 “He died,” James said with his back to him. #Nearly six years ago.” A heavy silence filled 
the room. James felt a throbbing pulse bloom out from under his skull. 
 “I"m sorry for your loss,” William responded after a few more seconds of silence. #I think 
your work will be able to save more like your son, James.” He laid a hand on his shoulder. 
#People will know your name across the world for the things you"ll do here.” 
 

*   $   * 
 



 

 

 James marched up the stairs to his family"s apartment building. The smell of tomato 
sauce filled his nostrils. He heard the dull murmur of his children"s laughter echoing down the 
barren hallway. The guilt poured down on him in an instant. He shoved his key into the door. 
 “Thomas! Kenneth! You get to that table and eat,” his wife yelled from the kitchen.  
 “Boys,” the laughter stopped. #Do what your mother says.” They trudged with their heads 
turned away from him into the dining room. James walked noiselessly into the kitchen where his 
wife scrubbed at the dishes. 
 “Your job interview went pretty long.” 
 “I was offered a head position,” he responded. #It"s in the experimental therapy and 
surgery department—” 
 “That"s great,” she said walking past him out of the kitchen with a pot of sauce. He let out  
a sigh and pinched the bridge of his nose. 
 “What is it going to take to make you happy?” he shouted while marching out of the 
kitchen. 
 “Happy?” she said with her back still turned to him. #Happy. That feeling doesn"t exist 
here anymore.” 
 “I did everything I could to save Nathaniel,” he yelled. #When will that be enough—” 
 “You hid yourself in your god damned office from sun up to sun down,” his wife yelled 
facing him. She slammed the pot of sauce on the table spilling it over on all sides. #Who wiped 
the vomit from his face after the treatments? Who stayed up with him every night with the 
nosebleeds, the pain, the depression? I did!” 
 Tears streamed down the sides of her cheeks. James squeezed his eyes closed. He didn"t 
like seeing her hurt. #I did my best—” 
 “Don"t you dare,” she growled. #Don"t you dare say you did your best. He sat up at night 
calling for you, James! He begged me to get you to come home. But you were so sucked up into 
your work that you forgot we were people.” 
 James opened his eyes, but turned his head away from her. She was right. And realizing 
that about himself was what made the guilt drown him everyday.  
 His wife scoffed and shook her head. #You want to know the last thing he said to me 
before he died,” she asked. #% I wish Daddy was here to see me go.!"An eight year old said that 
James. So no, I won"t be happy. And nothing you do can change that.” 
 She stood in front of him, breathing heavy. The tears on her face mixed with her flushed 
cheeks. She swiped at them with the back of her hands and untied her apron. #I want a divorce,” 
she said throwing it to the floor. 
 James swallowed past the dry walls of his mouth. #Ok,” he said nodding. #Ok.” 
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 The scotch rolled down the back of James"s throat. The burn suppressed the discomfort of 
sitting at his kitchen table. He flipped through a photo album that was stored in an unopened 
moving box. All the worn pictures were of Nathaniel.  
 Up until his son"s third birthday, everything was normal. Gloria stayed home with the 
kids while James worked on his doctorate. Things were steadier back then. When his son started 
showing signs of illness, that delicate balance was turned upside down.  
 James flipped the page of the photo album. A worn black and white shot of him and 
Nathaniel glared back at him. It was at The Apollo in New York. His whole family loved the 
music that flowed through the streets at night. This was before Nathaniel was diagnosed with 
leukemia. That was the last father-son trip they ever took. 
 James uncorked the decanter and poured another shot of scotch. #How did we get here, 
Nathaniel?” The photos would never be able to answer that question. He flipped the album 
closed. 
 “What are you doing James?” He looked up from his bottle at the blurry figure of his 
wife. She was in her light blue nightgown—it was a gift from James when they arrived at the 
new place.  
 “We haven"t unpacked everything.” James glanced around the living room at the dozens 
of unopened cardboard boxes. #Why haven"t we unpacked anything more than the essentials?” 
 Gloria sighed and folded her arms across her chest. #Maybe because we both knew there 
was no point.” 
 He nodded and lifted his glass to his lips again swallowing the liquid in one gulp. 
 “Our marriage has been less than perfect since Nathaniel got sick—” 
 “God dammit Gloria!” James threw the empty glass into the wall. It exploded into several 
hundred pieces with a loud shattering. #I tried everything! I did hundreds of tests and 
experiments. I did it all for him! That was my way of dealing with things. It was what was best 
for Nathaniel. What more could you have wanted from me?” 
 Gloria laughed and swiped tears from her eyes. #You say all those things as if he were 
still here, James.” She shook her head. #You could"ve been there for your family. You could"ve 
held Nathaniel"s hand through his treatments. You could"ve been there when he woke up from 
surgery. Better yet, you could"ve been there when he died.”  
 James closed his eyes and took a swig from the decanter. The alcohol made the dull 
throbbing in his chest subside. Anything other than dealing with the loss of his son was 
comforting.  
 “By all means, keep pushing us all away and bury yourself deeper into your research. It"ll 
make losing all of us that much easier on you.” 
 James opened his eyes to his wife stomping off to their bedroom. Snow fell just outside 
creating a flawless winter scene in the window at the end of the hall.  He gripped the neck of the 
decanter tighter and took a long sip. 
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 James"s vision blurred while he studied the new divorce papers. Headaches had become a 
regular visitor in the days leading up to this meeting. Long nights at the office combined with 
bottles upon bottles of scotch must be catching up with me. 
 “Do these terms sound like something you could agree to, Mr. Stevenson—” 
 “It"s Doctor. Doctor Stevenson.” 
 “Oh that"s just like you James,” Gloria scoffed. #Must correct anyone who gets your title 
wrong. The world might stop turning if someone doesn"t know your name.” 
 “Gloria—” 
 “It"s Ms. Shelley.”  
 If this were any other time and James wasn"t holding the pen that would sign over his life 
to her, he might have laughed at that. A wave of nausea swept over him. Sweat broke out in tiny 
drops across his forehead. The searing pain behind his eyes reached new levels that even James 
didn"t think existed. #Excuse me,” he muttered dropping the pen on the wooden table that 
separated him and his wife. 
 James crashed into the doorway to the office, collapsing to the ground in a heap. 
Shouting filled his ears until it sounded like he was underwater. His vision tunneled until all he 
could see was the worried eyes of his wife. Then, the blackness took over. 
 

*   $   * 
 

 Beeping woke James from his fainting spell. He grabbed at the side of his head and 
rubbed the pain from his skull.  
 “Good to see you awake, James.” The director to the hospital sat in a chair on his right. 
He flipped through his chart, scanning the words so fast that James wasn"t sure if he was actually 
reading them. #Looks like there were tests that were ordered while you were out.” 
 “What kind of tests?” 
 “A blood analysis,” William responded. He hung the chart back up on the end of James"s 
bed and put on a smile after. #Just want to make sure our new head isn"t neglecting his own 
health.” 
 “I"m sure it"s just stress.” 
 “Just being safe.” He laid a hand on James"s shoulder and squeezed.  
 Something in the director"s eyes made James"s heart ping in his chest. There was worry 
somewhere underneath the layers of calmness. He had seen it so many times in his wife"s eyes 
that it was almost second nature to look for it in everyone else.  
 The director left in a rush without another word. James pushed himself from bed and 
ripped his chart from the clipboard. Flipping through the pages, he saw a series of red flags for a 
disease that brought back haunting memories. On the very last page, James held his breath. 
Blood analysis was written in black lettering at the top. A bright red stamp across the page read, 
#Abnormal.” 
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 A knock at the door sent a sharp throbbing throughout James"s head. He wiped the 
hungover tears from his face and cleared his throat. #Come in,” he said straightening out his 
desk. 
 “Doctor,” a tiny voice called from the other side of the door. #I have several messages for 
you.” The door creaked, and his receptionist"s head poked around the corner. 
 “It"s James. Come in Francine,” he responded. #Who are they from?” 
 The receptionist cleared her throat and glanced down at her notepad. #The first five are 
from your wife,” she responded, her eyes still facing the paper in her hand. #The last one sounded 
like World War Three. You missed the divorce meeting last night—” 
 “Yes, I know,” he said rubbing his temples. #Anything else?” 
 “Your test results are in,” she whispered holding out a manilla envelope. James looked at 
her hand. 
 “You"re shaking,” he responded moving towards her. #Why are you shaking?” He gripped 
the envelope and laid a clammy palm on the back of hers. 
 “I"m sorry Doctor,” she said pushing the envelope into his hands and rushing from the 
room. 
 He swallowed past cotton mouth. The manilla envelope felt like lead in his hands. He 
ripped it open and fingered the paper on the inside. The beating of his heart rapped against his 
ribcage. If it"s positive, there"s always a chance they can find and remove the tumor. He inhaled 
and closed his eyes before pulling his results from the envelope.  
 When he opened them again, the words mocked him from the paper. In bold red letters, 
positive was inserted into each category. The gray letters at the bottom made him choke on his 
breath. 
 “Tumor undetected. Diagnosis: brain cancer.” 
 

*   $   * 
 

 James dragged himself up the stairs in his apartment building. The laughter of his 
children had been absent for quite some time, but tonight he longed to hear it. The results from 
his blood work weighed down on his shoulders making each step an effort. 
 A dull banging echoes down the stairwell followed by shouting. At the top of the stairs, 
James made eye contact with his wife. #God dammit James,” she said slinging her purse over her 
shoulder. #The phone just kept ringing. The operators knew me by name before I came over 
here—” She scrunched up her nose and frowned. #Have you been drinking?” 
 “Yes,” he responded. #I"m sorry I missed the meeting with the divorce attorney. I 
received something—some news that I had to attend to—” 
 She scoffed and folded her arms across her chest. #Naturally work gets first priority 
again,” she muttered. #It"s why we"re getting this divorce in the first place—” 
 “I have cancer.” 
 The silence hung in the air. His wife gawked at him. #What?” 



 

 

 “A brain tumor most likely,” he responded. #Explains my headaches, blurred vision, and 
fainting spells.” 
 “What—why wouldn"t you tell me you were getting tested for this?” she said laying a 
hand on his shoulder. 
 “Come on Gloria,” he responded rolling his eyes. #Would you really care?” She let out a 
cough and pulled her hand from his shoulder. #That"s more like it.” 
 “You treated myself and our children like they were second to everything else for years, 
James,” she responded. #But at one time, I loved you. So sue me if I still care. Even if it"s just for 
a second.” She fished into her purse and pulled a long envelope from the bottom. #Divorce 
papers. Read them, sign them and for Christ"s Sake be at the damn meeting. I rescheduled for 
next week.” She placed the envelope in his hands and marched past him. 
 The clicking of her heels stopped after a couple of seconds. #James,” her voice called 
from down the hallway.  
 He turned to face her. She looked beautiful in the dim light of the hallway. Her auburn 
hair was pulled into a tight bun, and the red a-line she wore made the burn he felt for her years 
ago flicker. She let out a sigh and pushed the lone strands of her hair from her eyes. #I don"t wish 
anything bad on you. We have two beautiful children who need their father. Please—take care of 
yourself.” 
 He nodded and walked into his apartment. 
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 James stood outside of William"s office. He knocked three times before opening the door. 
#You called me sir.” 
 “Ah, James! Come in.” William rose from his chair and shook James"s hand with a firm 
grip. #Would you like a drink?” 
 “Sure.” William poured him a full glass of bourbon from the decanter behind his walnut 
desk. James took it with a pit in his gut and a grimace on his face. 
 “To the future of your program.” The director tosses back his bourbon with ease and 
places the empty glass on a coaster.  
 James took a long gulp and swished the liquor in his mouth. It was an aged bourbon—he 
could tell from the wood taste that lingered after it travelled down his throat. #Director—” 
 “Don"t be so formal, James.” He smiled. #My name is William.” 
 “Right, sir—I mean, William.” James laughed and took another long gulp from his glass. 
#I understand that you received my letter about my diagnosis.” 
 “Yes. Yes I have, James.” 
 “I completely understand if you wish to choose someone else to fill the position—” 
 “Why would you think I would want that?” 
 “There"s a huge chance I won"t be able to continue anything I start,” James responded 
with a frown. #My treatment starts soon—” 
 “This is your opportunity to find a cure then!” His eyes lit up with excitement, so much 
so, that James felt it course through him as well. #You have the facilities. You have the staff. I"d 
be more than happy to allow you a cadaver to help with your research.” 
 “Can you do that?” 
 “I"m the director of this hospital James,” he said, pouring himself another glass of 
bourbon. #If I tell you that you can have a cadaver, consider it done.” 
 “But what about my treatments—” 
 “Take whatever time you need, James. Oncology is willing to work around whatever 
schedule you need.” 
 James swirled the remainder of his drink in circles until a mini cyclone appeared in the 
brown liquid. #Why do you have so much faith in me? I barely just stepped into the medicine 
world. There were other doctors out there more qualified than me—” 
 “Oh yes,” William said setting his glass down on a coaster on top of his desk. #There 
were doctors from all over the world looking at this position. But you had heart behind your 
work James. They didn"t.” 
 “Nathaniel died, William. He was my heart. He was the only reason I worked through the 
night. The reason I spent days at a time away from him and my family. The reason I took 
chances with the board at my old hospital. The things I"ve done already haunt me every night.” 
 William gripped his arm with stiff fingers. #You did what you had to in the name of 
science, James. That took guts that most doctors and scientists are too scared to have. The 
patients who died under your care helped save countless others.” 



 

 

 James laughed and looked into the liquid in his tumbler.  #I can"t help but feel that the 
reason why I"m sick is because God knows that I didn"t do absolutely everything I could to save 
my patients back in New York.” 
 “Science isn"t a perfect thing, James. No matter what you do in this life, God knows we 
make mistakes. Fate is what dealt you this card. Now, it"s time to change that.” He held out his 
glass again and nodded toward mine. #To the future?” 
 “To cheating death.” 
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 “Get me Doctor Marcus Brown, please,” James said digging the receiver of the phone 
into his ear. 
 The clicking of the operator working the switchboard made room for another migraine to 
crawl into the doctor"s head. He swallowed down four aspirin with a glass of water and massaged 
his temples. 
 “Doctor Brown.” 
 “Doctor,” he responded. #It"s James Stevenson up in Experimental Surgery and Therapy.” 
 “Ah, James. Good to hear from you again,” Doctor Brown said from the other end. #How 
are you doing?” 
 “Been better,” he muttered finally pushing the migraine away. #Listen, I have a huge 
favor to ask of you.” 
 “Anything you need James,” he responded. 
 “Do you have any John Does down there,” James asked trying to steady his voice. #I need 
a couple.” 
 “A couple?” he responded from the other end. #Why do you need a couple?” 
 “Big surgery coming up,” he said. He coughed and cleared his throat. #It"s gonna be a 
multiple-person job. All the doctors in the operating room need to know how to do this.” 
 “Have you cleared this with the director—” 
 “I don"t have time for that right now, Marcus!” James said slamming his fist down. His 
glass skipped off the desk and shattered on the floor. #I can save someone"s life.” 
 Several moments of silence passed. #Ok,” Doctor Brown said. #I"ve got three right now. 
But you gotta make them last.” 
 “I will,” James responded. #Thank you.” 
 “Take care of yourself James.” 
 “Yeah, you too.” 
 

*   $   * 
 

 James ran his fingers over the cadaver"s skin. His hand shook as they reached its face. 
#Forgive me, Father,” he said gripping a bone saw in his free hand. #But I still have so much 
more to do. And I"m not dying on your terms.” He pushed the saw into the cadaver"s forehead 
until its skin gave way. 
 Something in him broke that day. He felt it more with each stroke of the saw. Something 
damning had made its way under his skin—and he liked it. 
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 James sawed through another skull revealing the fleshy meat of the cadaver"s brain. 
#Experimental Surgery and Therapy Department, Doctor James Stevenson, cadaver forty seven,”  
he said out loud to the recording device. #John Doe, homeless—found dead on the street. Upon 
initial autopsy, man was believed to have been smothered or choked to death. However—” 
 James redirected his light at the cadaver"s brain. #Further observation shows the brain 
stem containing a golf-ball sized tumor.” He reached deeper into the brain with his forceps. #This 
tumor is in an extremely delicate area. Located between the cerebellum and the brain stem, 
symptoms similar to my own may have been experienced. Both breathing issues and loss of 
balance were likely.” He pulled on the tumor with his forceps, but its claw-like grip refused to let 
loose from the brain stem. #I"m not sure that even the most capable surgeon would be able to 
remove it without causing massive brain damage.” 
 He reached over the body and picked up a syringe with uranium, sticking it into the 
tumor. #Uranium inserted at 1419 hours on December 25, 1957. Results and treatment 
probability to be recorded in the next tape.”  
 James leaned heavily on the table. This isn"t working. He slammed his palms against the 
metal of the operating table. His vision blurred with the beginnings of another migraine. 
 “Did I interrupt something?”  
 James looked up from the cadaver and straightened out his lab jacket. #Direc—William.” 
 “How has your research been going?” 
 “Not well, to be frank.” He rubbed his temple to relieve the pressure inside his skull. #I 
need live tissue to get proper data. The body"s reactions are not the same when it"s dead.” 
 “I"m sorry James. There"s really nothing I can do.” William leaned on the table and 
looked over the cadaver"s brain. #Brain tumor. Nasty way to go.” 
 James sighed and combed his fingers through his hair. His migraine forced him to sit on 
the metal stool next to the body. The ringing of his alarm clock made him jump. 
 “What was that for?” 
 “My treatment in oncology.” James pushed himself from his seat and checked his watch. 
#I"m late.” 
 “How are the treatments going?” 
 “They"re going,” James responded. He moved past William toward the exit.  
 “You might want to consider trying a different experimental route, Doctor.” 
 “And how would I do that? All I have are dead bodies and a patient list three miles long. I 
can experiment on these cadavers until I"m blue in the face, but I won"t know how these 
treatments work on live people.” 
 “You are the head of the Experimental Surgery and Therapy Department, James,” he 
continued. #Yes, I am your boss, but you make the decisions when it comes to your department. I 
just sign checks and shake hands.” 
 James stood with his hand strangling the door handle. He looked over his shoulder at 
William. #What exactly are you suggesting, sir?” 



 

 

 “I"m in the business of finding sick people and curing them, James.” William stood from 
his chair and straightened his suit. The click of his shoes filled the silence. Before pushing past 
James, he squeezed his shoulder. #Whatever you need to do to get that result is fine by me.” 
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 “Francine,” James called from the end of the hallway. 
 His secretary looked up from her desk with wide eyes. #Doctor Stevenson! I thought you 
had your appointment with oncology—” 
 “The people who have been calling,” he said shuffling through the papers on her desk. 
#Did they leave a way to reach them?” 
 Francine pulled a binder from her desk drawer and let it down with a thump. #These are 
the message logs I have for this month.” 
 James snatched the binder from her desk. #Thank you.” 
 “I thought you said you have nothing set in stone.” 
 “I don"t, but I believe I can help some people through this.” The lie flowed through his 
teeth with ease. He didn"t think that he would be able to do that. The career and name he built for 
himself was all based on his results and research. Not once did the thought cross his mind about 
experimenting with live people. But he knew he was right—working out his theories on live 
tissue would be his best chance at saving not only his own life, but thousands of lives. #Schedule 
anyone in who calls while I"m at treatment. I"ll pick up a handful of names for you to call from 
your message log.” 
 “Yes Doctor.” 
 “It"s James,” he said laying a hand on hers. #And thank you, Francine.” 
 Red filled her cheeks before she looked away. 
 “I"ll return this to you after my treatment.”  
 James marched through the busy hallways while flipping through the pages of missed 
calls and messages. By the time he reached oncology, he had seventeen hopeful patients. The 
chair was stiff and uncomfortable in the waiting room. Several people looked up with a 
sympathetic nod. The sad compassion that filled the room made his skin crawl. 
 “Stevenson, James.” 
 James stood clutching the binder in his arms. The names on the messages meant 
everything to him now. Maybe my cure is waiting for me somewhere in these patients. Maybe I 
just haven"t dug deep enough yet.



 

 

 


