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Preface
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I've always wanted to write a story about an odd teacher -follower relationship set in modern times, similar to this one. This is a story of a guru going to his disciple, rather than the customary guru who usually urges his disciple to leave everything and follow him. 

There are times in everyone's life when they meet someone with whom they first disagree but who, for unknown reasons, teaches them valuable lessons. We allow ourselves to be penetrated by his insight. We cannot expect to meet someone whose life is flawless and untarnished in any way. People who have messed up in the past don't necessarily mean they've missed out on life's chances to make amends. They are actually in a better position than anyone else to advise us on how to handle the actual challenges that we encounter in life. They are lampposts, but all they can do is illuminate the way. To make the required adjustments in our life, we must act on our own behalf. But being a beacon of hope when someone else is in their lowest point is not an ordinary event.

This is a common tale of suffering, anguish, upheaval, and change. In one way or another, almost all of us are looking for guidance, and that guidance might appear in many different forms. Oftentimes, a lot of us begin to do the opposite of what the lesson is supposed to teach. But it's only when things begin to happen miraculously that we begin to realise that something significant is actually happening in life. Eventually, when life deprives us of enjoyment in one way or another, we start to examine our lives and wonder what's wrong and how to make things better.

Dedicated to everyone who doubts life, rejects such teachings whenever they are imparted, and chooses to ignore life's lessons—life never stops offering opportunities for growth and learning. 

We will all learn what needs to be learned sooner or later. Until then, search for someone who possesses all that we lack by keeping your eyes open. The exact opposite of who we are—our "Alter Ego".
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Chapter 1: Awakening 
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Present day:

I looked at the clock when I woke up to the sound of an endless alarm. It was showing at 8:10 a.m. It also meant that it had to have been ringing for the previous ten minutes. I needed to get up. Jon was an octogenarian counting down the days he had left in the hospital, and there was no way I was going to miss these final few days of him. 

Julie called out to me from the kitchen, "Honey." In twenty more minutes, she and I had to head to the hospital. It was during our time as students at our medical colleges that we first became acquainted with one another. She is a paediatrician, and I am a cardiac surgeon.

Julie called me again, "Mosses." 

I got out of bed because I had to rush to see Jon, not because I was worried that she was getting upset. To be honest, I had witnessed Julie lose her composure on very few occasions. She may not be without her flaws, but as a wife, she is nearly ideal. For me, the same was not true. I was imperfect on the inside, with many different kinds of defects.

Then, in the summer of last year, I got to know Jon, who gave me insight into my faults. He made me aware of how I was living with them unknowingly, and though I thought that I was enjoying it, my life was almost hell. I was full of anxiety, uncertainty, rage, and so forth.

I now realise how flawed I was and how miserable my life had been until I met Jon. Although I was aware that I was attempting to improve, I was not perfect even right now. But I wasn't brave enough to acknowledge them earlier. Now, after a year with Jon, I was at least trying to recognise my faults and correct my life.

I exited the bathroom after taking a bath and put on my old T-shirt and jeans. Even though I was a doctor and loved wearing formal attire, I have long since given it up. Not only that, I also gave being compassion and kind heart, which I should have imbibed from my mother. But somehow I was also convinced myself that being a doctor should be only for stone-hearted people.

My heart stopped throbbing with love like any other heart long ago. There was a time when I thought certain arteries and veins were feeding blood into the apathetic heart of a doctor.

In the past, I would categorise patients into the following groups and treat them like inanimate objects: 

(a) those who could recover with treatment; 

(b) those who had no chance of survival; and 

(c) those who were either influential, famous, or extremely filthy rich irrespective of chances of survival. 

Based on the categories, we also grouped beds in the hospital. This helped every medical staff know how to divide time between patients. Category (b) were the ones who used to get everything minimum—the minimum stay in the hospital—and our least attention, but same costly medical care.

When I used to see new patients, I would just classify them according to my cursory observations. The longevity, or probability of survival, and the individual's reputation continued to be the primary factors. That way, we used to place them on different beds according to the category they were assigned to. I used to then discuss my bed and category selections with my nurses and medical team. To treat patients, we made use of these restrictions. The only category I focused on was (c).

Despite the fact that I was aware that such a demarcation was inappropriate, I continued to act in that manner—until I recognised how unethical it was. This realisation happened only after meeting Jon. 

"What are you thinking, Moss?" When Julie said it, she grinned.

"Just thinking something worthless," I responded and smiled, glancing at her happy expression.

“What are you looking at?” There was a blush on her face, and I kissed her lips.

“Julie, I am told by Jon to say you one thing,” I said while taking ham and bread.

"Shoot Moss," Julie had joined me for breakfast as well. 

“I am not sure if I loved you enough my whole life. But what I want to tell you is that my life is never complete without you,” I said. After directing the most exquisite glare in my direction, her eyes began to water.

"I wonder if I gave you enough love during my entire life. However, I want you to know that without you, my life is never complete.” As I was saying this, Julie started to sob a little. 

With her hand on my cheek, Julie murmured, "I love you, Mosses." I gave her kiss. 

"Now, please move quickly. By now, my outpatients must be waiting for me. She expressed her eagerness to leave the house by glancing at her watch.

Hurriedly, we devoured our breakfast, and I hurried to the garage to quickly retrieve the car. Julie was waiting for me with the white coats when I brought the car up to the front door. I stepped on the gas as soon as she got in the car.

The hospital was less than a mile away, and we were in front of the Metropolitan City Hospital in a matter of minutes. The benefit of working as a doctor is not having to fight for parking.

Julie moved out immediately as I stopped the car in the parking lot, close to the main entrance. We waved at each other before I turned off the engine. My watch indicated that it was nine in the morning.

I raced in the direction of the door. I found the senior nurse waiting. As I made my way to the entryway, I asked the senior nurse, "How is Jon now?"

" Nothing has changed from yesterday's status." The nurse informed me that although his breathing was normal, his heart was becoming weaker. I nodded. I was not expecting anything different. 

“Has he eaten something?” I asked while entering the Intensive Care Unit.

The nurse gave me his record file and said, "Just a few sips of coffee and part of baked bread."

I examined his file without much hope. His unusually low heartbeat was due to more weakening of his heart, which was anticipated beforehand. Astonishingly, he was still alive.

This old man was dying, and I wanted him to live. I was aware that there was a reason why I was selfish. I had gained more knowledge and understanding from him than I had in the preceding forty years of my profession and more than sixty years of my life combined.

“Hello, how are you today, Jon?” When I got to Jon's bed, I said to him. 

“Waiting!” and he started to laugh. I laughed with him even though I shouldn't have.

"Jon, you won't pass away anytime soon. I still hadn't heard enough from you.” I started laughing more. The nurse gave me a puzzled look, then grinned embarrassingly and stepped away from us.

"You don't have to come so early since you left quite late in the morning," Jon replied, maintaining his calm and loving smile. 

“How could I not? I wanted to be with you."  I expressed my excitement without holding back.

"Do you still recall how much you despised me on my last visit to the hospital?" I know he was just joking when he said it. 

I recalled that last year, when he was brought to the emergency department, it was me who saw him and concluded almost immediately that he wouldn't make it through another hour. He had suffered his third stroke and was over eighty. His chances of making it through the third stroke were less than 0.001%. Nevertheless, I was shocked to hear him tell me during his examination, "Doctor, don't worry about me. Like you, I'm curious to know how much time I have left."

Now, after hearing his complaint laced with jokes, I found myself laughing uncontrollably. even though he was serious and was counting down the seconds to death.

Last year, because of his poor health, I was even hesitant to give him a bed because I assumed he wouldn’t last long. But I recalled that I saw some kind of an aura around his face. I was kept staring at him in shock. His face was telling me one thing, but his vitals were telling me quite another. The nurse was waiting for me to make up my mind, so I made a firm mental decision to give the elderly man at least one day to determine what his future held. 

"Assign him the third bed in the cardiologist's ward." I was shocked to hear myself say, "I will closely monitor him," since I almost never desired to have someone under my direct supervision unless they were a category (c) patient. I couldn't tell if he would fit any of the previously specified criteria, but I wanted to have him admitted.

"I recalled Jon," I murmured, pulling my regular chair up to sit next to him. A new nurse who recently started working here brought coffee and wheat biscuits for me as soon as I took a seat. I was aware that any doctor giving a single patient this much time was quite unusual, especially considering the patient's odds of life were essentially nonexistent. 

However, I was an exception in my ways. At the age of approximately 62, the hospital continued to be interested in me. The other reason was that I had several rewards and recognitions in my favour, something that even Chief Medical Officer Robin was aware of.

"Moss, how's Julie doing?" Jon said that. Aside from Julie, he was the only person to whom I had given unsaid consent to use my short name.

"She's doing great. She'll probably come see you too in an hour or two," I surmised. 

"Did you tell her what I said last night?" Jon grinned, and a moment later I heard the alarm from the body-worn monitoring equipment. Jon's heart rate was plummeting. 

With some terror in my voice, I asked Jon to please cease talking for a bit.

"Moss, stop being so silly. This sound has been bothering me for several months. You can see that I'm still here." I smiled back at Jon when he grinned and said.

The nurse came running to us, and when she saw that I was sitting with him, she looked at me with a surprised expression on her face. 

"Jon's vitals are dropping, doctor." She spoke fearfully.

Jon coughed in between laughs while he was staring at her. I was silently staring at him. Even though I was aware of how much he detested the needles, I had to comply with the regular protocol. 

I told him, "Give him Lanoxin 0.5 mg, directly to his heart," because I knew that I had no choice but to do so.

Jon gave me a mildly irritated glance but remained silent. Before inserting the needle into Jon's body, the nurse asked for a final OK by looking at Jon and myself. Jon remained silent, and I remained silent too. 

Jon added, a little irritated, "You know, Moss, how much I hate forced sleep, and this bloody injection makes me sleep," but I didn’t respond. After the nurse left, I brought my mouth close to his ears.

"Take a rest for a few minutes." I requested, "I will come again after seeing a few other patients," 

He laughed. Maybe he already suspected that I was lying. I was not going anywhere, and even I could not figure out why I was giving him so much power over me. 

He shut his eyes, and I got to my feet. I placed the coffee cup on the edge of the table and checked my phone's group chat app for the hospital. Without any interest, I glanced through a few mails and saw nothing but regular updates. I tried to distract myself by reading messages because I didn't want to hear him breathing forcefully. Simply because it was telling me how much pain Jon was enduring. It used to give me anxiety. 

Shortly after, I perceived the sound of approaching footfall. It was Julie. 

"Have you given Lanoxin to him?" Julie approached his bed and inquired. I gave her a look. I stopped hiding my tears a few months ago. And I knew she may have seen my wet eyes. I had changed so much. More accurately, Jon had changed me in ways that were immeasurable. Julie went quiet immediately when our eyes met. She simply placed her hand on mine.

Jule murmured, "You can go home if you want and come back after a few hours," but I refused. I wanted to stay with Jon during his final moments. 

Even though I had witnessed a number of delayed or spontaneous deaths, this one was going to be the most unique. I had been seeing him for almost a year now. This also wasn't like me at all. I had developed the pattern of seeing him every day without fail; this was rare for me.

"You know I shouldn't have said this. In the last year, you've changed so much because... ." Julie broke off the sentence in the middle, and I gave her a tender glance.

I wanted to cry out as soon as I heard her because I knew who was behind this shift in me. I tried so hard to suppress my cry, yet somehow tears still sprang out of my eyes. I did not speak up, though. 

"Would you like to join me for tea at the canteen?" Pulling my hand, Julie said. 

I heard someone shouting to me from behind as I got up and headed towards the canteen with Julie. I turned around. A young man was standing next to Jon's bed with the nurse. I gestured to Julie to hold on while I made my way back to Jon's bed.

I asked the nurse, "Yes, tell me," even though I was staring at the man. I was curious about his identity.

The nurse responded, "Doc, he says he knows Jon and he is his friend."

"Seriously," I uttered in a shocked tone. Not only did I become upset, but I also grew filled with wrath as he appeared to say the truth. However, my curiosity was the age gap—Jon was too old to be the young man’s friend. 

“Doc, I am homeless. Jon used to send letters and other things to me. Though, I'm coming from a far place, if you want, I'll go." He spoke. I knew he was getting uncomfortable as I was looking at his worn-out garments, and even the nurse was uncomfortable with the unpleasant stench coming out of him.

I wanted to ask him to leave, but why, I wondered, had Jon been sending him letters and other stuff in the past? I started to wonder. Even in his final days, Jon was not failing to astonish me. My curiosity about this homeless guy was piqued.

"What's your name?" as soon as I asked him, I heard Julie walking towards me.

"I am Adam," the young man replied. His eyes were fixed on sleeping Jon. He spoke in a melancholy tone.

"Mosses, what happened? Who is this guy?” Looking perplexed, Julie enquired.

"Would you like to come to the canteen with us?" I asked, even though I continued to find his smell offensive.

"I ate breakfast on the way." Adam seemed uneasy, feeling my resentment towards him. It seems that he was aware of his odour as well. 

"You can have coffee with us, don't worry." Julie grinned, as though she knew I wouldn't be able to talk him into it.

Adam answered, "Sure, if you are fine with that," as though he didn't want us to feel let down. I began to walk back to the cafeteria. Adam and Julie were following me.

We took the corner table when we got to the canteen. Julie surprised Adam by bringing him a cup of coffee, scrambled eggs, and bread. She also brought herself a cup of tea and coffee for me.

Adam gave us a quick glance before beginning to eat. His body odour no longer turned me off while I was staring at him. 

"How did you learn about Jon?" I was curious, so I inquired.

"He ceased writing me letters from last year, and my birthday was just a few days ago. I became concerned since Jon never failed to deliver me a cake. I had the thought." Adam did not finish the statement.

"You believed he could have passed away," I chuckled.

"Yes," Adam replied. His voice was laced with sadness.

Adam questioned as he sipped his coffee, "Is he dying?"

I answered, "He is," and it was the first time I realised how dispassionate I sounded. 

Adam questioned, "What happened to him?" I regarded him with contempt. Why is he interested in Jon? 

"Last year, he suffered a heart arrest. He barely made it through that. We kept him in the hospital to monitor him. But since last week, he has been deteriorating more." I tried, but failed, to appear emotional as I continued, "His vitals are getting worse and his heart is failing."

"Is there a chance to save him?" Adam enquired. His tone was imbued with strong feelings.

"He is frail and old. We cannot operate him. There are other complications, too," I added. I was trying hard to control tears which welled up in my eyes. 

"Ah, I see."  Adam said. He excused himself, saying he needed to use the toilet. I nodded and watched him leave. He should be no older than twenty or, at most, twenty-five. Why was this homeless guy receiving letters and gifts from Jon? What did he write? Motivational speech. I started to ponder and became inquisitive. 

"Jon is so mysterious, don't you think?" Julie remarked as she met my gaze. Her eyes were lined with wrinkles. I was jealous of her right then and there because she seemed so content and serene.

She told me, "You can ask Adam to leave if you don't want to talk.". She sensed my discomfort.

"No, it's okay," I replied, even though I secretly agreed with her.

Julie asked me, "Then why are you so tense after seeing Adam?" Though I was embarrassed by my actions, I must admit that I felt a little intimidated by Adam. Jon changed me in so many ways. Even though I was changing, I was dealing with so many problems that I began to question whether I was really changing at all. 

I tried to remained silent but then I found Julie was looking at me with curiosity. 

"I guess you are right. This young man is making me feel intimidated. He is young and homeless. I am old and rich. However, I am wondering what Jon has seen in him. I am feeling cheated and raged." As I was speaking, my eyes were welling with tears.

“Why are you saying so?” Julie questioned me with curiosity.

“I don’t like Adam. I am feeling so envious of me.” I said, and tears fell from my eyes.

“Hey Moss!” Julie put her palm on my shoulder and said,” He is just a kid. I guess he is scared of you.”

“Seriously!” I laughed. Suddenly I realised what I was afraid of—was that Adam or was that me? I felt someone had instigated something, and I was allowing it.

The strange, unfathomable sensation of calm and lightness was taking over my entire body. Nothing appeared within my control, and I was letting my emotions take control of me. Only yesterday, Jon told me that I was more open to negative emotions but not allowing my positive emotions to be expressed. Lately I stopped expressing my love to Julie explicitly. It was only until Jon forced me to let my heart opened up to Julie, I saw it’s effect today. I should collect my emotions and not allow them to drive me, especially negative emotions, and I should set free my positive emotions. 

Then, all of a sudden, I noticed Adam emerging from the restroom. His clothes were tugged more appropriately, and he looked cleaner, as if he had washed his face and combed his hair. I felt horrible because I knew he didn't understand that my repulsive feelings towards him had nothing to do with the way he looked or smelled. His face was full of grief and concern; he appeared to be a good young man. I didn't want to call the feeling I had for him sympathy because I detested it when others felt sorry for me.

"Hello, Doctor. Do you believe Jon may now be awakened?” Jon said. He tried to look into my eyes while questioning.

I avoided his eyes as I was feeling embarrassed.  

“Let's check it out, Mr. Adam.” I got up from my chair and tried to be nice, but deep inside, I was afraid. Jon was dying, and nothing was going to stop it. The pseudo façade could not continue indefinitely, and despite my best efforts, nothing was happening. He could now or later, but eventually he would die for sure.

No matter how much medical knowledge and technology one has at their disposal, one can never predict when one will die.

Adam began to get ahead of Julie and me. It appeared as though he was a young boy who had been here to witness his father's defeat in the struggle of life. 

"Adam, where are your parents?" Julie walked up behind him and asked. 

"I have no idea where my mother is. I was just two years old when my father died. When I was younger, my stepfather would beat the blood out of me. Then, one day, I fled the house. I spent several years living in orphanages, yet all I experienced was more cruelty and abuse. I eventually moved to the streets and ceased being sought after by orphanages once I reached sixteen." With a smile that suggested pride in something, Adam said.

I looked at him and tried to imagine what he went through with the horror. For a few moments, I looked at his face, which was stressed and full of sadness. But then he said, “Then I met Jon, and gradually I started to see life from different perspectives.”

His sullen face became normal. I was amazed at how Jon influenced his life in such a positive way. Compared to me, Adam’s life was full of hell, and I was not only judging him but also judging him in the wrong way.

“I don’t have anyone else. I have only Jon to look upon,” Adam murmured as if he were saying it to himself.

“Hmm.” I couldn’t say more. A twitch of pain felt in my heart. I envied Jon. How did he so easily influence people, including me?

Then Adam stopped for a moment before entering ward where Jon was admitted. He looked at me and opened his arms. Before I tried to understood what was happening – he embraced me – and said “Thanks so much doctor for taking care of Jon,”

It was then that I placed my hands on his back. The anguish of not becoming a parent hit me hard. We were constantly aware that there was a problem with us. Even yet, we were never able to determine the precise medical reason why we weren't able to have children. Although I believed that we had moved on, Julie was still having trouble accepting that fact.

I was tempted to feel sorry for Adam. I wanted to be nice to him because I knew that all he could sense in me was emotionless stone, yet he had a hard life and deserved compassion. I was happy that Jon gave me a lot of advice on how to convey feelings well, even if, as per me, being a doctor tends to make one insensitive to human emotions. At the very least, I wanted to be more apparent when someone expressed empathy for me. Nevertheless, there was something like a wall inside of me that kept me from being honest about my sentiments. 

The phrase "I am sorry to hear that" was my attempt to make amends for the fact that I had not been more explicit in expressing my feelings.

Adam grinned and said, "God will surely help us," which I took as a personal dig. He had to say it, but why? I never believed in God, and even now I was feeling hard to believe that God was any good. Though I knew many things suggested throughout my life that I was never in control of my life, I never wanted to believe that someone was in charge of my life. How ironic was that?

We let go of our embrace for each other. I felt Julie’s eyes on me. She was smiling enigmatically.

Actually, I've experienced a lot of pain, agony, and other negative things in the past. I used to be terrified of everything, even the future and the past. No one appeared to offer me any consolation. Before I met Jon, I was lost and worthless in every manner. I made numerous attempts to end my life, but I managed to survive. The day I met him was one of the few, rare days that I attempted suicide once more. I was aware that nobody would give a damn if I lived or died. Then all of a sudden, he appeared to me like an angel and said the most useless things I have ever heard in an attempt to save me." Adam started laughing, but there was also pain in his voice.

"What he  said?" Julie asked with a curiosity. 

“Jon said, Life is not worth dying.” confirming that Adam chuckled. I laughed as well. These were unquestionably Jon's words, since I knew him. His satires were always laced with deep insight. He always managed to express his thoughts.

"And what did you do after that?" With an intense gaze on Adam, Julie questioned. 

"After giving me advice and purchasing food and clothing, Jon suddenly disappeared. I felt incredibly alone and cursed." Adam said, "I became depressed again, and I cut my wrists with the sharp edge of the bottle." This was the first time that he had not smiled while we were having this conversation. He appeared to be in discomfort as he looked at something. His eyes were sunken, his face expressionless and colourless, and the dark wrinkles beneath his eyes betrayed a depressing look. I was unable to say what I wanted to. Julie was staring at him with compassion, tenderness, and love as well. It was hard to tell if such feelings of hers were universal or if her motherly instincts made those emotions visible only after hearing him.

None of us spoke as we continued to walk towards Jon's bed. Even though Jon was still asleep and his vitals were all how they should have been, nothing either improved or was more reassuring. 

“I have to go see a few kids,” Julie left saying. I kept standing as there was no patient waiting for me, and there was no emergency either. Adam took a seat near Jon, and looked at Jon with sympathy.

“Where are you staying in Maui?” I inquired, and suddenly I realised my mistake. I knew that Adam had nowhere to live. He might have stayed on the street or anywhere else. He might be alright even in this rather cold weather. I was afraid that he might ask for my assistance throughout his stay. How could I do that? Once more, his stench began to bother me.

"I'll arrange. Don’t worry." Adam said it without any emotion in his voice. Though it took him a few moments to say it, I knew he didn't have much money. I kept my mouth shut because I was already regretting asking him to stay. Somehow, I didn’t want to help him.

Jon's finger twitched suddenly, and I glanced at the monitor. I stood there for a few minutes until Jon opened his eyes. He stared at me at first, but then he looked at Adam, and that's when he grinned. 

In a whisper, Jon said, "Adam, my boy."

“Hi Jon!“ Adam smirked in return. I was enviously staring at the two of them. Just as I was going to interrupt them, I heard someone shout my name regarding an emergency. 

Reluctantly, I left them alone, fearing they would gossip about me behind my back. Jon seemed glad to see Adam, so I knew I was just jealous. I made my way to the end of the ward, where the likely patient was waiting for me. I inquired, he was a young boy, maybe in his early 20s. 

“What happened to him?”

"Most likely a stroke," a bystander remarked. I asked who was accompanying him after giving him a disbelieving look. Nobody spoke up. I asked the boy directly, even though he was in pain.

"Are you by yourself?"

Without turning to face me, he continued, "Yes, I am experiencing heart pain and my left arm is becoming numb." Even though these were the signs of a cardiac arrest, I wasn't sure because of his age and state of health. 

"Has anyone completed all required checklists prior to drawing a conclusion?" I posed the question robotically. We have been trained to ensure that the treatment we give is for a disease and not just a hunch. 

I was aware that this was not the most compassionate way. So far, I had communicated with the youngster uncompassionately, and I was ready to defend my actions too. I was a doctor, not a priest.

I was also aware of Julie's communication style with the children, which was full of compassion and love. Nobody had instructed her to do that when checking them. On the contrary, I used to laugh at Julie for that.

All of a sudden, I remembered that I wanted to alter a lot about myself. Jon's presence made me aware of my faults. Still, though, I was not succeeding in making those internal shifts. Even though my problems were obvious, there were moments when I didn't want to face them or admit that I was the one with those terrible traits.

"Why not lay him down on the bed?" I was stunned, as if Jon were speaking within me, when the words emerged from my mouth. It was forbidden to proceed without conducting the required tests. Since beds were expensive and in short supply, I was the one who formulated these protocols.

"Doctor, are you going to admit him?" Someone inquired as I was defying my own protocols.

"Without a doubt," I said, but before I could say anything more, I heard Adam approaching from behind. 

"Doctor, Jon seems to be losing consciousness." 

“Ok, I will come. Get this kid into an emergency room and give him aspirin and some basic pain medication. Over the next few hours, keep an eye on him, and if he shows signs of improvement, send him back home. I see, it's nothing more than a false alarm." stating that I requested Adam to come to Jon's bed with me.

Jon was obviously having trouble breathing. He was inhaling and exhaling forcefully, and a sound seemed to come from his chest. This was a fresh symptom. It was likely that his body had become vulnerable to several internal malfunctions. I was staring at Jon helplessly. I was certain that he had to be put on a ventilator, and that too would be useless after a while. Still, I find it hard to see Jon struggling to breathe, and there was too little we could do to keep him alive and free from pain.

I requested the nearby nurse begin the process of putting Jon on a ventilator. I saw she was a little reluctant, as it would cost the patient.

When I said, "Don't worry, Jon's insurance can easily bear the cost of it, and it won't be required for more than a few hours," I was getting myself ready to witness the death of a person right in front of my very eyes. Although I had witnessed deaths in operating rooms previously, this was a completely new and distinct experience for me. I was fighting deep down to become a human being from a heartless doctor.

The nurse attempted to place the ventilator pipes on Jon's face as she began to pull them.

"Don't, Moss.” With reluctance, Jon responded, "I don't need it." His oxygen level was beginning to drop, and his vitals were approaching the dangerous threshold.

But I didn’t pay any heed to what he was saying, as there was no other option.

"Is there anything else we can do?" Adam inquired after seeing Jon struggling. 

"We don’t have many options." I murmured, "Now his body is giving up," and tears welled up in my eyes. 

Adam began to cry and replied, "But at least we can ease his pain."

I regretfully remarked, "It will not help and he detests morphine shots." 

Adam uttered the words, "So all we can do is watch him helplessly dying," with a tone of wrath.

"Son, we all have to die." It was Jon, and even though he was breathing heavily and delirious, his sense of humour remained intact. I gave Jon a smile with my tearful eyes. I gently stroked his wrinkled head with my palm while it was resting on his head.

"Don't worry, lad, I won't pass away immediately. I'll pass away whenever I choose," Jon chuckled and cleared his throat.

There was a glint in his eyes when I said, "Please stop talking and take a rest." 

I wanted to scream about my helplessness uncontrollably, but I was afraid Jon would find it despicable. As he was on his deathbed, he was extremely courageous, fearless, and kind to those around him.

Despite being in discomfort, he was not showing signs of it or making complaints. I understood that he was going through all of this to set an example for himself for the benefit of us, the nurses and physicians, who otherwise would feel anxious and powerless. I gave him a respectful and loving forehead kiss.

"Is he okay?" That was Julie, and I knew she had sprinted all the way from the hospital's third floor when I saw her gasping for oxygen.

Jon remarked, "My dear, I am much better," and he began to gasp for breath.

Julie met his gaze with a smile. I could see that her eyes were about to burst. In many ways she was almost exactly like Jon.  Courageous. 

"If it's okay with you, Moss, may I ask you one last favour?" I nodded as Jon asked.

Jon remarked, "I want to go home for my last breath," and I burst into tears.

I felt some uneasiness in my heart. But I ignored it—it may be something due to improper sleep and tiredness. I wiped away my tears and replied, "Sure, I will arrange for the discharge."

"Is it possible for us to take a few days off to stay with him?" Even after so many years of marriage, we had seldom taken off from the hospital and never gone on many vacations outside Maui. So, she was a little afraid of me when she asked. Whether domestic or foreign, our visits pretended to be private times spent together, but they were actually jam-packed with conferences, back-to-back meetings, and other activities. I was aware that I was the one lacking in the relationship at all times.

Jon responded, "You better," and he burst out laughing once more. I beamed at him, causing tears to fall down his brow. He grabbed my hand as I reached out to erase them.

Julie walked out, saying, "I better go and apply for all the formalities to discharge Jon." I knew that tears could be seen in her eyes. I produced a moaning sound out of my mouth while trying to fight back my tears as I watched her disappear.

Adam and the nurse gave me a glance, and I could have reprimanded them without cause if this had occurred prior to meeting Jon. However, I no longer feel embarrassed to cry and groan. I sensed a stirring within myself. It was as if, after a long time in my life, I was becoming human. And the catalyst for this transformation was going to depart from me. Despite the fact that I was aware there was nothing I could do to stop or reverse this, I made Jon a promise, and I know I must honour it by always being available to both myself and other people.
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Chapter 2: Rebirth
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The year was 1971, and I was at the Medical College of Honolulu. I never aspired to become a doctor. In fact, I never thought about what I had to achieve in life, what my purpose in life was, and all that philosophical mumbo jumbo was not for me. 

I was a perfect hedonist. Pleasures, pleasures, and more pleasures were always present in my life. However, I was brainy too, and because my parents were filthy rich, I never had a scarcity of anything. I remained a favorite student of my teachers for two reasons. First, my father, Elijah Ketz, was a major donor to the school, and he used to organize a number of events for the school. Though I guess his main purpose was to tell the world about his opulence. 

The second reason was more primary, I guess: I was exceptionally intelligent. Frankly, if someone asked me how I knew I was intelligent, I wouldn’t have a straight answer. I used to understand the most complex problems of mathematics and physics in the most bizarre way. I used to get hunches about the solutions. However, my inclination towards zoology was almost obsessional. I always kept myself surrounded by human anatomy

My intelligence, as I think now, may be my gift from the universe, as I do get hunches even now. How that used to happen then and how it used to happen now, I don’t have the slightest idea.

I applied for medical college mainly due to my parental pressure, though I also wanted to, but I was a little indecisive on my own. In fact, it was more about my father’s desire to become a doctor. He himself never studied after high school and became a businessman due to being a poor migrant. But because of his acumen for non-stop learning and his innate leadership skills and ability to guide others, he was not only successful, but his sheer presence in any company was so heavy that people, especially women, couldn’t resist him.

He was a Jew, and before the First World War, he came to the United States as he was facing atrocities in Germany. During his exploration of where to get settled, he met my mother, Abigail, who was a white Orthodox Christian. I never asked anyone how they met or what their story was. What I got to know from my elder brother, Joseph, and Mary was that it was our mother who got attracted to my father. My father needed a place to get settled. More importantly, her family was moderately rich, and she was the only daughter of her parents. My mother was also impeccably beautiful, though my father’s Jewish looks appeared to have been given by Aphrodite himself.

So, we were four siblings who survived and lived until their adolescence. I am told one was born dead. In the mid 1900's, medicine was not like today, where they could have handled most complex cases, and doctors too were fearful at those times to take risks and save people. Whatever the reason was, only three among us got married, and only two crossed the age of 60.

Joseph, Mary, me, and Grace were born in that order. I don’t know about the fifth one or where he fits in the order. Grace died when she was in school, and her death was still a bad memory to me. I never asked about it in detail, and no one told me about it until later.

**
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It was a lazy June afternoon in Maui, and my parents were not home. I was there as I was preparing for medical college. I was selected for the medical degree program as I had many recommendations. Further, I being a sharp person, used to score maximum marks in maximum subjects. 

That day, I was packing my clothes. I was never choosy about my attire, as being over 6 feet and extremely good-looking had its own benefits. 

My room was on the second floor, and then I heard the loudest scream from my mother. I never heard my mother this loud before, and her sound was full of extreme pain and sorrow. I froze in my room, and, for some reason, a random thought appeared in my mind that nothing in life is permanent. I felt some uneasiness, full of fear, in my heart.

Mom let out a yell. She was calling both my other sibling and me. I knew that whatever that was, it was not anything I wanted to hear or see, so I moved as slowly as possible to approach her. When I reached our big dining room, I saw a body on our dining table. Even though I didn't initially recognise the body, I was positive it belonged to a girl. My mother started crying, which startled me. Why was she weeping uncontrollably? After that, I witnessed my father coming in from the garden.

When he looked at the body, he became paralysed. He was my role model, and his above-six-foot height and broad body frame were enough to give complexity to others, but today he was trembling like a child and crying without trying to hide his tears. I saw Joseph and Mary too coming fearfully near the body, and they too started to cry. I looked at their faces and started to walk in the slowest possible way near the body. I was full of fear and pain as I knew I was about to see something that I would regret seeing my whole life. And then I looked at the most uncanny face of death. Her eyes were open, and she was looking straight at the roof. Her white face was darkened, and her skin was too dry. I went near her, and put my hand in her hair. She didn’t look like Grace or anyone I knew. I failed to see why everyone was crying and why they were yelling “Grace”. 

For that moment I found hard even to assume that Grace was dead. Clearly for me that soulless body was not Grace—not even near her. She was the smartest girl, so full of life and passion. She was the most sensitive among all of us.

“How did she fall from the stairs?” My mother asked and looked at the men, whom I completely ignored. He was the one who brought the body to our house. 

After what my mother said, I realised for the first time that Grace was never going to speak to me during my lifetime. That was the scariest part, as I realised, I had many things to share with her. But now I could never do that. I started to wail and mourn.

During her burial, our family didn’t speak much with each other. My father's extended family visited us, and this is how I got to know about so many Jewish rituals. However, I was never a religious person, and frankly, I was glad to have parents who were seriously orthodox but never tried to impose anything on their children. Though I know Joseph was more Jewish at heart and Mary was more inclined towards the sacrifice of Jesus.

Grace’s last rite was a mix of Jewish and Christian religions. I witnessed for the moment how religions came together at a time of grief. The mourning period went on for a couple of days, and my travel to Medical University was delayed.

**
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My medical college was outside Maui. The college was huge. My father was getting ecstatic when he saw students wearing the white gown. He cried before he left for Maui, as I was the first in my family who was this educated and was on the verge of becoming a doctor, his favourite profession.

Unlike Maui, Honolulu was a large city. During my time in college, I saw a lot changes in me. Bullying by seniors was not uncommon, although it occasionally reached terrible proportions. However, I was fortunate enough to be spared from all forms of bullying. My enormous build and my father's generous donations to the college were the two main factors that kept me untouched. 

When I was accepted into the course, my father was so appreciative that he announced two complete scholarships for under privileged and poor students.  

Those initial several days were excruciating because I longed home and the comforts of my private room. In college, I shared a large room with twenty other guys. 

In the city, there were bars, and several of my acquaintances were also indulged in drug. However, I stayed away from it since I never understood why one would want to keep their mind engaged with a substance that was artificial and might kill them as well.

In our class, there were more boys than girls. Since my mother served as my first role model, I wasn't much into girls. I used to compare all girls with my mother and one or other they fell short except one. 

My mother possessed exceptional beauty, rationality, and communication skills. One quality I admired in my mother was her unwavering sense of reason. My mother displayed incredible calmness, even when my father was incredibly upset. She always recognised that remaining composed was the best course of action. My mother's calmness and words of love saved us in those trying times when we went through our ups and downs.

I always searched for a girl who had similar traits as my mother. And I knew somehow that there was a girl with almost everything I was looking for. Though I never spoke to her or looked at her much, I knew her name—Julie.

Day three of our annual session was rapidly approaching, and the temperature was through the roof in Honolulu. In those days, I used to take my car to the beach and watch the sun set. 

I've always had plenty of classmates and other acquaintances, but for some reason I enjoy keeping a distance from people. It has been my experience that after a certain level, people only listen to what they want to listen to, and when you say something, you become nearly invisible to them because they are unable to connect with what they hear. I have witnessed this phenomenon before. I therefore occasionally had the impulse to say something that didn't even make sense to me, but I refrained because I knew my so-called friend might not get it. Rather than make a fool of myself, I decided to keep quiet and distance myself. I could have been mistakenly perceived as an introvert due to this behaviour, which is definitely not the case.

I felt really depressed that day for no apparent reason. I parked my car close to the shore on the farthest corner. The beach was mostly deserted and the weather was turning into a light thunderstorm. 

She was sitting on one of the rocks by herself, possibly crying, when I first spotted her. Though I didn't know how she got there—two miles from the university—she was Julie. In our class, she was the girl who no one spoke to. In fact, I couldn't recall if I had ever heard her voice. Her clothing was a tad below normal, and even though I was extremely wealthy, I secretly understood that wealth does not necessarily translate into peace. 

After staring at her for a while, I started to look around the beach in search of the proper spot to watch the sunset. The sky grew gloomy, and my hopes of witnessing the sunset faded. I wanted my melancholy heart to find peace as I got out of the car and began to walk on the beach, but I just got more restless and tormented. Tears were welling up in my eyes as my heart began to plummet rapidly. I had never experienced this before. I felt depressed while having no proper justification. I heard the voice as I turned
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