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listen to the heart; auscultate the lung fields; and palpate the 
belly. You note the indwelling port on the anterior chest and 
the sizeable surgical scar that meanders across the right upper 
quadrant of the abdomen. You review the vital signs and 
check off the boxes on the form before signing at the bottom. 
And yet you know in your gut that even though this is all 
that is expected of you today, somehow it is not enough.

The boy does not flinch when you slip the hypodermic 
needle into his deltoid; he does not move when you inject 
the dose of influenza vaccine.

“I imagine that after all you’ve been through, this pinch is 
nothing to you now,” you muse aloud, and the boy acknowl-
edges your words with a slight nod of his head.

There is poignancy in this moment as the visit draws 
rapidly to a close. The boy looks up at you, expectantly. 
Ordinarily, it would be you who would listen; but now it is 
the boy who usurps that role. Patiently, he waits for your 
words. In parting, what will you say; what can you tell him?

“It’s been a rocky road for you this past year,” I say. 
“You’ve handled it as well as anyone could have—with cour-
age and determination and hope.” Here I pause and wait for 
the words to form in my mind. “You’ve learned to live one 
day at a time, and that’s a great secret to have discovered 
at your age. You’ve achieved a measure of wisdom beyond 
your years, probably more than a great many grown-ups on 
that score.”

He does not speak, but ever so slightly nods his head. His 
eyes tell me that he understands what I have said.

I wonder when I shall see him again, or even if I shall see 
him again. I decide that it is of little consequence because 
I have already told him all that I could say; and indeed, he 
already knew it before I told him.

Adam has learned a great deal from his illness. Because of 
it, he has grown wise beyond his years.

And in the face of despair, he has taught me something 
about courage, determination, and hope. JAAPA

When all is said and done, what more can you say; 
what more can you do? Nothing, the rational 
mind retorts, nothing at all; and yet, the eyes 

beg an answer, a response of some sort, even if nothing 
more than a mere nod of the head, an acknowledgment of a 
journey well-trekked, now nearly complete.

If we should become wise, we come to understand that 
each of us has only the day before us to live. Most of us 
operate under the jaded premise that we will live forever, 
if only for the time being. We delude ourselves because it 
is convenient to do so. We have our personal agendas; and 
too busy to dwell upon our own mortality, we surge ahead 
with our lives.

Animals, we are told, live only in the present. Could they 
speak as we do, their vocabularies would doubtless hold no 
verb forms in the future tense, for what is happening at the 
moment is all there is.

Adam needed a new liver. His first liver had developed 
hepatocellular carcinoma, a rare malignancy in late child-
hood. His only hope for survival was a transplant, which he 
received and did well with for nearly a year, until his alpha-
fetoprotein level—that subtle marker of tumor recurrence—
began to rise. Once again, his name was put on the transplant 
list; once again, he was called when a match was found. It 
was only while he slept the deep, timeless sleep of anesthesia 
that his team of surgeons discovered a new tumor outside the 
hepatic parenchyma, a solitary lesion that meant it was only 
a matter of time before the new liver would become com-
promised as well. And so the second transplant was aborted 
before it took place.

Another round of chemotherapy was all they had to offer 
him, but this time his immune system was not up for it. The 
antirejection medications that steeped his body for months 
had beaten him down. Adam’s oncologists prescribed a drug 
to boost his white blood cell count and suggested adding yet 
another newer drug to his regimen.

It was shortly after this that Adam’s name appeared on 
my Saturday morning roster of patients.

Adam required a physical exam to clear him for sports. 
Despite his setbacks, he had grown nearly 5 inches over the 
course of the previous year to a stature of 6 feet. He was 
desperate to play varsity basketball this season. He told me 
he felt fine. Indeed, he looked the picture of health. Only the 
telltale surgical scars on his torso betrayed his true infirmity.

There is not much to do to complete such a physical exam. 
You merely look into the ears, nose, and throat; feel the neck; 

humAne medicine

Said and done: When the present 
is all we have left
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“And in the face of despair,  
this young man has taught  
me something about courage,  
determination, and hope.”


