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Prologue




The vibrant colors of autumn foliage create a picturesque backdrop at 4:30 in the afternoon in the Research Triangle area of Morristown, North Carolina. A black Denali driving down Chapel Hill Road has been keeping its distance from a 2016 blue Honda Accord to avoid alerting its driver, a man in his twenties that he is being surveilled. The young man’s fingers and hands are beating a rhythm on the steering wheel to whatever tune his Bluetooth device is playing. 


​“We have the suspect located, sir,” the Denali’s passenger says into his car phone's handset. 



​“Stay on him but don’t raise any suspicion,” the passenger hears. “We’re still waiting for final confirmation.”



​“Understood,” the passenger says. “But we are certain the guy we’ve been tailing is the right guy.”



​The Honda driver brakes at a stop sign, looks both ways then proceeds, all the while tapping his fingers on his steering wheel. The Denali yields at the same stop sign, then continues. “Can you confirm the driver is a young white male, possibly wearing a beard?” a voice says.



​The Denali slowly eases into the left lane and pulls up alongside the Honda. “We’re confirming right now, sir,” the passenger says and despite the Honda’s dark-tinted windows, he adds, “Yeah, it’s him.”



​ “Okay, drop back and keep your distance. Our man is ready at the next cross street, Aviation Boulevard.” 



​“Roger that,” the passenger says. “Okay. Looks like we’re a go.”



​With that, the Denali slows down and falls back behind the Honda. “Let’s hope they’re right about this kid,” the driver says to which the passenger replies: “He’s our target. It’s not our call.”



​The Honda approaches Aviation Boulevard and stops at the stop sign. The driver looks left then right and eases forward. Suddenly there is a distant crack and then a loud pop from a bullet that blasts a small hole through the Honda’s windshield and into the driver’s head. The car slowly rolls diagonally across Aviation and over the curb where it strikes a light pole.  Passersby rush to the car to see if they can help and soon discover the driver whose head is covered with blood is dead.



​The black Denali slowly drives past the frantic scene developing at the intersection and its passenger says: “Mission completed, sir.”  



                                      The Cure

                              By William Davis

                                       Preface

Cancer causes about 1 in every 6 deaths worldwide, more than AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria combined. Today, it is the second-leading cause of death (following cardiovascular diseases) worldwide and in high- and very high Human Development Index (HDI) countries. . . .


By 2040, the global burden is expected to reach 27.5 million new cancer cases and 16.3 million cancer deaths solely due to the growth and aging of the population. However, these projections may be underestimates given the adoption of unhealthy behaviors and lifestyles (e.g., smoking, unhealthy diet, and physical inactivity) and changes in reproductive patterns (e.g., fewer children, later age at first childbirth) associated with rapid income growth in economically transitioning countries.


In response to the rising incidence of cancer, global public health organizations are taking action.

(American Cancer Society. Global Cancer Facts & Figures 4th Edition.

Atlanta: American Cancer Society; 2018, pp. 1; 3)


Chapter 1




Michael Morgan takes a deep breath before completing his speech as valedictorian of Johns Hopkins University’s School of Medicine. “In closing, ” he says, “I’d like to thank Dean Berger, faculty, and my fellow classmates for this distinguished honor. Today represents the culmination of the hard work and sacrifices that have brought me and my fellow graduates to the place we sit today. Let us go out and do our very best for the world, confident that we have the finest of educations and resources that will enable us to make a difference. Thank you.”

Michael blushes at the applause he receives as he walks back to his seat, relieved he did not forget or stumble over his words and hopes the same for the upcoming speakers. He resists the urge to turn and look through the crowd to find Karen, his girlfriend, soul mate, and inspiration. Michael wonders where she is seated in Baltimore’s Royal Farms Arena. He wonders, too, where he would be if Karen had not entered his life and supported his vision for himself and his success.

Having heard their son’s speech, both David and Christine Morgan couldn’t be more proud. When they discovered their five-year old had an IQ over 180, David had vowed to do everything possible for his genius son and hadn’t Michael’s astounding 4.0 GPA during his entire education at Hopkins given proof to that. As Director of the ICRC, the International Cancer Research Center, David is ready to see his dream for his son finally realized: a phenomenal future in medicine.

Christine Morgan has wanted everything for Michael, too. But nothing was more important to her than raising Michael as a normal boy, which led to many an argument with her husband who scoffed at her notion of raising their brilliant child as normal when he was anything but normal. Nonetheless, they are both proud parents today.

Michael stands and turns. He smiles when he sees his parents working their way towards him through the crowd and when he finally sees Karen, his smile grows broader. He waves vigorously, stretches his arms upward and curves his fingers and hands into the sign that says I love you.

David darts his head over his shoulder to find the person Michael’s gesture is meant for and turns angrily when he fails.

Michael’s parents finally make their way through the sea of congratulatory parents, family, and friends. “Oh Michael!” Christine cries. “I am so proud of you today! Such an honor to be top of your class and valedictorian!” she says as she wipes her eyes with a white-silk handkerchief.

While David broods impatiently as his wife prattles on, Michael nods politely all the while keeping his eyes on Karen. When she finally reaches him, Michael opens his arms and holds her warmly then turns towards his parents. “Father, Mother, this is my girlfriend, Karen Adams. Karen,” he says, “these are my parents, David and Christine Morgan.”

Barely nodding his head at Karen, David turns to Michael. “So, how long have you two been seeing each other?”

Before Michael can respond, Karen smiles and says, “Oh, it’s been quite a while and I am so happy to finally meet you both.” As she reaches out to shake their hands, Michael says, more to Karen than his parents, “I’d say it’s been about two years now.”


Christine is anxious. She knows David is not happy about this unexpected news of a stranger whom he does not know or control—a female who could potentially steer Michael in a direction different from what he has planned for his prodigy. Christine seizes the opportunity to speak before her husband has the chance to say something rude. “David and I are both so happy to meet you, too, Karen. And I can tell our son is happy, too, from the look written all over his face.”  


“Speaking of writing, Mother,” Michael says, “Karen’s a writer.”

“That’s wonderful, dear,” Christine says. “And what do you write?”

Karen smiles. “I’m a freelancer, Mrs. Morgan.” With a modest shrug, she adds, “I write whatever comes my way that grabs my interest.”

Christine nods and smiles, still not quite certain what Karen writes.

Meanwhile, David has been seething, furious at his wife’s small talk. He is both unimpressed and disturbed by this girl who has insinuated herself into Michael’s life uninvited and unwelcome. He decides this is the perfect time to present Michael with his graduation gift. “Michael,” he says after clearing his throat, “your mother and I have planned for this moment for many years. And to assist you with your continued research and future in medicine, we set up a trust fund of four and a half million dollars for you.” Before Michael has a chance to process the incredible news, David adds, “You can use it at any time, at your discretion. Congratulations, son.” 

Michael is stunned.  He knows his father has the top position at ICRC after having worked successfully at other renowned cancer institutions. But he never imagined his parents could save—and gift to him such a large amount of money. 

“I am truly overwhelmed” an astonished Michael says.  “That is a lot of money . . . more than enough to allow me to continue my career pursuits without ever worrying about money.” Michael’s smile disappears. “But . . . if you don’t mind me asking,” he says hesitantly, “how did you accumulate so much money?” 

David, who has been half-staring, half glaring at Karen while listening to his son, turns to Michael. “Your mother and I both made some quality investments over the years . . . and now we want to invest in you.” David hands Michael an envelope. “The account is already set up for you, Michael. All of the paperwork and bank information is in this envelope.” 

Christine has been staring at nothing in particular and is startled back to the present when she hears, “Your mother is in total agreement.”

“Of course,” she says quickly turning to David and then Michael. “Yes, total agreement.”

Michael has been standing close to Karen, his arm gently resting over her shoulders. They exchange awkward then encouraging looks at each other. “Thank you. Thank you both,” Michael begins. “But I should tell you that I’ve already decided to take some time off after graduation, Father. I’ve dedicated the past eight years to my studies and now I want to spend some quality time with Karen.” 

David feels his fists clench. “When did you come to this decision?” he asks. And before Michael can answer, he adds, “and how much time are you thinking?” 

“I’m not sure,” Michael says, “but I do know I want some time for me and Karen. These past eight years have been very difficult.”

David privately recalculates his plans for Michael. “I suppose some time off would be okay,” he says, “as long as you resume your career plans in a timely manner.” Still furious at the unexpected detour Michael has thrown at him, David adds curtly: “Please let your mother and I know when you are ready to continue with your goals.”

Christine embraces Michael and then Karen. “I am so very happy for the both of you,” she says. “I hope you find your way together.” She turns to her husband and takes his arm. “Come on, David. Let them be.”


How could this happen? David thinks to himself. I had everything planned, everything under control . . . and now Michael finds a girlfriend.  How did this happen? 


As soon as they walk away from Michael and Karen, David says in a forced whisper: “You believe that crap?  I have given him everything all his life and this is what I get in return?” 

“Darling,” Christine says patiently. “We have known all along that Michael might one day find someone. We should be happy. And we should leave them alone so they can figure out what they want. Michael is a very bright young man. It will all work out, dear. Not to worry.”

David grumbles. “He’d better figure it out—or else! That’s a lot of money that will just be sitting there not getting used.”

He is relieved when Christine does not ask him questions about where he got such a large sum of money.


Chapter 2




A year has passed since Michael’s graduation. Except for the thank you text he sent after receiving their birthday card, Michael has had no contact with his parents. The separation has agreed with him, giving him time to realize that his father had pressured him to do things all his life. Not that he didn’t want to do the same things, but that they had to be done in perfect accordance with his father’s plans.  Free from pressure to jump feet first into a formal medical career, Michael feels his life has never been better.

At twenty-eight years old, Michael has kept his just shy of six feet tall body in shape with a physical regimen that includes running every day. He and his girlfriend Karen have been leasing a small house in Warrenton, Virginia. Karen, a year younger and several inches shorter than Michael, shares Michael’s passion for fitness. It was this common interest that had brought them together five years ago when Karen moved to Warrenton from Silver Spring, Maryland where she hoped to make a new life for herself after her parents were killed by a drunk driver. Karen’s hope came true when she met Michael at a 10K charity marathon and they fell in love.

Michael has converted the house’s basement into a laboratory where he continues the research he began at Johns Hopkins.  He is grateful for the trust fund his father and mother set up for him that enables him to continue asking research questions he is as passionate about as good health: What is the cause of cancer, how does it spread, and how can it be destroyed? 


Countless tests have proved promising, but his hopes were always dashed when results came up short. The added pressure he felt from his father didn’t help. Michael regretted having shared with his father his hopes to one day find the cause and cure for cancer.  The resultant pressure from his father’s continual boasting about his son having the knowledge and perseverance to find medical answers and scientific discoveries had been relentless. The relief he feels from that pressure being lifted is indescribable.


“Hi, hon,” Karen says as she walks down the basement stairs. She places her arm around Michael’s waist. “What are you working on?”

“Still working on the cancer thingy,” he mumbles politely while his eyes peer into the lenses of his binocular microscope. “Just don’t want to lose my ambition.”

“Thingy?”

Michael looks up. “Sorry,” he says. “It’s been over a year since my nonstop studies, exams, and I know I should just relax and enjoy my freedom. But I feel like I want to continue my research offline so to speak, before I step back into the real world.”

“Of course, Michael,” Karen says as she nestles herself into his now open arms. “I get it.”

Just then, the phone rings.

Michael reaches to answer his cell phone. “Hello?” Michael says.

“Michael, it’s your father. How are you?”

Michael eases his hold on Karen and raises his eyebrows to her as he says, “Father! Hi! Haven’t heard from you in a while. Good, we’re good.” Unable to resist, Michael rolls his eyes and adds, “Everything has been going just fine now that there’s no pressures on me.”  

David clears his throat. “The reason I am calling,” he says, “is to ask when you are going to continue your career in pharmaceuticals. It has been over a year now. The longer you wait, the harder it will be to get back on track. And I feel this sabbatical of yours should end so you can get—back—on—track.”

Michael ignores his father’s threat slash demand and says with genuine surprise, “Pharmaceuticals? Why pharmaceuticals?”

“Because that’s what all your work in medical school was for, to find treatments!”

Michael paces the floor silently until he is ready to speak. “You know, Father, I have always tried to live up to your expectations, but I have come to believe and know that this is my life. And I am just not ready yet. Karen and I have been living with each other and enjoying each other’s company since graduation. And enjoying life is something I never experienced before I met Karen.”


Knowing his father could care less about his happiness, Michael shifts to the question gnawing at him. “What seems to be so important for you to call after a year of silence, asking me to continue career pursuits—that I didn’t even know I had? Pharmaceuticals . . . really, Father?” he says with a sarcastic tone he has never used with either of his parents—until now. 


“Remember the trust fund we set up for you?” David says after a long moment of silence. “It will not be there forever, you know, and it needs to be used!” 

Michael is confused.  “You said I had a trust of over four million dollars. Period. I did not know there was a time limit on it, Father. Is that what you’re telling me?” Michael flails his hands, miming to Karen, W-T-F?


“In retrospect, perhaps I should have made that clear,” David says, privately regretting he had not thought of this simple caveat before handing the small fortune over to his son. “But there is a time limit attached to your use of the account—so you should really consider starting up again sooner than later.”



“I just don’t know why you decided to tell me now about this time limit . . . And I really don’t know why you are pressuring me to get back to my research and career pursuits, as you put it, ‘sooner than later.’ It just doesn’t make sense.” When he hears no answer, Michael adds, “I will do it in my own time. I have proved myself to be a responsible individual all my life and you, of all people, should know that.”


“I know you were working towards life-changing breakthroughs with your cancer research, Michael!” Resisting the urge to yell into his phone, David summons a calmer tone before he continues. “It just makes sense that you continue your important research with the funding your mother and I have provided.” 

“To tell you the truth, Father,” Michael says hoping to satisfy his father’s demand, “I am still working . . . from my home. And I feel I don’t need to enter yet another institution at this time. So please, trust me and leave it alone! I will continue with formal research and my career when I am ready.”

There is a long silence before David ends the call but not before saying: “Fine, Michael. Just consider starting back soon.” 

“Goodbye, Father,” he says to the dial tone.

Karen says, “Is everything okay? You sounded very concerned—and you look it, too.” 

Michael sighs. “My father’s putting a lot of pressure on me to continue with my career all of a sudden and I don’t know why.” 

“Maybe he’s concerned that your research remains fresh,” she offers. 


“No. There is more to it than that. He told me something about putting a timeline on my trust fund, which I certainly never heard of before. I wonder what he would say if he knew I already have used some of the trust to build out this lab for myself,” Michael says aloud. To himself he adds: And why is it so important now?


David, self-satisfied after hanging up on his ungrateful son, stands in his office pouring himself a scotch and dialing another call. “Hello,” he says, “This is Doctor Morgan.”

“Did you have a conversation with your son yet?” a voice asks. 

“Yes, I did.”

"And is he ready?” the voice says. 

“No, David says, “not quite.” 

There is a long silence. “You know we have a financial agreement—so make it happen!”


Chapter 3




“Is there anything better than living near the mountains and enjoying Virginia’s great autumn weather?” Karen says as she stretches her arms upward after waking to a beautiful morning.

“Can’t think of anything,” Michael says as he rolls out of bed and tickles Karen’s exposed midriff. “How about a run to get the day going?” Karen giggles as she steps away from Michael’s mischievous fingers then frowns. “Okay, I guess,” she says. “But to tell you the truth, I haven’t been feeling good lately . . . like I just don’t have any energy.” 

“Is everything okay, Karen?” Michael says as he takes her hands into his. “What’s been going on?”

“I’m not sure.” Karen walks towards their bed and sits down. “This feeling has been going on for a couple weeks now,” she confesses. “And it doesn’t seem to be getting any better.” 

Michael sits beside her and gently brushes hair straggles away from her eye. “Why didn’t you tell me?” he says. “I’m so sorry for not noticing. If you’re too tired, we can skip the run.” 

“Oh no, Michael,” she says as she stands and faces him. “I know how much you like to run in the morning. Running is how we met, remember?”

“I do,” he says, resting his hands on her slender hips.

Karen smiles. “Then it’s settled,” she says. “I’m okay. So get up, let’s get dressed, and I will give it a go.”

Once outside, they start their run at a slow pace that gradually increases. When Michael notices Karen is laboring to keep up with him, he stops. “You’re really having a problem keeping up.”

Grateful for the rest, Karen forces herself to take deep breaths in between her words. “Yes, Michael . . .” she says, “I am having a problem keeping up with you. . . . My muscles feel weak . . . and I’m sick to my stomach—”

“Karen, honey!” Michael says as he guides her to rest on a patch of grass just off the path. “You didn’t say anything. I’m so sorry!”

Dismissing Michael’s sympathy, Karen says hesitantly, “Michael, I’ve been having a nagging pain in my abdomen and back.”

Michael face pales. “I think we should just head back home,” he says, “only when you’re ready. Better yet, you stay here, and I will get the car.”

Karen shakes off his last suggestion with a wave of her hand.

“Okay,” Michael says, “but we will be walking slowly, and when we get home, I think it’s maybe time for you to schedule with a doctor about all this.”

“I don’t know, Michael,” she says. “You know how we both feel about seeing doctors.”


“I do know how we feel about staying healthy to avoid doctors . . . But I don’t like the sound of the symptoms you’re describing.”  Karen nods.  “We’ll get home, get online, and find someone in the area.”  Karen nods again as Michael helps her to her feet.


Once home, Michael helps Karen into her favorite chair and gets both of them iced herbal tea. “Before I call a doctor,” he says when he returns with their drinks, “I want you tell me all of the symptoms you are having and how long they have been going on.”  

“Actually, they’ve been getting worse lately,” Karen says as she lists her symptoms for Michael.  “They started out with a dull pain in my stomach area, especially after I eat  . . . nausea . . . always feeling tired, and” she reluctantly admits, “I’m starting to notice that I’m losing weight.”

“Well this certainly has been going on for more than two weeks, Karen,” Michael says in a tone he immediately regrets. “Why didn’t you say something to me earlier, honey? This could be serious. I am worthless!” he shouts in frustration. “Have I been that busy with my lab that I didn’t notice any of this? I don’t deserve you, Karen. I am so sorry.”

“Stop, Michael, this is not about you,” Karen says. Smiling she adds, “Now, may I please continue with my long list of symptoms?”

Michael smiles back. “Yes. I love you.”

“Yes, Michael, I know you do and I love you,” she says. Her tone reflects her calmness mixed with worry. “My symptoms have been going on, yes, longer than two weeks . . . more like two months,” she admits. “I just felt like they would go away, but they haven’t. And they’ve been getting worse.”


Michael looks at Karen with reassuring eyes that contradict his thoughts: Nice going, Michael. So busy in your lab, you don’t even notice the love of your life is sick. Reminding himself that guilt is a wasted emotion he says aloud: “Okay. You rest here while I find you a doctor so he or she can learn about your symptoms and proceed with some tests.” 


Karen nods, smiles then closes her eyes. Michael stares at Karen wishing his love for her would be enough to heal her. But he knows from what Karen has described, testing will not yield good results. He needs to find more than a family doctor, ideally, an internist.  Though he does not want to alarm Karen, Michael taps her shoulder gently and says, “Before you fall asleep, I’ll be right by you on my tablet doing a search for a doctor nearby who can diagnose what’s causing your symptoms, okay?” 

Karen looks sleepily into Michael’s eyes. “I know you will help me, Michael,” she says. “Thank you. And Michael . . . “she adds, “Now that you know, I’ll confess that I have been a little scared.” 

****

Michael sits with his tablet, dividing his attention between the screen and his now sleeping partner. He’s been searching to find an internist in the area with the best ratings.  “Ah, here’s a doctor right here in Warrenton,” he whispers aloud. “And Doctor Gerald Phillips does indeed accept new patients.” 

Karen stirs as Michael picks up his cell phone and dials the doctor’s number. When the receptionist answers, Michael says,” Hello, my name is Michael Morgan and I’d like to make an appointment with Doctor Phillips for my partner, Karen Adams.” After Michael and Karen answer the requisite questions asked of new patients, Karen successfully secures an appointment the next day at 10:00 AM thanks to a sudden cancellation. 


“Great! Thank you, he says. “We will see you tomorrow morning.”  Michael looks at Karen and smiles. “ How lucky is that to get you to see someone so soon . . . That’s a good sign.” Michael looks thoughtfully at Karen as she smiles at him and nods. He suddenly sees it. The slight yellowing of her skin and her eyes, which he spotted just as she closed her eyes again. From his studies at Hopkins, he fears Karen’s symptoms are not suggestive of pancreatitis but something far worse, pancreatic cancer—and he must get the doctor to order a MRI to confirm his fears.  Michael’s heart and mind are weighed down by his thoughts of Karen and all she means to him.  This just can’t be happening.



Chapter 4




It is five A.M. and Michael is already in his lab. While at Hopkins, his research had been dedicated to learning everything he could about how cancer compromises and destroys healthy cells and about theories how to stop the process. His plan had always been to stop it in its tracks—permanently.  Before he graduated, he had been certain he was on the brink of finding a cure, but he never felt his procedures and results were conclusive enough for him to expose them to critique.  Michael believed he would simply continue his research, run more tests, compile results, and draw new conclusions—all with no time constraints.

Everything has changed and Michael knows time is running out. He must buy more supplies and equipment for his lab and animals for testing. He must find a way to help Karen. He cannot lose her. 

Karen opens the basement door and calls out: “Michael, are you down there?” 

“Yes, honey. I’ll be up in a few minutes,” he says as he finalizes his shopping list. 

“It’s a little past nine and I think we need to go, or we’ll be late for my appointment.”

“Okay, be there shortly.”

When Karen sees Michael, she says, “What were you doing down there for so long? You were up hours before me.”

“Oh, nothing much. . . . Just arranging and rearranging things.” Michael smiles. “It’s been a while, and it really needed some cleaning up. I will be ready in three minutes—Promise!”   

Karen smiles at Michael and hugs him. “I am so glad we met and we still love each other.” 

“Agreed,” he says as he strokes her hair. “Things could not be any better.”

They arrive at Doctor Phillips office twenty minutes early.  There are papers to fill out and insurance forms to complete. Eventually, a nurse appears. “Karen Adams to see Doctor Phillips.”

Michael stands alongside Karen and says to the nurse, “May I come back with her?” 

“Of course,” she says, “as long as it is okay with Miss Adams,” she adds jokingly.

After a brief wait, Doctor Phillips enters their room.  He is in his early fifties, tall and slender.  “So Miss Adams,” he says cordially, “what seems to be going on with you?” 

Karen tells him everything she shared with Michael yesterday.

“You know, you should have gotten a referral from your GP to see me. Without one, your insurance may not cover this visit,” he says honestly. 

Michael says, “That won’t be an issue, Doctor. I have the funds in case Karen is denied.” 

“Very good. Let’s get started.”

After questioning Karen and examining her, the doctor says, “Karen, it would be in your best interest to have some blood work done as well as an MRI.”

Moved by Karen’s anxious nods, Doctor Phillips smiles and says, “We just need to find out what exactly is going on with you, young lady.” 


Still visibly shaken, Karen asks, “What do you think is going on, Doctor Phillips?”


“I am not sure, and I don’t like guessing,” he says. “Let’s wait to get the results of your tests before we come up with a diagnosis. I’m going to have my nurse call over to the hospital to see when we can schedule the MRI. We can do the blood work right here.” 

As soon as the doctor leaves their examination room, Karen looks over to Michael and allows the tears she has been fighting to fall. “What is going on, Michael?” she pleads. 

Michael feels his throat tighten. “Honey, this is the usual routine doctors follow,” he says with forced lightness. “It’s so they can find a diagnosis so they can treat you.” Michael covers Karen’s hands with his. “I am sure everything will turn out fine.”

Doctor Phillips returns to their room. “Good news,” he says, “we were able to get you scheduled, day after tomorrow, eight AM. No food or drink after midnight tomorrow, okay?” he says.

Karen nods yes.

“I will get the results of your blood work back late that afternoon and will call you at home later on, the same day,” he says.

Everything is rushing at full speed for Karen.  She had mentioned her symptoms to Michael only a day ago and now she is scheduled for intense testing.  “Michael,” she says, “Is there something you’re not telling me?” Before he can answer, Karen says, “I mean, I tell you all of my symptoms little more than a day ago and you seem to think that something has to happen immediately.”  When Michael remains silent, Karen continues. “I know how intelligent you are, Michael and all your awards from medical school. . . . So, if you know—or think you know—something, please tell me.” 

Too many thoughts are racing in his head. Michael does not want to share any of his fears with Karen so he lies instead.  “I am not sure, Karen.” He kisses her forehead. “Let’s be patient and wait for the results of your blood work and MRI.”  Karen looks for it but does not see reassurance in Michael’s eyes. She slowly bows her head and says, “I hope you are being truthful with me, Michael.”


“Trust me,” he says, his dishonesty burning inside his stomach. But as uncomfortable with deception as he is, he cannot bear to let Karen know his suspicions, especially since he is determined to find a way to help her if his worst fears materialize. I will find a way he vows privately. 


“Can we go home now?” Karen says.  “I’m tired and confused about all of this right now and I just want to be cuddled up with you in our cozy home as soon as possible.” 

Holding hands, they rise from the vinyl chairs and walk out the door.


Chapter 5




The day after Doctor Phillips appointment is a restless one for both Karen and Michael.  Karen has lost hours of sleep to the many fretful thoughts racing through her head, and Michael, from feverishly poring over his notes and drafting new testing procedures all night long.

“Michael,” she says when she sees him entering the bedroom, “I hardly slept last night. I keep trying to be optimistic but all I come back to is how bad I feel and look.”

“Karen,” Michael says, “please let’s wait for the results. Why don’t you fix yourself some breakfast? I have something I need to get back to in the basement.” Michael guiltily adds, “Or better yet, you stay in bed while I will make you something before I head downstairs.”

“I’m not really hungry, but you go ahead . . . Do what you have to do down there. I know you’ve been down there for hours. I think I want some alone time anyway.” 

Michael walks to Karen and kisses her gently. “I love you,” he says while looking deep in her eyes. His tenderness gives Karen some reassurance and she feels her body relax.


Michael has been in the lab for most of the morning.  What am I missing? he says to himself.  Recalling innumerable lab trials at Hopkins, he has been delving more deeply into their methodologies and processes.  Michael had made it his goal not just to treat cancer, but also to find its cure.  And now, when he needs it most, he believes he may have found something. And his newest idea needs to be tested.  He hurries upstairs, calling out: “Karen, where are you?” When he hears her say, “Out on the front porch,” he hurries to the front door and opens the screen. “What are you doing out here, sweetheart?” 


“Just looking at the beautiful mountains. It’s been giving me some comfort and makes tomorrow seem like it’s a month away.”

“Okay, good,” Michael says with as casual a tone as he can muster. “I need to go downtown and get some things for my lab. Is there anything I can get for you before I leave?”

“If I wasn’t feeling so down, I would offer to come with you, but you go ahead. I’ll be fine.”

“Okay, I understand,” Michael says. “Just try to stay positive. I will only be an hour or so,” he says before kissing Karen and leaving.

It takes about fifteen minutes for Michael to reach downtown Warrenton, Virginia, a town near the Blue Ridge Mountains.  He pulls over his car and speaks into his cell phone: “Pet shops near me.”  Several shops appear on the screen and Michael decides to drive to a nearby locally owned store versus national chains that pop up. “Hey Siri, navigate to The Pet Depot,” he says into his cell phone and soon the directions plus time of arrival appear.  Michael pulls back on the highway for the short ten-minute drive and parks in front of the pet store. The particular items he needs race through his head as soon as he enters the store.

“Hello,” a female clerk says with a smile. “Welcome to The Pet Depot. Is there something in particular you are looking for?” 

“No,” he says.  “I just want to look around, thank you.” 

“Okay, but if you need any help, just let any of us know,” she says.

Michael browses the store looking for one type of animal—rodents—and finally finds them: white rats.  “Excuse me ma’am,” he says to the clerk who had welcomed him.  “Can you come here and help me, please?”

“Aren’t these the cutest pets?” she says as she approaches Michael and taps on the cage. “Hi, guys,” she says to the rats. “They’re so docile,” she says to Michael while smiling at the rats and continuing to tap their cage. “Hi, cuties.”

Michael smiles and nods as he continues to observe a particular group of white rats that he has narrowed down to the two he wants to buy. “May I please have that one,” he says, pointing, “and that one,” pointing to the second one. “Can you check,” he adds, “that one is female, and one is male please.”

The clerk gently scoops the rats into her gloved hands and as she places them in a small cage, she says, “Yep, you picked a mister and missus. Do you need any food?”

“Yes, that’s a good idea,” he says. “Thank you.” 

When he returns home and pulls into the driveway, he sees Karen still seated on the front porch.  He doesn’t want her to see the caged rats he has purchased so he covers their cage with an old beach towel he found in the trunk. He plans to keep them in the backseat and out of sight until he can sneak them into the house at a later time.  

“Where are the things you bought for your lab?” Karen says as Michael walks up the front steps. 

“Oh,” he says casually, “I looked around but couldn’t find what I was looking for, and I didn’t want to be away from you too long.” Eager to change the subject, Michael smiles and says. “Hey, I have an idea. What about the two of us doing absolutely nothing the rest of the day and then plan on a nice dinner out tonight.” 

Karen’s face brightens. “Well, that sounds like a plan to me,” she says, “anything to get these negative thoughts out of my head. It will certainly make tomorrow get here sooner.” Her smile fades. “Michael,” she says hesitantly, “do you have any idea what I am going through?” 

He knows the last thing Karen wants is pity, so he remains calm. “No, Karen, I guess I don’t and I’m truly sorry I don’t. But whatever happens, Karen, we will deal with it together.” 

Karen sighs. “I’m sorry if I snapped at you,” she says.  “I know none of this is your fault. I’m just venting, so thank you in advance for letting me vent.” 

Michael gives out a little laugh and smiles at Karen. “Sure thing. You are welcome,” he says. More seriously, he adds, “Whatever you need, that is what I’m here for, and I know you would do the same for me.”

They spend the rest of the day sitting on their front porch rockers, talking idly, snacking on fresh strawberries, almonds, and reading. A spectacular sunset surrounds them as they walk the short walk downtown to Earl’s Steakhouse. They both order the filet and salad bar special and continue their conversations about nothing in particular from earlier in the day. It is dark when they arrive back home. Michael says, “Karen, honey, do you think you might have problems sleeping tonight? I can see if I have anything to relax you.”

“You know I don’t like to take any type of drugs,” she says. “A nice hot cup of chamomile and my white noise machine will work fine. But,” Karen smiles and adds, “thank you, Michael.” 

“Did you alert your clients you won’t be—”

“Yes, Michael. Already taken care of,” she says. “I hit my unavailable weeks ago.”

“But I’ve seen you writing,” Michael says with a puzzled look on his face.

Karen smiles. “Michael, I do actually write for myself sometimes.”

Michael laughs. “Of course. Sorry.”

“No worries,” she replies, then kisses him lightly on the lips. Once in bed, Michael picks up the remote on his nightstand and turns off the lights.


Chapter 6




Michael waits until he is certain Karen is sound asleep.  He eases himself out of bed, picks up his jeans, tee, and sandals then tiptoes to the living room where he puts them on as quietly as he can.  He slowly turns the knob of the front door until the lock releases and heads to his car.  Once there, he eases the car door open, lifts the towel that has been covering the rat cage, and sees two fully alert sets of eyes. He smiles in spite of himself, lifts the cage and closes the car door gently, just enough to turn off the interior lights. 


He enters the house, takes off his sandals, then opens the door to the basement and heads downstairs.  After turning on the lights and setting down the cage, he walks over to a bookshelf and selects one particular binder.  As he is turning the papers, he is saying to himself, Now what are you looking for, Michael? What’s missing?


Michael turns on his laptop, which contains the bulk of his research and reviews the data.  While at Hopkins, determined to find a treatment of cancer, Michael had become convinced that cancer could be permanently eradicated. He held that conviction even when the lab animals, whose cancerous tumors were destroyed by his treatments, died just weeks after their treatment. He had shared his work with John Ellis, a fellow student at Hopkins who helped him with his research.  Michael regretted the professional disagreement on methodology they had that caused them to sever contact with each other shortly before graduation.


It is now three o’clock in the morning and Michael is still grappling with what he must do, what he must alter, to arrive at the outcome he desperately seeks.  His essential question asks: How to send an army of healthy, altered, cells to attack cancerous cells anywhere in the body, destroy them, and then remain in the body permanently, standing guard against future cancers.  Michael envisions his cure working genetically, passing on to future generations . . . so promising in theory.  For now, however, Michael’s main concern is Karen and not the rest of the world.


“Michael! Are you down there?”  

Michael is startled. He realizes he must have fallen asleep and was suddenly awakened by Karen’s call.

“Uh, yes” he manages, still not fully alert.

“Michael, it’s six-thirty!” she says as she stands at the top of the basement stairs. “We need to be at the hospital by seven-thirty to be ready for my scan at eight.” 

“Okay, be right up,” he says.  He grabs his notes and laptop and stores them in his cabinet.  He glances at the rats and tosses the towel back over their cage.

He takes the steps two at a time and almost bumps into Karen who stands in the doorway. He can see that she is upset.

“What were you doing down there?” she says. “I woke up about an hour ago and you were not in bed. Were you down there all night?”  

He lies. “No, I was having trouble sleeping so I thought some good old lab work would make me sleepy,” he says while avoiding direct contact with her eyes. “Changing the subject from me to you” he says lightly, “How are you feeling this morning?” 

“Surprisingly well all things considered,”  she says.  “I hope it wasn’t my white noise that bothered your sleep.”

“I guess it didn’t since I slept pretty well too, Michael says, adding jokingly, “Of course I didn’t have nearly as much to bother my sleep as you did.”

“Ya think?” Karen says followed by a wink.

They arrive at the hospital in Warrenton at seven-forty-five AM and are immediately handed insurance forms and legal documents to be signed.  After a few moments, a nurse opens a set of double doors leading to the testing area and calls out: “Karen Adams?” 

Karen raises her hand and says, “Over here, sir.” 

He walks over to her with a big smile and says, “Are you ready to get this done?”

Turning to Michael then back to the nurse, Karen smiles. “I sure am.”

Michael stands alongside Karen. They both look into each other’s eyes, searching for reassurance. “Everything will be fine,” Michael says. “Just relax and do what they say, and it will be over before you know it.” 

After he kisses Karen softly, the nurse helps her into a wheelchair. Karen looks like a little girl to Michael as she sits in the oversized wheelchair smiling and waving goodbye to him as the nurse pushes her through the automatic doors.

****

Though uncertain when it happened, Michael suddenly has a thought while sitting in the waiting room, an aha moment that prompts him to open his iPad which he brought with him to review his notes. Though admittedly sparse compared to the detailed notes he has at home, he finds what he is looking for.  He hurries to the nurse’s station and asks for some paper from the copy machine adjacent to her station. He immediately starts writing.  After a few moments of comparing data on his iPad screen with notes he has just written, he leans back and whispers, “Of course.”

“Hey!”

Michael, who has lost all track of time, looks up and sees Karen walking towards him. 

“How did it go?” he asks expectantly. “They just let you come out here on your own?”

“Yes, Karen laughs. “I’m fine—other than being placed in a makeshift tunnel that bangs and clacks like it’s inside your head, I’d say I’m fine.” They both laugh as Michael sets his tablet down and embraces Karen tightly.

“Let’s get out of here and get a gigantic breakfast,” he says. “I don’t know about you, but I’m suddenly starving.”

“Okay,” she laughs, “but only if you treat.”

“You’ve got a date then,” he says.  “I saw a local restaurant on the way here, we can go there,” he says.  “Local breakfast is usually better than fast food, hands down! Am I right?”

“Yes. You are right,” Karen says with a smile, adding, “So, let’s get out of here. I’ve had enough doctors for one day—present company excepted.”

Michael smiles. “Not quite a doctor, but thank you anyway.”

Michael is filled with a newfound energy. Not just because Karen looks so relieved now that her MRI is behind her. He is convinced he has finally identified the missing piece that has evaded him for so long. He is eager to test his revised procedure but only after they get a call from Doctor Phillips with the MRI results.


Chapter 7




As Michael and Karen enter their house, Karen proclaims, “Home sweet home!” Michael sets the keys in the dish by the door and smiles. “Wasn’t breakfast great?” she says.

Michael grins. “You do know, Miss Adams, that eggs and ham with home fries is not exactly a healthy choice for us. But,” he adds, “we—especially you—deserved to eat as decadently as you desired today.” 

“I agree,” Karen says seriously. “And I think this one time will not break our cholesterol and fat bank.” Changing the subject, Karen says, “Phillips told us he put a rush on the lab and should have results later this afternoon.  I’m a little nervous about all of this.” Scanning their living room then looking through their front window, she says, “I need something to distract me. Maybe I will do some gardening . . . at least do some weeding.”

“That sounds like a good idea,” Michael says. “And I think I will do some cleaning up in my lab—that will keep me occupied, too.”

Karen changes into her I-don’t-care-how-I-look gardening clothes.  “How do I look” she asks teasingly. 

Michael chuckles and says, “Like a girl down on the farm!”

“Thanks for the compliment,” she giggles.  “I’ll be outside if you miss me.”

“Hey, I know where to find you,” he says as he takes her hands and lightly touches his forehead to hers before letting her go. “I love you, Karen Adams,” he says and she replies, “I love you, Michael Morgan.”

Michael wastes no time. He bolts down the basement stairs, walks over to the covered cage and brings it to his worktable. He heads to the small refrigerator he keeps in the basement and retrieves a vial into which he sticks a needle and withdraws a substance.  While at Hopkins, Michael had induced cancer in lab rats using this substance, and he knows it takes some time for tumors to appear.  He carefully picks up the first rat, a male, and injects him.  Then, he picks up the second, a female, and injects her too.  Wait and see time begins. He will check for tumor growth daily.

Michael rests his hands on the table and stares at the quiet rodents. He tells himself that Karen will be okay even as his fear tells him he is deceiving himself. In spite of everything he has learned that tells him her symptoms cannot be anything but cancer, Michael refuses to give up hope. He shifts his internal battle from negative to positive thoughts about his discovery, which he intends to be good for all humankind.  His fierce love for Karen has inspired him to see, at last, the final puzzle pieces to the cure. He owed it all to Karen.

****

At three-thirty in the afternoon Karen’s cell phone rings.  Michael races up the steps from the basement and Karen hurries through the front door as her phone continues to ring. Their eyes lock as Karen answers and hears a voice replying to her hesitant hello with: “May I speak to Miss Adams please.” 

“This is she,” Karen says nervously. 

“This is Doctor Phillips,” the voice says. “I received your MRI results a few moments ago.”

“Yes. And?”

After a quiet pause, he says, “Would you like to discuss the results over the phone, or would you like to make an office appointment?”


Karen’s face is now ashen, and Michael quickly reaches past her and taps her phone’s speaker. Michael nods at Karen silently encouraging her: You can do this.


Karen takes a breath and exhales. “What are the results, Doctor?” 

“It appears you have a tumor on the accessory pancreatic duct, which would explain the symptoms you have been having,” he says. 

Michael heaves a sigh and takes Karen, who is visibly shaken, into his arms. “This really doesn’t sound like good news,” she says as she grips her phone tightly.

The scan shows the tumor is small in size, but its location at the head of the pancreas is problematic.” 

“What does that mean?”

“That means we need to get you started on chemotherapy and radiation to reduce and eliminate this tumor as soon as possible, Miss Adams.”

Michael’s worst fear for Karen has been confirmed. He knows he can lose her. 

“Doctor Phillips, this is Michael Morgan,” Michael says while taking the phone from Karen’s willing hand. “I was with Karen when you saw her in your office. When can she start her treatments?” 

“I will get in touch with radiology, and they will contact her to schedule.”

After a long silence, Karen says, “Thank you, Doctor Phillips.”

The call disconnects and Michael lays the phone on the nearby table.

“Oh Michael!” Karen cries. “I can’t believe this is happening to me . . . to us.”  

Michael puts both hands on her face and gently wipes tears from her cheeks with his thumbs.  “Hey,” he says gently, “look at me,” which she does immediately. “Everything will be alright. You have to trust me.” 

“I do trust you, Michael.”


Michael knows that pancreatic cancer is vicious, a virtual death sentence. In the meantime, he knows Karen must start traditional treatments to keep her cancer localized and delay its aggressive spread.  If my predictions are correct, he thinks to himself, it will make no difference if her cancer spreads, but he is not ready to take that chance.



Chapter 8




Karen is now in her second week of chemotherapy and radiation.  She is losing hair and feels tired, nauseous, and emotionally drained.  She now knows that pancreatic cancer is deadly and that few have beaten it.  Michael does his best to keep her spirits up as they wait. He has just brought Karen home from the day’s treatment.  “I am so tired and sick to my stomach,” she says. “I can’t believe the doctor wants me to do this for eight weeks!”  

“I wish it could be me instead of you,” Michael says sincerely.  “You need to stay strong, Karen and I will be here with you all the way, if only as a cheerleader as pathetic as that sounds.”

Karen forces a smile. “I’m tired,” she says. “I just want to lie down for a while.”

“Okay, but if you need anything, please let me know.”

“Thank you, Michael,” she says as she forces another smile. “You make a cute cheerleader.”  


Once Karen heads to their bedroom and he hears the door close, Michael hurries to his lab.  He is hopeful the cancer cells he injected into the rats will have done their job when he does today’s status check.  He examines the male and feels a small lump on his underside, similar to lumps found at Hopkins when he had injected rats similarly. He takes a sample for biopsy and examines it.  Yes, it is cancerous.  While in school, Michael had focused his studies on gene targeting and its application to treating human genetic diseases by removing or adding specific mutations. Having conducted extensive testing on laboratory rodents, which proved extremely promising, Michael believes it is time for him to test his theory. He takes the male rat to his work area to remove several genes from the rat, makes modifications to the cells based on the most recent procedure he developed, and injects the newly modified cells back into the rat.  Michael plans to wait on conducting the same procedure on the female rat who, for now, he will keep as a control. He is confident the procedure will work, that he has finally figured out the correct modifications.  Now he must wait for the results, which should start taking effect in less than a week.  He knows that in his previous tests, the cancer tumors had been eradicated, however, the test animals had died shortly afterwards. Now he will wait, grateful for that moment in the waiting room that led him to the final piece to the puzzle. 



Chapter 9




In her final week of treatment, the radiation and chemo has taken a toll on Karen’s body.  She is now completely bald and has little energy. What she does have is never-ending bouts of nausea. Today is the day that Doctor Phillips has scheduled another MRI for Karen. After her final chemo session, he wants to assess the results of her eight weeks of treatment. He will share the results of the scan with her in his office once he gets them, hopefully tomorrow. 

For now, Karen is walking out of the treatment area. She sees Michael waiting for her, wearing, as usual, his beautiful, encouraging smile.  “Hi hon,” he says as he hugs her warmly. “I hope all went well back there. At least . . .” he adds, “this is your final session.”

“Yippee,” she whispers sarcastically. “I have not gotten used to this godawful therapy the entire eight weeks, Michael,” she says. “I’m tired. I just want to go home.”  When she leans heavily into his body, Michael holds both her hands and wraps his free arm around her waist to support her weight as they head to the exit. “Come on,” he says, “ it’s time to leave this place.” 

When they arrive at home, he walks over to the passenger side of their car and opens the door for Karen.  “Take small steps and hold onto to me,” he says. “You seem a bit weak. I’ll help you inside or I can carry you if you prefer.” 

“No sense denying it. Thank you, Michael,” Karen says. “Yes please.”

Michael smiles tenderly as he lifts Karen easily into his arms and carries her to what has become her favorite post-treatment resting place, one of two rocker recliners they bought at a yard sale what seems like a decade ago. “I’m going to get you some ice-cold apple juice, Karen,” Michael says knowing it is one of the few things she has been able to keep down these many weeks. Almost no time has passed before Michael returns and hands Karen her juice.

“Thanks for everything you have done for me, Michael,” Karen says as she takes the glass from him. “I could not have endured treatment without you.” 

Seeing Karen’s eyes well up is tearing up his heart. He hates seeing her like this, but he knows he must stay strong so she can feel some sense of encouragement.  “I will always be here for you,” he says, “and would not want to be anywhere else in the world.” 

She smiles warmly at him, and then dozes off in the chair.

Once Karen is asleep, he decides to let her remain in the recliner rather than disturb her in favor of their bed. He returns to his lab and the caged rats. He removes the male.  It has been six weeks since he injected the modified cells he engineered into the rat. It is time to check the results. 


The first success Michael celebrates is the fact that the rat has stayed alive much longer than his trial animals at Hopkins.  After completing a full examination, he straightens up from the table and stares. The tumor is gone.  To be certain, he draws another sample from the area and studies it under his microscope.  Satisfied, he smiles, looks upward as he stretches his arms outward. He shakes his head. It worked. It really worked. But, he thinks to himself, will it work on a human? 


Michael walks over to his laptop and hand-written journal, then enters this latest information in both.  A digital copy with a hand-written backup has always been the way Michael maintained his notes—just in case, he would explain to curious colleagues, one or the other is damaged or lost.  Michael falls heavily into his leather desk chair. After some deep reflection on what he has finally accomplished, he shakes his thoughts away and hurries up the basement stairs.


Michael sits quietly on the matching recliner adjacent to Karen who is still sleeping soundly. How can all this be happening? he asks himself.  He reminisces about his life as a boy who really didn’t have a life like others his age.  His father had always pressed him to keep focused on his education.  Which is what he always did. He never had close friends to hang with, and whether in high school, college, or university, Michael had kept to himself—until Karen whose sparkling personality lit up his soul and helped him learn to love and be loved.  She helped him see how much he missed and how much he had to make up for. And he would do it all. With Karen. And now that he has verified his results, Michael vows he will not let anything happen to Karen.



Chapter 10




It is eight o’clock the following morning and Michael is the first to arise.  “Karen, sweetheart,” he says,” as he nudges her gently, “time to get up.”

“I’ve been awake now off and on for an hour,” she says sleepily.  “What time did you bring me to bed? I don’t remember a thing.”

“I don’t know,” Michael says. “It was late. I’m glad you slept well.”

“What time is my appointment with Doctor Phillips?” 

“Ten-thirty, so we should get ready to go.”

After leaning over and kissing Karen’s smooth head, Michael sees her eyes well up. “You look beautiful without hair,” he says and Karen smiles. Michael turns, gets out of bed and walks to Karen’s side of the bed. He reaches for her hand and helps her up.  When she stands, she hugs him. Resting her head on his shoulder, she says, “Words cannot explain the way I feel about you, Michael. Whatever happens, I will always love you.” She wipes away a tear. 

Michael summons his composure. “I feel the same way,” he says looking deeply into her eyes. “And regardless of whatever happens, we will always be together.”

After a dutiful breakfast of juice and toast, they head to Karen’s appointment, arriving fifteen minutes early. For Karen, the sooner she gets her results, the better so she can be done with the anxiety tormenting her mind.

“Miss Adams?” a nurse calls.

“I’m Miss Adams,” Karen says as she raises her hand.” 

“Doctor Phillips will see you now.”

As Karen rises, she says, “Can I bring my partner with me?”

“Of course, that won’t be an issue,” the nurse says as she leads Karen and Michael to a small room with an examination chair, two stools, and a sink.  “Doctor Phillips will be with you soon,” she says then closes the door.

Michael and Karen are sitting on the stools, staring in space, both with different thoughts running through their minds. The examining room door opens just as they hear a slight knock.

“Good morning, Miss Adams,” the doctor says as he extends his hand to share hers. 

“Same to you sir,” she says nervously.

“I received the results of your MRI and compared it to the first one we did eight weeks ago, and—”

“And?” Karen says sharply.

“It looks like the treatments have not made any difference,” Doctor Phillips says. “In fact, the tumor has grown and has spread to your liver. I am so sorry.” 

Tears well up in Karen’s eyes and she begins to tremble. “What does this mean?” she manages to ask.

“I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do at this point, Karen,” he says as gently as he can. “Once it starts to spread, we have no treatment that will help.”

She looks slowly over to Michael, then back to Doctor Phillips before asking, “How much time do I have?” 

“Six months to a year. But we can keep you comfortable with medications and—”

“NO!” she says, “I am not going to take anything or do anything if it will not change the outcome. No more drugs in my body . . . no!”

Michael who has never seen this side of Karen says nothing. He stands slowly and holds out his hand for Karen. “We should go now,” he says.

“If you want to reconsider medication,” the doctor says as they quietly walk past him and out the door, “just let my office know.”

The drive home is a quiet one, with each reflecting on the catastrophic turn of events.  Just as Michael turns the car off and gets ready to help Karen out of the car, he sees that she is already out of the car and walking briskly up the stairs to their front door.  He hurries to catch up to her just before she opens it, places his hands on her shoulders and slowly turns her around towards him. “I am so sorry, Karen. So sorry about this news.”
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