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A Conversation  
with David Elkowitz

Last July, Dr. David Elkowitz was diagnosed with a poorly 
differentiated squamous cell thymic carcinoma. I know 

what this means because, before his diagnosis, he was the one 
who taught it to my medical school class, citing Robbins with 
an almost photographic memory. After his diagnosis, months 
passed before he gave another lecture, and when he did, he 
was 10 pounds lighter and had lost most of his hair from 
chemotherapy. The subject of the regularly scheduled lecture 
was anterior mediastinal masses, and here we had a patient and 
a doctor in one. 

,Q�WKH�PDQ\�WLPHV�WKDW�,¶YH�YLVLWHG�KLV�RI¿FH��KLV�GHVN�KDV�
always been tidy. He admits to not owning a computer at home, 
DQG�WKH�GHVN�WKDW�VHSDUDWHV�KLP�IURP�YLVLWRUV�WR�KLV�RI¿FH�LV�
bare, aside from a keyboard and a monitor. Behind him, beside 
a microscope and beneath two neat shelves of a few select vol-
umes, he’s surrounded himself with photos and mementos from 
friends and family, along with two signs. One says “No Whin-
ing,” which he says is meant for him, not for his visitors. The 
other is “Essayons,” or “Let’s try,” the motto of his alma mater. 

When we conducted this interview, his hair was already be-
ginning to grow back, and he was back to full-time work. On a 
few occasions, he leaned in to the microphone that was record-
ing our conversation to emphasize a point and to be sure that 
readers took note. Throughout the process, he has remained a 
WHDFKHU�DERYH�DOO��¿UVW�WHDFKLQJ�E\�H[DPSOH��DQG�QRZ�WHDFKLQJ�
IURP�H[SHULHQFH��

 
Adam: Last July, you were diagnosed with a thymic carcinoma, but 
you were still teaching at the time. Did you feel unwell before you 
were diagnosed?
 
'U��(��)RU�WKH�EHWWHU�SDUW�RI�D�\HDU�DQG�D�KDOI��,�KDG�QRWLFHG�WKHVH�
ZHLUG�P\DOJLDV�LQ�P\�XSSHU�ERG\��IURP�P\�SHFWRUDO�PXVFOHV�XS��
along with TMJ and temporal headaches. The fact that they were 
DOOHYLDWHG�E\�LEXSURIHQ�PDGH�PH�SRR�SRR�ZRUNLQJ�WKHP�XS��DQG�,�
FKDONHG�LW�DOO�XS�WR�WKH�SULFH�RI�EHFRPLQJ�����%XW�LW�ZDV�GH¿QLWHO\�
UHDO��,�PHDQ��,�FDPH�WR�ZRUN�ZLWK�D�ERWWOH�RI�LEXSURIHQ��VR�,�NQHZ�
VRPHWKLQJ�ZDV�ZURQJ��$W�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��URXJKO\��,�GHYHORSHG�D�
very severe case of Raynaud’s. I chalked that up to some bad hab-
LWV��\RX�NQRZ��WREDFFR�XVH��6R�RYHU�WKH�ODVW�\HDU��,�ZHDQHG�P\VHOI�
off of tobacco — I’m off it now — but it wasn’t getting better. 
 
Adam: So what triggered a visit to a doctor?
 
'U��(��,Q�-XO\�RI�ODVW�\HDU��,�KDG�WKUHH�WDONV�,�ZDV�JLYLQJ�DURXQG�WKH�
country — two in Texas and one in Washington — and I had a day 
RII�EHIRUH�,�ZDV�VHW�WR�FRPH�EDFN�WR�ZRUN��6R�,�VDLG��³<RX�NQRZ��,�
VKRXOG�JHW�WKLV�FKHFNHG�RXW�´�,�KDG�SURPLVHG�P\�IDPLO\�WKDW�ZKHQ�
,�WXUQHG�����,¶G�JR�IRU�D�FRORQRVFRS\�DQG�HQGRVFRS\��DQG�WKRVH�KDG�
ERWK�EHHQ�FOHDQ��VR�,�ZDV�RQ�D�JRRG�UROO�E\�WKLV�WLPH��7KH�P\DOJLDV�
ZHUH�EDG�GXULQJ�WKH�WDONV��EXW�,�IHOW�¿QH�RWKHUZLVH��,�HYHQ�ZHQW�IRU�
D�UXQ��6R�ZKHQ�,�FDPH�EDFN��,�ZHQW�IRU�D�5D\QDXG¶V�ZRUNXS��ZKLFK�
ZDV�D�EDWWHU\�RI�WHVWV�DQG�D�FKHVW�[�UD\��,�KDG�WKH�FKHVW�[�UD\�¿UVW�
WR�UXOH�LQ�RU�UXOH�RXW�O\PSKRPD��ZKLFK�KDV�EHHQ�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�
5D\QDXG¶V��$IWHUZDUGV��,�ZDV�EURXJKW�LQWR�WKH�UDGLRORJ\�VXLWH��,�
VDZ�DQ�[�UD\�RQ�WKH�OLJKW�ERDUG�ZLWK�D�KXJH�PHGLDVWLQDO�PDVV��DQG�,�
VDLG�WR�WKH�UDGLRORJLVW��³3OHDVH�WHOO�PH�WKDW¶V�QRW�PLQH�´�
 
$GDP��'LG�\RX�JHW�DQ\�RWKHU�LPDJLQJ�WR�FRQ¿UP�WKH�[�UD\"
 
Dr. E: A CT scan was done immediately. Then I alerted my higher-
XSV�DW�WKH�VFKRRO��,�QHHGHG�D�TXDUWHUEDFN��VR�RQ�D�7KXUVGD\�QLJKW��,�
went in to see a pulmonologist. I had a needle-core biopsy the next 
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GD\��DQG�D�SDWKRORJLVW�PDGH�VXUH�WKHUH�ZDV�HQRXJK�VDPSOH�WR�GR�
QRW�RQO\�D�GLDJQRVWLF�EXW�DOVR�D�JHQHWLF�ZRUNXS��2Q�6DWXUGD\��,�KDG�
WKH�GLDJQRVLV�RI�D�KLJK�JUDGH��SRRUO\�GLIIHUHQWLDWHG�VTXDPRXV�FDU-
FLQRPD�RI�WK\PLF�RULJLQ��RWKHUZLVH�NQRZQ�DV�D�WK\PLF�FDUFLQRPD��
 
Adam: That must have been a scary period of time. How did you 
take it?

'U��(��6DWXUGD\�DIWHUQRRQ��,�IUHDNHG�RXW�D�OLWWOH�ELW��,�KDG�D�FRXSOH�
RI�IULHQGV�LQ�WKH�PHGLFDO�¿HOG�VXSSRUW�PH�RQ�6DWXUGD\�DQG�6XQ-
GD\��,¶OO�DGPLW�WKRVH�GD\V�DIWHU�,�JRW�WKH�GLDJQRVLV�ZHUH�QRW�JRRG��
EHFDXVH�HYHQ�WKRXJK�,�NQHZ�ZKDW�WKH�GLDJQRVLV�PHDQW��WKH�VKHHU�
VL]H�RI�WKH�PDVV�²�LW�ZDV����FHQWLPHWHUV��ZUDSSLQJ�DURXQG�YLWDO�
structures — made me at that time not a surgical candidate. So that 
scared me a little bit. My whole family was over. The school was 
YHU\�VXSSRUWLYH��,�VWDUWHG�WR�UHDG�D�OLWWOH�ELW��DQG�,�VKRXOGQ¶W�KDYH�
done that. Don’t do that. Allow yourself to be a patient, not your 
own doctor. 

Adam: When did you start getting treatment?

'U��(��6R�RQ�6XQGD\��\RX�NQRZ��,�KDG�D�FRXSOH�RI�GULQNV��,�VHWWOHG�
myself down. One promise I made to myself was that I wasn’t go-
ing to put myself through the mental trauma of spending another 
PRQWK�JHWWLQJ�VHFRQG��WKLUG��IRXUWK��DQG�¿IWK�RSLQLRQV��,�SURPLVHG�
P\VHOI�WKDW�LI�,�WUXVWHG�P\�SK\VLFLDQV��,�ZDV�JRLQJ�WR�WUXVW�WKH�IDFW�
WKDW�WKH\�ZRXOG�¿QG�WKH�SURSHU�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DQG�SURWRFROV�RQ�WKHLU�
RZQ��2Q�0RQGD\��,�ZHQW�WR�VHH�DQ�RQFRORJLVW�DW�1RUWKZHOO��6KH�
ZDV�D�ZRQGHUIXO�KXPDQ�EHLQJ��$QG�VKH�ZDV�FRQ¿GHQW��6KH�ORRNHG�
DW�PH��DQG�,�WKLQN�VKH�VDZ�WKDW�,�ZDV�GHSUHVVHG��EXW�VKH�VHWWOHG�PH�
ULJKW�GRZQ��6KH�VDLG��³:H�DUH�QRW�JRLQJ�IRU�MXVW�PDLQWDLQLQJ�\RX�
IRU�D�IHZ�\HDUV��:H�DUH�JRLQJ�IRU�D�FXUH�´�$QG�WKH�ZD\�VKH�VDLG�LW��,�
WUXVWHG�KHU��,�PHDQ��VKH�ZDV�MXVW�DZHVRPH��'LUHFW��WUXWKIXO��NQRZO-
HGJHDEOH��7KDW�DIWHUQRRQ��,�DOVR�PHW�ZLWK�D�VXUJHRQ�DQG�D�UDGLDWLRQ�
RQFRORJLVW��,�WUXVWHG�DOO�RI�WKHP�����SHUFHQW��2QFH�P\�WHDP�ZDV�
VHW��,�VWDUWHG�JRLQJ�IRUZDUG��2Q�7XHVGD\�PRUQLQJ��¿YH�GD\V�DIWHU�
P\�GLDJQRVLV�RI�D�PDVV��,�ZHQW�IRU�FKHPR��

Adam: And how did you feel when you started chemo on that 
Tuesday?

'U��(��,�JRWWD�WHOO�\RX��,�ZDV�LQ�D�JUHDW�PRRG�WKDW�PRUQLQJ��*UHDW�
mood. I have a picture from that morning that I can share with 
\RX��)URP�WKDW�GD\�RQ��SRVLWLYH�DWWLWXGH��7KDW¶V�QRW�WR�VD\�²�OLNH��
WKLV�ZHHNHQG��,�VWDUWHG�WKLQNLQJ�DJDLQ�DERXW�P\�PRUWDOLW\��%XW�DOO�
LQ�DOO��,�GHFLGHG�WR�¿JKW�WKLV��,�GHFLGHG�WR�JR�LQWR�EDWWOH�LQVWHDG�RI�
just going through the motions.

Adam: That’s interesting, the way you phrased that. In a sense, you 
had to surrender being your own doctor and hand yourself over 

Dr. Elkowitz and 
his son on the 
morning of his first 
chemo treatment. 
“You can see in 
my face that I was 
in a great mood 
that morning.”
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to others. And yet you weren’t surrendering to the disease. It must 
KDYH�EHHQ�GLI¿FXOW�WR�OHDUQ�KRZ�WR�¿JKW�WKH�ULJKW�EDWWOHV�

Dr. E: I never really thought about it until you just posed it that 
ZD\��,�NQHZ�,�ZDV�JRLQJ�WR�¿JKW�WKH�GLVHDVH��$QG�WKH�RQO\�ZD\�,�
NQHZ�KRZ�WR�¿JKW�LW�ZDV�WR�KDYH�D�JRRG�DWWLWXGH�DQG�JHW�EDFN�WR�
work. But I had to relinquish some control in terms of what I was 
going to research and what I was not going to research. 

Adam: It seems that you realized quickly that you didn’t want to 
¿JKW�\RXUVHOI��<RX�MXVW�JRW�RXW�RI�\RXU�RZQ�ZD\��

Dr. E: I knew enough about medical oncology to make me danger-
ous. And I decided very early on that I was not going to be my doc-
tor. I was going to trust my doctors. That’s not to say that I didn’t 
ask questions. I asked questions. But I tried hard not to second-
JXHVV�WKHLU�MXGJPHQW��DQG�,�UHDOO\�WULHG�KDUG�WR�EH�D�JRRG�SDWLHQW��
,Q�IDFW��ZKHQ�,�ZDV�EHLQJ�WUHDWHG�E\�D�ORW�RI�WKH�VWDII�WKHUH��PDQ\�RI�
them didn’t know I was a physician or part of a medical school. 

$GDP��3HRSOH�GHDOLQJ�ZLWK�FDQFHU�RIWHQ�VD\�WKDW�WKH\¶UH�¿JKWLQJ�
it, and it’s hard for somebody who has not had cancer to imagine 
ZKDW�WKDW�PHDQV��:KDW�NLQG�RI�D�¿JKW�LV�LW"�

'U��(��7KH�LURQ\�LV�WKDW�ZKHQ�,�KDG�WKLV�PDVV�LQ�PH��,�ZDV�UXQQLQJ�
VL[��VHYHQ�PLOHV��,�JDYH�SUHVHQWDWLRQV�LQ�WKDW�PRQWK�RI�-XO\��,�ZDV�
IHHOLQJ�JRRG�DVLGH�IURP�WKH�5D\QDXG¶V�DQG�WKH�P\DOJLDV��ZKLFK�
were alleviated by medication. I didn’t feel awful until I started 
WUHDWPHQW��6R�,�WKLQN�¿JKWLQJ�FDQFHU�LV�UHDOO\�WZR�WKLQJV��,W¶V�¿JKW-
LQJ�WKH�VLGH�HIIHFWV�RI�WUHDWPHQW��DQG�¿JKWLQJ�WKLV�ZKROH�LGHD�RI�
your own mortality. 
 
$GDP��0DQ\�SHRSOH�¿JKW�RII�WKRVH�WKRXJKWV�RI�WKHLU�RZQ�PRUWDOLW\�
by distracting themselves, and sometimes work is the distraction 
that they need. But what’s really interesting about your situation 
is that you’re a pathologist — your job involves teaching us about 

FDQFHU��,Q�IDFW��WKH�¿UVW�OHFWXUH�WKDW�\RX�JDYH�WR�RXU�FODVV�DIWHU�\RX�
began your treatment was about mediastinal masses. 
 
Dr. E: The way I reconciled that paradox was very simple. My 
ZRUN�²�EHLQJ�DURXQG�WKH�DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ��IDFXOW\��DQG�VWXGHQWV�²�
ZDV�SDUW�RI�P\�WUHDWPHQW�SODQ��2I�FRXUVH��,�FRXOGQ¶W�KDYH�FRPH�
back to work at all without the mental and physical support of my 
wife and children at home. But I wanted to use my issue as a tool 
for better understanding of the material, of what it means to 
be a physician, and of what it means to be a patient. I felt that 
that would be the greatest gift I could give to the students. So I had 
no problem talking about anterior mediastinal masses when I came 
EDFN��RU��LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI�WKH�¿UVW�\HDUV��XVLQJ�D�SRRUO\�GLIIHUHQWLDWHG�
squamous carcinoma as an example of grading or staging. I had no 
SUREOHP�GRLQJ�LW�EHFDXVH��DJDLQ��,�UHDOO\�ZDQWHG�WR�JLYH�EDFN�WR�WKH�
students not only the knowledge but also the insight into what it 
is to be a great physician — it’s a lot more than just knowing your 
material — and what it’s like to be a patient. 

Adam: Do you feel that as a pathologist you were always at a dis-
tance from disease, looking at slides through a microscope? 

'U��(��,�JRWWD�WHOO�\RX��,¶YH�EHHQ�LQ�DFDGHPLFV�IRU��������\HDUV��EXW�
YHU\�HDUO\�RQ�LQ�P\�FDUHHU��FHUWDLQO\�GXULQJ�P\�UHVLGHQF\�DQG�IHO-
ORZVKLS��ZH¶G�VLJQ�RXW����WR�����FDVHV�SHU�GD\��PD\EH����FDQFHU�
cases. And all they’d be is slides on a tray. And I know looking 
EDFN�DW�WKDW�WLPH��\HDK��WKH\�ZHUH�SDWLHQWV��EXW�\RX�QHYHU�UHDOO\�
had the time or allowed yourself to think that these people were 
VFDUHG��$IWHU�WKH�VLJQ�RXW��LW�ZDV�MXVW�RXW�RI�VLJKW��RXW�RI�PLQG���
%HFDXVH�WKH�QH[W�GD\��\RX�KDYH�DQRWKHU����RU�����FDVHV��$QG�KHUH�
when they signed out my case on Saturday and they gave me that 
GLDJQRVLV��,�ZDV�VKDWWHUHG��,�NQRZ�P\�ZLIH�ZDV�VKDWWHUHG��0\�NLGV�
were upset. 
 
Adam: I suppose if pathologists internalized every case that they 
diagnosed, they wouldn’t be able to do their job.

ADAM LALLEY ADAM LALLEY
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Dr. E: They couldn’W�GR�WKHLU�MRE�HIIHFWLYHO\��0D\EH�WKH\�FDQ��EXW�
,�NQRZ�,�FRXOGQ¶W��,¶OO�VSHDN�IRU�P\VHOI��,�NQHZ�,�FRXOGQ¶W��DQG�,�
didn’t. But after my diagnosis it became very evident to me that 
every disease that we learn about has families and patients  
attached to it with real feelings and real emotions. I always felt 
WKDW�LI�\RX�ZHUH�D�FRPSHWHQW�SK\VLFLDQ�DQG�NQHZ�\RXU�PDWHULDO�ZHOO��
all the other stuff made no difference. But my doctors are not only 
FRPSHWHQW��WKH\�KDYH�WKH�³LW´�IDFWRU��7KH\�FDQ�ORRN�LQ�P\�H\HV��DQG�
ZLWKRXW�VD\LQJ�D�ZRUG�«,�KDYH�IXOO�WUXVW�DQG�FRQ¿GHQFH�LQ�WKHP��
7KLV�WRWDO�UDSSRUW�EHWZHHQ�XV��LW¶V�DZHVRPH��
 
Adam: Between Thursday and Saturday — I mean, Saturday was 
the big day, but how did you handle the two nights of sleep before 
WKDW"�<RX�WDONHG�DERXW�ZKDW�KDSSHQHG�GXULQJ�WKH�GD\V��EXW�ZKDW�
was going through your mind at night?

'U��(��2K��WKLV�LV�JRRG�IRU�WKH�VWXGHQWV��6R�UHPHPEHU��(YHU\-
WKLQJ¶V�DERXW�D�GLIIHUHQWLDO��)URP�7KXUVGD\�WR�6DWXUGD\��,�ZDV�
JRLQJ�WKURXJK�D�GLIIHUHQWLDO�LQ�P\�PLQG��2Q�7KXUVGD\��,�ZDV�GL-
DJQRVHG�ZLWK�D�PDVV��$W�¿UVW��ZLWK�WKH�FKHVW�[�UD\��,�ZDV�WKLQNLQJ��
2ND\��LW¶V�HLWKHU�D�WK\PRPD�RU�O\PSKRPD��$QG�LI�LW¶V�O\PSKRPD��
LW¶V�PRVW�OLNHO\�QRGXODU�VFOHURVLQJ��PD\EH�D�%�FHOO�O\PSKRPD��
7ZR�KRXUV�ODWHU��,�VDZ�WKH�UHVXOWV�RI�P\�&7�VFDQ�ZLWK�FRQWUDVW��
DQG�LW�VKRZHG�D�PDOLJQDQW�PDVV�����FHQWLPHWHUV��ZLWK�O\PSK�QRGH�

LQYROYHPHQW��6R�P\�EUDLQ�VKLIWHG�JHDUV�WR��2K��WK\PRPD�LV�D�ORW�
OHVV�OLNHO\²LW¶V�VWLOO�LQ�WKH�GLIIHUHQWLDO��EXW�O\PSKRPD�LV�PXFK�
PRUH�OLNHO\��$QG�RXW�RI�O\PSKRPDV��,�ZDV�WKLQNLQJ�LW�ZRXOG�EH�
QRGXODU�VFOHURVLQJ��2Q�)ULGD\��,�ZHQW�LQ�IRU�WKH�ELRSV\��DQG�ZKHQ�
WKH\�ZRNH�PH�XS�DIWHU�WKH�ELRSV\�ZDV�RYHU��WKH�LQWHUYHQWLRQDO�
UDGLRORJLVW�VDLG�WR�PH��³<RXU�PDVV�ZDV�VR�¿EURWLF�WKDW�ZH�KDG�
WR�XVH�D�VSHFLDO�QHHGOH�WR�SXOO�WLVVXH�RXW�´�6R�DW�WKDW�WLPH��,�ZDV�
DFWXDOO\�LQ�D�JRRG�PRRG��EHFDXVH�,�WKRXJKW�WR�P\VHOI��,W¶V�QRGXODU�
VFOHURVLQJ��ZLWK�VFOHURVLQJ�H[SODLQLQJ�WKH�¿EURVLV�RI�WKDW�PDVV��%\�
Saturday I got back the results. 
 
Adam: That was the doctor in you. What was the patient in you  
thinking?
 
'U��(��6DWXUGD\�DQG�6XQGD\�ZHUH�QRW�JRRG�GD\V��<HDK��WKRVH�
were not good days. Because then the hopefulness of nodular 
VFOHURVLQJ��ZKLFK�KDV�WKH�EHVW�SURJQRVLV�RI�DQ\�RI�WKH�PDOLJQDQW�
RSWLRQV��ZDV�JRQH��6DWXUGD\�DQG�6XQGD\�ZHUH�WRXJK��%XW�P\�
family was around me. I had close friends who were physicians 
around me. They spent time with me and my family at home and 
UHDOO\�KHOSHG�PH�D�ORW��%XW�WKHQ�0RQGD\�QLJKW��DIWHU�,�PHW�P\�
WHDP�DQG�,�ZDV�FRPIRUWDEOH�ZLWK�WKHP��DQG�NQRZLQJ�WKDW�,�ZDV�
JRLQJ�WR�VWDUW�FKHPR�RQ�7XHVGD\�PRUQLQJ��,�KDG�&KLQHVH�IRRG�
and I had a good night. I went in there with a great attitude. I 
became notorious. I had a hundred students clogging up the wait-
LQJ�URRP��DQG�LW�ZDV�DZHVRPH��)URP�WKDW�SRLQW�RQ��,¶YH�KDG�EDG�
GD\V��EXW�YHU\�IHZ�DQG�IDU�EHWZHHQ��(YHQ�WKLV�ODVW�ZHHNHQG��,�
started thinking —  because I was getting a cough and having this 
VKRUWQHVV�RI�EUHDWK��VR�,�VWDUWHG�WR�WKLQN�DERXW�P\�PRUWDOLW\��\RX�
NQRZ��,V�LW�EDFN"�%XW�E\�DQG�ODUJH��,¶YH�KDG�D�ORW�RI�JUHDW�GD\V�
VLQFH�WKH�¿UVW�GD\�RI�WUHDWPHQW��
 
Adam: Do you have a strategy for dealing with those thoughts?
 
'U��(��<HV��,�DFWLYHO\�SXW�WKHP�RXW�RI�P\�EUDLQ��7KDW¶V�LW��,W�WDNHV�
HIIRUW��,�SXW�LW�RXW�RI�P\�EUDLQ�DFWLYHO\��DQG�,�WKLQN�DERXW�VRPHWKLQJ�

Biopsy of Dr. Elkowitz’s 
thymic carcinoma
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else. It’s a real active process. $QG�,�DOZD\V�JR�EDFN�WR�WKH�FRQ¿-
dence I had in my physicians, in my surgeon in particular, who 
said, “You’re cured, we got it.” And my oncologist was saying, 
“It’s working.” I think about them. But it’s active. You actively 
gotta move on.  
 
Adam: Can you talk about your decision about whether to tell the 
students what was going on?
 
'U��(��7KDW�ZDV�QHYHU�HYHQ�D�WKRXJKW�LQ�P\�PLQG��6WXGHQWV��IDFXO-
W\��DQG�DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ�DUH�OLNH�P\�IDPLO\�DW�KRPH��,�VSHQG�VR�PXFK�
time with you guys here. You guys were going to see me without 
DQ\�KDLU��GURS����SRXQGV��DQHPLF��ZDONLQJ�XS�WKH�VWDLUV�WDNLQJ�
EUHDNV��,�PHDQ��\RX�JX\V�DUH�QRW�VWXSLG��<RX�ZHUH�JRLQJ�WR�VHH�
WKDW�,�ZDV�VLFN��:KDW�DP�,�JRLQJ�WR�GR"�+LGH�LW"�,�FRXOGQ¶W��3OXV��,�
NQHZ�WKLV�ZDV�D�WHDFKLQJ�PRPHQW��D�FKDQFH�WR�PDNH�OHPRQDGH�RXW�
of lemons. 
 
Adam: From the beginning, you knew?
 
Dr. E: I didn’t pull any punches with you guys. And the outpour-
LQJ�RI�ORYH�DQG�FRQFHUQ�IURP�WKH�DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ��WKH�IDFXOW\��WKH�
VWXGHQWV��DQG�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�KHDOWK�V\VWHP�ZDV�VR�
intense. I had so many visitors that there wasn’t enough room for 
RWKHU�SDWLHQWV¶�IDPLOLHV�LQ�WKH�ZDLWLQJ�URRP��,W�ZDV�DQ�LQWHQVH��ORY-
LQJ�UHVSRQVH��,W�ZDV�YHU\��YHU\�JRRG��9HU\�JRRG��<HDK��7UXH�JLIW��
 
Adam: Occasionally there’s this dynamic where the patient 
sometimes needs to help the caregivers to overcome the grief 
surrounding the illness. In other words, the patient can end up 
comforting friends and family, rather than the other way around. 
Did you ever feel like you needed to reassure other people that 
you’d be all right?
 
'U��(��1R��7KH�VWXGHQWV��WKH�IDFXOW\�DQG�WKH�DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ��ZKHQHY-
HU�WKH\�FDPH�WR�VHH�PH��ZHUH�WHUUL¿F��,�GRQ¶W�WKLQN�WKH\�HYHU�ZDQWHG�
PH�WR�XVH�P\�HQHUJ\�WR�KHDO�WKHLU�RZQ�LVVXHV��$V�IRU�IDPLO\��\RX�

QHYHU�NQRZ�ZKDW�WKLV�WUXO\�GRHV�WR�\RXU�ZLIH�DQG�\RXU�FKLOGUHQ��EH-
FDXVH�DV�WKH\¶UH�EHLQJ�VWURQJ�IRU�\RX��WKH\�LQWHUQDOL]H�D�ORW�RI�VWXII��
They deal with a lot without trying to put the burden on you. I know 
my wife and my children did that and are doing that. I just want to 
let them know that I really do love them and appreciate that. They 
ZHUH�LQFUHGLEO\�VWURQJ��7KH\�KDG�WKHLU�PRPHQWV��EXW�YHU\�UDUHO\��LI�
HYHU��DURXQG�PH��(YHU\RQH�ZDV�YHU\�VWURQJ�DURXQG�PH�
 
Adam: During one of the times we talked before, you said that the 
H[SHULHQFH�PDGH�\RX�D�EHWWHU�WHDFKHU��:KDW�KDV�FKDQJHG"�
 
Dr. E: Let me be perfectly clear. I was getting more from teach-
ing than I was giving. I am sure of that. We have a lot of talented 
faculty and certainly pathologists who could have done those 
VHVVLRQV��7KH\�PD\�QRW�KDYH�GRQH�LW�LQ�P\�VW\OH��EXW�WKH\�FHU-
tainly could have relayed the content. My choice to come back 
ZDV�SDUW�RI�P\�RZQ�WUHDWPHQW��,Q�IDFW��LW�ZDV�D�OLWWOH�ELW�VHO¿VK�
RI�PH��EHFDXVH�WKH�VWXGHQWV�KDG�WR�VLW�WKHUH�DQG�OLVWHQ�WR�D�SHUVRQ�
ZKR�KDG�WURXEOH�SURMHFWLQJ��ZKR�ZDV�RXW�RI�EUHDWK��ZKRVH�DS-
pearance might have been distracting. I don’t care what you guys 
VD\��ZKHWKHU�\RX�GLVDJUHH�ZLWK�PH�RQ�WKLV�RU�QRW��,�NQHZ�WKLV�ZDV�
going to be an important part of me healing faster. Having the 
opportunity to teach was just as important as the drugs going 
into me. I feel very strongly about that.
 
Adam: Was that something that you’d always considered on  
your own? Or was that something that doctors or oncologists  
had suggested?

Dr. E: On the contrary. I was encouraged to take it a little bit slow-
HU��WR�JHW�UHVW��WR�WDNH�FDUH�RI�P\VHOI��:KDW�SHRSOH�GLGQ¶W�UHDOL]H�
was that my coming back and having the opportunity to do those 
sessions was taking care of me. It was keeping me in the game. 
 
Adam: Last time we spoke, we talked about how illness or adver-
VLW\�FDQ�FKDQJH�\RXU�SHUVSHFWLYH�RQ�OLIH��<RX�PHQWLRQHG�WKDW�VLWWLQJ�
LQ�WUDI¿F�XVHG�WR�EH�D�IUXVWUDWLQJ�H[SHULHQFH�XQWLO�\RX�ZHUHQ¶W�DEOH�
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to drive for a while. And then, when you were able to drive again, 
\RX�IHOW�JUDWHIXO�IRU�VLWWLQJ�LQ�WUDI¿F��:HUH�WKHUH�RWKHU�PRPHQWV�OLNH�
that during your treatment and recovery?
 
'U��(��7KHUH�ZHUH�D�ORW�RI�OLWWOH�WKLQJV�WKDW�,�PLVVHG��RU�WKDW�,�GLGQ¶W�
expect to miss. I missed mundane things like having hair on my 
ERG\��KDYLQJ�DQ�DSSHWLWH��DQG�EHLQJ�DEOH�WR�WDVWH�IRRG��,�PLVVHG�WKH�
DELOLW\�WR�JR�IRU�D�UXQ��6LWWLQJ�LQ�WUDI¿F�ZDV�SDUW�RI�WKH�H[SHULHQFH�
RI�GULYLQJ�WR�ZRUN�LQGHSHQGHQWO\��DQG�P\�LOOQHVV�PDGH�PH�UHDOL]H�
WKDW�,�KDG�WDNHQ�DOO�RI�WKDW�IRU�JUDQWHG��HYHQ�WKH�IUXVWUDWLQJ�SDUWV��
 
Adam: Did it make you love and appreciate your family more? 
 
'U��(��/RYLQJ�P\�IDPLO\�ZDV�QHYHU�GLI¿FXOW�IRU�PH��,�ORVW�P\�VLVWHU�
DW�DQ�HDUO\�DJH��ZKHQ�,�ZDV�����DQG�,�VWLOO�WKLQN�DERXW�KHU�D�ORW��VR�
,¶G�DOUHDG\�ZRUNHG�WKURXJK�D�WLPH�OLNH�WKDW��1R��DSSUHFLDWLQJ�P\�
wife and children wasn’t hard for me to realize. 
 
Adam: What did you do when you had all that time off?
 
Dr. E: I didn’t have the energy to do anything. I watched mov-
LHV��VOHSW��RU�PDGH�WKH�HIIRUW�WR�UHKDELOLWDWH�P\VHOI��PD\EH�ZDON�
a thousand feet. It was an ongoing struggle to even eat. It was an 
hour-long ordeal just to get something down. It was an hour-long 
ordeal for me to walk down the stairs and out the door. Everything 
ZDV�DQ�KRXU�ORQJ�RUGHDO��DQG�,�KDG�WR�VLW�DQG�UHVW��,�PHQWLRQHG�
WKLV�WR�\RXU�FODVV��EXW�WKH�RQH�WKLQJ�,�JRWWD�WHOO�\RX�JX\V�LV�WKDW�
ZRUGV�PHDQ�VRPHWKLQJ�LQ�PHGLFLQH��:KHQ�VRPHERG\�VD\V��³,¶P�
IDWLJXHG�´�ZKDW�GRHV�WKDW�DFWXDOO\�PHDQ"�/DVW�\HDU��\RX�DQG�,�
FRXOG�KDYH�JRQH�WRJHWKHU�IRU�D�¿YH�PLOH�UXQ��DQG�ZKHQ�ZH�FDPH�
EDFN��ZH¶G�EH�IDWLJXHG��EXW�ZH¶G�IHHO�JUHDW��,W¶V�D�JRRG�IDWLJXH��2U�
PD\EH�\RX�DV�D�SK\VLFLDQ�FDQ�SUHVFULEH�PH�D�PHGLFDWLRQ�ZKHUH��
DV�D�VLGH�HIIHFW��,�PLJKW�IHHO�IDWLJXHG��$QG�,�PLJKW�VD\��³<HDK��,�
IHHO�D�OLWWOH�WLUHG�´�2U�PD\EH�PHGLFDO�VWXGHQWV�VWXG\LQJ����KRXUV�D�
GD\��HLJKW�GD\V�D�ZHHN��DUH�ZLSHG�RXW�DQG�IHHO�IDWLJXHG��EXW�WKH\�
go to sleep and they wake up feeling okay. Or maybe you’re on 
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FKHPR��DQG�\RX�IHHO�IDWLJXHG��$QG�WKDW�IDWLJXH�LV�OLNH�WKLV��(YHQ�
ZKHQ�\RX�JR�WR�VOHHS��\RX�VWLOO�IHHO�OLNH�KHOO��
 
$GDP��<RX¶YH�RIWHQ�VDLG�WR�XV�WKDW�DWWLWXGH�LV�D�FKRLFH��:KDW�GR�
you mean by that? 
 
Dr. E: I said to you that I started thinking about my own mortality. 
Negative thoughts. I’m human. I understand that’s going to hap-
pen from time to time. But you have a choice to dwell on them or 
WR�PRYH�RQ��7KDW¶V�ZKDW�,�PHDQ��:KDWHYHU�LV�KDSSHQLQJ��WKHUH¶V�
HQRXJK�JRRG�JRLQJ�RQ��DQG�,�KDYH�D�SRVLWLYH�DWWLWXGH��7RGD\�,¶P�D�
OLWWOH�RXW�RI�EUHDWK��,�KDYH�WKLV�FKURQLF�FRXJK��,�GRQ¶W�IHHO�����SHU-
FHQW��%XW�LQVWHDG�RI�GZHOOLQJ�RQ�WKDW��,¶P�KHUH�DW�ZRUN��,¶P�WDONLQJ�
WR�\RX��,�KHOSHG�WZR�VWXGHQWV�LQ�P\�RI¿FH�ZLWK�FRQWHQW�TXHVWLRQV��
That’s a privilege and a great thing. I’m in a better place now than 
in the morning when I wasn’t feeling that great. No matter what 
\RXU�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�DUH��GRQ¶W�FRPSODLQ��7KHUH�DUH�SHRSOH�ZKR�
have it worse off. 


