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            Dedication

         
         
            For all the people who followed me on Twitter and supported my writing. 

            Without you, this book wouldn’t exist.

         

        
         
            And for my family.

            All the good in me, 

            Flows from them.
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            Preface

         
         It is the summer of 1991 and I am facing off against my most determined foe: the blank page. I’m ten years old, and I have
            to write a story for a holiday assignment. My grandmother sits on the couch behind me, as I lie on my belly on the floor,
            idly doodling in the margins of my notebook. I can hear the rhythmic hiss of her oxygen tank. She has idiopathic pulmonary
            fibrosis, a condition I’m too young to comprehend. Many years later I will understand and write about her illness.
         

         
         She watches me and smiles. Her voice is weak but still strong enough to catch my ear. “If you don’t know where to start writing,
            start at the beginning.”
         

         
         I answer the way I usually answer anyone at this age, with a question: “How do I know where the beginning is?”

         
         She laughs. “The beginning is where your mind goes to first, when you close your eyes.”

         
         Thirty years later, as I sit in front of my laptop, I close my eyes and let my mind wander. I see snow falling gently from
            cloudy skies and slowly accumulating on a hospital room windowsill.
         

         
         If my story is to begin anywhere, let it be at the very beginning. I am born in 1980, on a snowy Christmas day, in Baltimore,
            Maryland. My father is an engineer who is pursuing an MBA at the University of Maryland in College Park at the time. My mother
            is a teacher who will someday win awards for her work. The nurse brings me out to my family for the first time in a little
            red stocking. Everyone is overjoyed. I am the answer to many prayers, as I am told years later.
         

         
         After graduating from the University of Maryland, my father gets a job with an international construction conglomerate. His
            engineering and business background, along with his coolheaded leadership style and natural charisma, make him a popular man.
            He is assigned to larger and larger projects in different countries. My childhood is spent crisscrossing the world.
         

         
         The earliest memory I have is of a fountain, arching high into the sky. So high, in fact, that when I look up at it, I’m convinced it’s going to topple over onto me. It is an optical illusion, but it terrifies me. I’m sitting on my father’s shoulders, and he laughs as I squirm anxiously. We are in the courtyard of some famous Austrian palace. But I can’t see the beauty. I can’t see past my own fear. 

         
         There are some things in life that seem so insurmountable they threaten to crush us. As a child, for me, it is the fountain.
            Years later, as I exit a subway station in New York City on my way to a residency interview, the looming skyscrapers make
            me queasy. They seem to threaten to topple over when I look up at them, so I force my gaze down at the pavement and try to
            quell the rising anxiety within me. Old phobias. The past is never far.
         

         
         I reach the hospital I’m interviewing at for an internal medicine residency position. These interviews are carefully structured
            and I find myself loathing their artifice. Everyone tells me all the tricks interviewers use to weed out applicants. I have
            no time for tricks or traps. I bludgeon my way through with brutal honesty.
         

         
         “What do you enjoy doing in your free time?”

         
         “I write.”

         
         “Oh? What kind of writing?”

         
         “All sorts of writing. I write in a journal, on a blog, in a—”

         
         “So personal writing. Not medical journals.”

         
         “No, not medical journals.”

         
         Years later, I will be published in medical journals. But right now it seems like a gaping hole in my résumé. My written words
            are valued only by me.
         

         
         In 2019, I begin to experiment with writing on Twitter. The character limit provides me with a spark in my writing that I
            have been lacking for years. A way to bring form and structure, a challenge, a forced paring down of my verbiage. I discover
            that writing on Twitter has its own rhythms and they come naturally to me.
         

         
         At first, I write as a kidney doctor giving advice. This is recommended to me, to grow my “brand.” It is a miserable experience, full of words but bereft of meaning. I decide to leave that voice behind and use my own. Instead of being the physician tweeter, I begin writing as a human being, who just happens to be a physician. 

         
         Medicine becomes the lens through which I focus in on life, from the largest sweeping themes to the minutiae that make us
            who we are. I don’t expect my ramblings to resonate with anyone. Every time I click “tweet” I feel like I am sending them
            into a void from which no response will ever come. But slowly the response begins to build. When the likes start spiraling
            into the thousands, it feels for me both deeply gratifying as a writer and terrifying as an introvert. Dopamine and disorientation.
         

         
         I quickly find that my writing is resonating intensely with a wide variety of people. Perhaps because I speak the language
            of human emotion and loss as opposed to just clinical data, I am inadvertently helping to fill in the blind spots in modern
            scientific communication from other members of my profession. Whatever it is, it gives me an unexpected platform and the support
            of thousands of strangers I’ll never meet. 
         

         
         I consider myself extremely fortunate to have had this avenue of self-expression. I can’t imagine my world without it. Three
            years later, I’ve poured my heart and soul into my writing on Twitter. I’ve managed to make friends and establish myself on
            a tiny island in the endless ocean of tweets that are generated every day. I’ve written more than a hundred stories and honed
            my craft in this strange new medium of “tweetistry.” For years people have been asking me for a compilation of these stories,
            something that would save them time and provide a bit of background to the tales.
         

         
         It is in this spirit that this book is being written, for the people who have encouraged me, shown me such warmth and such
            love. Without them I would never have kept writing as I did. It is a collection of short stories, and the stories behind them.
            I hope this endeavor brings you happiness and fulfillment, as it has done so for me, a thousand times over. 
         

         
         *  *  *

         The medical stories I write involve characters that are composites of patients I have encountered over the past almost twenty years of practicing medicine in four different states across America. Names are created and story details are altered to protect privacy, and often are blended from multiple patients—except for my biographical stories; those are as they are. 

         
         Thank you for taking these journeys with me.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part I
Beginnings

         
         There are times in your life when you discover something new about someone that you never expected to find. Sometimes the discoveries are unpleasant, sometimes they’re remarkable, but whatever they are, they often cast a new light on the person. You might have thought you knew the person well and then discover that you had no idea what depths they carried within them. So it was with my paternal grandfather. 

         
         Throughout my life I knew my grandfather as a military man, rigid and upright, regimented and disciplined. He had reached
            the rank of brigadier general in the army and retired to live a quiet life with his wife, spending time with his many children
            and grandchildren when they visited. He would wake up before anyone else in the house, get the newspaper from the porch, and
            sit down at the table in the kitchen. As we all slept, he would read through the newspaper thoroughly, sipping on a cup of
            tea and slowly, leisurely, peeling an apple to eat a slice at a time.
         

         
         I had heard through my parents that my grandfather enjoyed poetry. Our culture places a high value on the ability to recite
            intricate and beautiful prose. I knew that he went to get-togethers where poetry recitation was the main attraction. What
            I didn’t know was that my grandfather was an accomplished poet. He wrote verses upon verses of achingly beautiful poetry,
            and the intensity and beauty of his work only increased after the tragic death of his beloved wife, my grandmother. He wrote
            his poetry with a fervor, as if it might spare his soul, at least temporarily, from the grief of her passing.
         

         
         It was only after he died that I discovered the depth and breadth of my grandfather’s love for poetry. A posthumous compilation of his writing was published, and I remember holding the book in my hands and running my fingertips along the paper, feeling its texture. He wrote in his native language that wasn’t my own, but I listened to people explain his work and felt tears stinging my eyes. My whole life I have felt the urge to write, since I was a child writing my own adventure stories, through the journals I kept throughout my medical education, to these words I’m typing now. If only I had known that my grandfather wrote as much as he recited. How I wish I could talk to him still. 

         
         Was he happy with what he wrote? Were words left unsaid? Even if you’ve said everything you meant to say, there always remains
            a small crack through which new light filters through. Light from another sunrise, another tomorrow.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Humsafar

         
         
            He walks through the cemetery gates early in the morning. His footsteps are slowed by age and unsteadiness.

         

        
         
            He is there almost every day, and the groundskeepers recognize him now.

         

        
         
            “The old man who writes” they call him.

         

        
         
            And “the old man who cries.”

         

        
         
            He is my grandfather.

         

         *  *  *

         
            As he makes his way to his usual spot, he has a folding chair under one arm and holds a bouquet of flowers under the other.

         

        
         
            He tries to hold himself firmly upright, back straight, even though arthritis has set in.

         

        
         
            He used to be a brigadier general.

            Old habits die hard.

         

         *  *  *

         
            Reaching his destination, his eyes fill with tears for a moment or two, as they always do.

         

        
         
            “Hello, love, my dearest friend.”

         

        
         
            He reaches down and gently rests a hand on her tombstone, whispering a prayer. Then he sets up the folding chair.

         

         *  *  *

         
            She was the youngest daughter in an aristocratic family, fiercely independent, and determinedly horse riding while the rest
               of her four sisters were married off one by one.
            

         

        
         
            Her father was a nawab, a distinguished scholar, and an acclaimed poet.

         

        
         
            They lived on a palatial estate.

         

         *  *  *

         
            He was one of five brothers and one sister. His family was learned. They didn’t have much money, but they had their education,
               and this brought them respect.
            

         

        
         
            He was rakishly handsome, with an offhand charm that won him many friends. A favorite among his military peers.

         

         *  *  *

         
            Those were different times, in a different culture, and there was no courtship then.

         

        
         
            The women in the families connected with one another, and matchmaking occurred in an intricately layered web of acquaintances.

         

        
         
            My grandparents met for the first time on their wedding day.

         

         *  *  *

         
            Right away, theirs was a true match.

         

        
         
            She had never gone to school but had been taught by tutors who came to her house every day. She spoke four languages fluently.

         

        
         
            Every time he quoted her a romantic verse, she would quote him back its reply, and then the next verses too.

         

         *  *  *

         
            India, in those days, was in the process of a great upheaval.

         

        
         
            The end of colonial British rule, and the breaking apart of society along religious and cultural fault lines, led to the splintering
               of families and a bloody period of rebirth.
            

         

        
         
            Change came for everyone.

         

        
         
            My grandparents found refuge and solace in each other. The strains on their relationship, as the world around them frayed
               and cracked, only brought them closer together.
            

         

        
         
            “Humsafar,” like so many foreign words, loses much of its meaning in translation.

         

        
         
            “Traveling companion.”

         

         *  *  *

         
            But humsafar is more than just a traveling companion.

         

        
         
            Life is a journey, a slingshot trajectory between two great unknowns.

         

        
         
            A flickering transition between two infinities.

         

        
         
            Humsafar means I will journey with you. I will believe in you.

         

        
         
            I will remain by your side.

         

         *  *  *

         
            The years pass, on this journey.

         

        
         
            They have four children. Two boys and two girls. My father is the second oldest.

         

        
         
            Education is their mantra. My father is an engineer, one sister is a teacher, the other is a doctor, and the youngest son
               an army major and then a teacher.
            

         

         *  *  *

         
            There are not enough pages in the world for me to write of the depths and breadths of a life well lived, but inevitably there
               is the end.
            

         

        
         
            If life teaches us anything, it is a bittersweet lesson in letting go.

         

        
         
            My grandmother dies of breast cancer in 1998.

         

        
         
            His beloved humsafar is gone.

         

         *  *  *

         
            The light goes out in my grandfather’s eyes after that.

         

        
         
            His doctors say he has a broken heart, cardiomyopathy, and he eventually goes into kidney failure and needs to start dialysis.
               He is dying.
            

         

        
         
            But there is one area in which he flourishes.

         

        
         
            His secret.

         

        
         
            His poetry.

         

         *  *  *

         
            He writes under a pen name: Raaz.

         

        
         
            It means “a secret.”

         

        
         
            As he sits by her grave, on his little folding chair, he writes, and he weeps.

         

        
         
            After his humsafar leaves him, he writes achingly beautiful verses, elegies, inspired by a love that brings him all the words
               he seeks.
            

         

         *  *  *

         
            When he gets up to leave, he lays the flowers by her headstone and then places several on the graves on either side of hers.

         

        
         
            He never knew these people, but they are his beloved’s neighbors now.

         

        
         
            He has always been kind to his neighbors.

         

         *  *  *

         
            He finally leaves this world for a long-awaited reunion, in January of 2001.

         

        
         
            At his funeral I am overwhelmed by how many people are there, how many have flown in from other countries to be there, how
               many lives he has touched.
            

         

        
         
            I hear my grandfather’s poetry praised repeatedly.

         

         *  *  *

         
            To this day, I cannot read or understand his poetry. There is a language barrier I cannot overcome, yet. The translations
               I’ve read remain frustratingly inadequate.
            

         

        
         
            It is perhaps one last irony. That the “secret” should remain hidden from me, when I seek it the most.

         

         *  *  *

         
            And now here I am. Walking a path that seems to reach out to me from the past.

         

        
         
            Echoes of a life lived before mine.

         

        
         
            Healing kidneys for a living.

         

        
         
            Chasing the “secret” in my spare time.

         

        
         
            Perhaps one day

            someday

         

         *  *  *

         
            I’ll find it.
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