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Queens 

June 20. 2023

An unforgettable evening

More than forty years have passed since those events, and only now have we finally decided to tell the whole story together, through both of our memories.

This is a story about one of the darkest periods of our lives. A story of endurance, friendship, love, and the quiet strength that carried us through unimaginable days.

It begins in June 1980.

The most important person in this story is my husband, John Brandon Jones.

At the time, John was twenty-nine years old and worked as a mechanical and metal engineer for a local machine company, where he had spent nearly his entire career. He loved his work, not only the machines and inventions themselves, but the feeling of building something meaningful with his own hands. Alongside his long workdays, he had studied engineering tirelessly, always striving toward something greater.

And my name is Maya Julia Smith Jones, nowadays. Back then, I was a twenty-nine-year-old nurse working in the children’s ward of our local hospital. John and I had already been together for eleven years, though in truth, we had known each other almost our entire lives.

Our families had lived side by side for as long as I could remember. Summer evenings were often spent together in one backyard or the other, with food on the grill, children running across the lawns, and laughter carrying long into the night. Birthdays, holidays, small victories, everything was shared between the two families.

John’s father, Jack Jones, managed a local bank together with his wife, Birgit. Their daughters, Meridith and Lily, were both strong-minded women in very different ways. Meridith ran a restaurant with her husband, Adrian, a Marine Corps captain, while Lily worked as an office secretary in town.

My own parents both worked in medicine. My father, Liam Smith, was a doctor, and my mother, Lauren, worked as a nurse at New York General Hospital. My older sister Sarah had chosen a different path and worked at the same bank as John’s father.

At the time, none of us could have imagined how completely our lives were about to change.

Now let us return to the year 1980, to the warm Friday evening of June sixth.

The city was slowly falling asleep beneath the fading golden light of the summer sun, while John and I sat together on the porch of our beautiful wooden house in Queens, New York. We sat close to one another in the new porch swing we had bought only weeks earlier, gently swaying back and forth in the warm evening air as we spoke quietly about our future.

Those moments felt endless back then. I can still remember the soft sound of distant traffic somewhere beyond the neighborhood, the scent of freshly cut grass drifting through the air, and the calm feeling that our entire lives were only beginning.

John and I had known each other since childhood. We had grown up side by side, sharing birthdays, summers, family dinners, and countless ordinary moments long before we ever truly understood what love was. When we became teenagers, our friendship slowly deepened into something neither of us could ignore anymore, and our true relationship finally began during a school graduation dance in the spring of 1969.

By the summer of 1980, both of us had already completed our studies and found work that genuinely fulfilled us. For the first time in our lives, everything seemed stable. We had steady jobs, a peaceful home, and the feeling that the difficult years of becoming adults were finally behind us.

Naturally, our thoughts began turning toward the future. I had always loved children. Even as a young girl, I had dreamed of becoming a mother someday, and deep inside my heart, I hoped for a large and loving family filled with warmth, laughter, and closeness. John shared those dreams completely.

Our situation in life was already better than we could once have imagined. Together, we had found our first dream home in a quiet neighborhood in Queens. The house itself was not large or luxurious, but to us, it felt perfect. Every room carried the feeling of a new beginning.

John’s parents had made it possible for us to buy the house. Although Jack and Birgit Jones were financially successful and respected professionals in the banking world, they had raised their children with humility and discipline. John and his sisters had always understood that nothing in life came freely and that hard work stood behind every achievement. Still, when the opportunity arose, his parents helped us secure the mortgage loan that allowed us to begin building our future together.

That evening on the porch, we spoke for hours about the kind of life we hoped to create. John already had a remarkably clear vision of our future family. In his mind, we would have three children. Two older boys and, finally, a younger daughter. He spoke about it all with such certainty that sometimes it felt as though he could already see those future years unfolding before him. And John did not stop there.

He had already imagined entire futures for our children. According to him, both boys would someday become hockey players, while our daughter would grow up to become a doctor. I still remember laughing softly as he described all those carefully planned dreams with complete seriousness. Yet beneath my laughter, I secretly shared much of that same vision.

More than anything, both of us dreamed of a loving family, a peaceful home, and a life filled with purpose and happiness. Looking back now, I realize how deeply connected we truly were during those years. Our dreams were not separate dreams at all; they were shared ones, quietly built together evening after evening as we imagined the future waiting ahead of us.

John snorted quietly and admitted that even three children might already be more than enough for most people. Still, he declared with complete certainty that three children would remain his final answer, no matter how much I tried to negotiate for more. He knew very well that I dreamed of a far larger family.

Over the years, I had spoken countless times about wanting a home filled with children, noise, life, and warmth. Even five children had always sounded like a beautiful thought to me, perhaps even more, if life had allowed it. Deep down, I think John always understood that, in the end, I would probably be the one deciding how many children we would eventually have.

At the same time, he also knew me well enough to understand that I was careful and practical by nature. I rarely made decisions quickly. I tended to examine everything from every possible angle before allowing myself to move forward with anything important.

John, however, was my complete opposite in many ways. He lived almost entirely through emotion and instinct. He embraced life with a kind of fearless intensity that I both admired and worried about. Very often, he made decisions before fully thinking them through, following his heart long before his mind had time to catch up. Yet somehow, despite how different we were, we balanced one another perfectly.

Perhaps that was one of the greatest reasons our relationship worked so well. I was the cautious one who slowed things down and tried to see every possible consequence before acting. John, meanwhile, constantly pushed me to live more freely and fearlessly instead of overthinking every step ahead of me. And although I managed many times to prevent some of his more reckless ideas from becoming reality, I also knew that without him, my life would probably have remained far smaller and quieter than it eventually became.

As the evening slowly deepened around us, John and I remained sitting close together on the porch swing, watching the sun disappear beyond the horizon. The entire sky glowed with deep shades of orange, gold, and soft crimson, painting the city in colors so beautiful that even now, more than forty years later, I can still see them clearly in my mind.

The warmth of the day slowly faded into the coolness of the approaching night. I reached for the blanket resting beside us and carefully pulled it around both of our shoulders. I still remember the exact moment John wrapped his arm around me and pulled me tightly against him. Even now, after all these years, I can still remember the feeling of safety, warmth, and love that surrounded me in that moment.

There was always something unshakable between us. Our relationship had never been built merely on passion or youthful infatuation. It was built on years of friendship, trust, understanding, and the quiet certainty that no matter what happened in life, we belonged beside one another.

For a long time, we sat there without speaking at all. The distant sounds of the city slowly softened as night settled over the neighborhood, and together we listened to the quiet world around us while darkness gently surrounded our little corner of it.
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Maya

Queens 

June 6. 1980

Our home

John straightened his posture, looked deeply into my eyes, and told me how much he loved me. He told me how happy he was that I was beside him on this journey through life. I felt the same, and even then, I could never have imagined anyone else standing beside me instead of him.

Suddenly, John rose from the swing and left me sitting there alone. At first, I barely paid attention because I had drifted deep into my own thoughts, overwhelmed by the happiness I felt in that moment.

A single wall lamp beside the terrace cast a warm, golden light around us, creating a quiet and almost dreamlike atmosphere in the summer night. While I sat there lost in thought, John slowly stepped down in front of me and quietly lowered himself onto one knee.

Only then did I fully realize what was happening. I stared at him in complete astonishment as he gently held my thigh with one hand while reaching into the small bag beside the swing with the other. From it, he carefully pulled out a small heart-shaped box covered in deep red velvet.

For a brief moment, I could hardly breathe. John slowly opened the box and looked at me with more tenderness than I had ever seen in his eyes before. He told me how important I was to him and how deeply he loved me. He said that he wanted to spend the rest of his life beside me and that no matter what happened in the future, he could never imagine walking through life without me.

Then, finally, he asked me to become his wife and his companion on this journey until the end of our lives. A tear slowly rolled down my cheek as I looked at him more lovingly than ever before.

I told him that nothing in the world would make me happier than becoming his wife and walking beside him through every stage of life for as long as we both lived.

The very next moment, I threw my arms around John’s neck, and together we fell laughing onto the wooden floor of the terrace while kissing each other passionately.

John remained beneath me, holding me tightly against him as though he never wanted to let go. And I lifted my head slightly and looked into his smiling eyes before asking him why he had always insisted that he would never propose to anyone.

John laughed softly. “That was the only way to keep it a secret,” he replied. I laughed and playfully growled at him before continuing to kiss him, still overwhelmed by shock and happiness all at once.

John slid his hand gently beneath the back of my shirt so he could touch my bare skin with his warm hands, and even now, after all these years, I still remember the warmth of that touch perfectly.

I gently caressed the back of his neck as he slowly rose to his feet, lifting me effortlessly into his arms. At that moment, we truly felt happier than ever before in our lives.

John stood there holding me tightly while we continued kissing beneath the warm summer light of the terrace. And for the very first time, John felt a strange tightness in his chest. But he ignored it completely.

John carried me inside our first home together and gently lowered me from his arms onto the floor beside the staircase. As he held me close, he once again felt the strange tightness in his chest, slightly stronger this time than before. Still, he showed no sign of discomfort, and because of that, I paid no attention to it at all.

I held John’s hand tightly as we slowly climbed the stairs together. He walked closely behind me, gently caressing my back with his warm hand as though he never wanted to lose contact with me, even for a moment.

When we finally reached our bedroom, John pulled me softly onto our bed and pressed himself close against me. And we kissed each other more passionately than ever before.

The excitement, happiness, and overwhelming emotions of the evening had completely consumed both of us. For a long time, nothing else in the world seemed to exist beyond the two of us and the quiet darkness surrounding our room.

John slowly lifted my shirt while kissing my stomach with tender affection, moving upward only to return teasingly back down again, making me laugh softly beneath my breath. At the same time, I pulled his shirt over his head and ran my hands across his chest and back, feeling the warmth of his skin beneath my fingertips. In those moments, we surrendered ourselves completely to one another. The outside world disappeared entirely around us.

Hours later, our passionate lovemaking finally faded into exhausted happiness and deep relaxation. The room had grown completely silent except for our slow breathing as we lay together beneath the blankets.

By then, the throbbing pain in John’s chest had returned once more, stronger than before. Yet all he wanted in that moment was to close his eyes and fall asleep beside me.

I gently stroked his side before quietly slipping out of bed and walking toward the upstairs bathroom to take a shower. Before leaving the room, I turned back once more to look at him. By then, John had already fallen asleep.

While standing beneath the warm water of the shower, I found myself thinking happily about John’s proposal and how, somehow, life had finally given me everything I had ever truly wanted. For the first time in many years, I felt completely at peace. The future ahead of us seemed bright, safe, and full of endless possibilities. Naturally, my thoughts immediately began drifting toward the wedding.

I already knew that both of our families would gladly help us arrange everything, just as they always had throughout our lives. I was certain John would want Pastor Mike from our local church to officiate the ceremony, and I quietly began making mental lists of all the practical things that would need to be arranged in the coming days. We would need to obtain a marriage license, contact the church, and somehow find a suitable date before the end of the summer.

And if the church happened to be unavailable, I already knew exactly what would happen instead. One of our families’ beautiful gardens would become the place where we would be married.

To me, one thing already felt certain. The wedding would take place before the summer ended. John had never been the kind of man willing to wait unnecessarily for anything important in life, especially not something connected to love or family. As I stood there beneath the running water, I quietly laughed to myself after suddenly realizing that perhaps I should first discuss all these plans with my future husband before deciding everything alone. Still, I knew John well enough to understand that he would never have wanted a long engagement.

After finishing my shower, I reached for the soft pink towel hanging from the rack beside the bathroom door, the same towel John had given me the previous Christmas. I dried myself carefully, wrapped my wet red hair inside another towel, and slowly stepped out of the bathroom.

Everything around me felt almost dreamlike. It was one of those rare moments in life when happiness feels so complete that it becomes impossible to imagine anything ever breaking it apart.

While I had been in the shower, however, John’s condition had quietly begun to worsen. At first, he had convinced himself that the pain in his chest was nothing serious. He believed it was simply the result of emotional exhaustion, stress, and the overwhelming release of tension after carrying the secret of the proposal for so long. But as the minutes passed, the pressure in his chest became stronger and more painful than before.

Eventually, John curled onto his side, hoping the position might somehow ease the unbearable tightness spreading through his body. Instead, the pain only continued to grow worse.

Little by little, his strength began disappearing. His breathing became heavier, his thoughts unfocused, and slowly, terrifyingly, his level of consciousness began to fade. Even though he tried desperately to call out for me, no sound strong enough ever left his mouth.

And then, alone in our bedroom while I still stood only a short distance away upstairs, my beloved John lost consciousness for the very first time. I went downstairs to the kitchen for a drink and, while I was there, turned off the small lights that were still glowing softly around the house. Afterward, I slowly climbed the stairs back upstairs and walked toward the bedroom door, where I stopped for a brief moment to look lovingly at my future husband. At that moment, I felt happier than I ever had before in my entire life.

An overwhelming feeling of warmth, safety, and peace filled me, and it felt almost impossible to imagine that anything could ever break the beautiful future we had just promised to one another.

John lay silently on his side beneath the blankets in a slightly unusual position, but at the time, I paid no attention to it. My thoughts were still floating somewhere inside that dreamlike happiness we had created together during the evening. All I wanted was to curl up behind him, wrap my arms around him, and fall asleep beside the man I loved more than anything else in the world.

But the moment I pressed myself gently against John, I immediately noticed the cold sweat covering his skin. At first, I softly whispered into his ear, trying to wake him gently. John did not react at all.

A sudden wave of fear rushed through me, and I carefully shook him again, this time slightly harder. Still, there was no response. Panic immediately began spreading through my body as I shook him again and again, desperately trying to wake him while calling his name in terror.

Nothing happened. John remained completely motionless beneath my hands. The horrifying realization shattered everything around me in an instant.

Only moments earlier, I had been floating inside the happiest moment of my life, and now it felt as though I had suddenly fallen straight out of a beautiful dream into a nightmare. Completely panicked, I burst into uncontrollable tears and ran downstairs to call an ambulance.

The ringing of the phone felt endless before the emergency operator finally answered. Barely able to breathe properly through my panic, I tried desperately to explain what had happened. The woman on the line spoke calmly and firmly, trying to keep me focused while assuring me that an ambulance was already on its way.

But before they arrived, I had to begin resuscitation immediately. The moment the call ended, I ran back upstairs and forced myself to follow every instruction I had been given. Everything around me felt distant and unreal, as though I had suddenly fallen into a thick fog where time no longer moved normally.

I managed to pull John onto the floor beside the bed before beginning chest compressions with trembling hands. ”One, two, three, four...” I counted loudly through tears while pressing against his chest over and over again, terrified of stopping even for a second. ”...thirteen, fourteen, fifteen.”

Then I pressed my lips tightly against his and forced air into his lungs before immediately beginning the compressions again. “One, two, three, four...” The pattern repeated endlessly.

Those minutes felt longer than anything I had ever experienced in my entire life. Somewhere in the middle of the panic, I vaguely remembered that the emergency operator had instructed me to unlock the front door for the paramedics. I thought I had done it after ending the call, but I could no longer remember for certain.

There was no way I could leave John to check. All I could do was continue fighting for him and hope the door was open. Then, after what felt like an eternity, I finally heard voices downstairs and the sound I had been desperately waiting for, the paramedics announcing their arrival while shouting for the location of the patient.

I screamed back at them to come upstairs quickly. And when I finally saw the paramedics rush into our bedroom and heard one of them immediately order the continuation of CPR, the full weight of the situation finally crashed down onto me completely.

Only minutes earlier, I had been living inside the happiest moment of my life. Now, everything around me had become terror, chaos, and emptiness. I felt as though I had completely disappeared from reality and could no longer properly hear or understand what was happening around me.

Everything felt distant and unreal, like some silent, slow-motion film where people moved and spoke without fully reaching me. The only sounds that occasionally cut through the fog in my mind were the sharp commands shouted by the paramedics as they continued fighting to save John. “Clear!”

I do not know how long it all lasted. Time no longer seemed to move normally. Eventually, the paramedics lifted John onto the stretcher and began carrying him downstairs toward the ambulance. Through tears, I begged them to let me come with them, and one of the paramedics quickly instructed me to sit in the front seat beside the driver.

Moments later, the ambulance sped away into the sleeping city. The sirens screamed through the quiet night as flashing lights reflected across dark buildings and empty streets. The driver accelerated rapidly through intersections while the paramedic in the back continued treating John, occasionally shouting updates about his condition toward the front of the ambulance.

Luckily, the city was almost completely asleep by then. There was very little traffic on the roads, allowing us to take the fastest possible route toward the hospital emergency department.

When we finally arrived, everything began moving impossibly fast again. John was rushed through the emergency entrance, surrounded by doctors and nurses, while I followed helplessly behind them, unable to do anything except watch.

At the time, I worked in the children’s ward of the very same hospital, and despite my panic, I trusted completely that the emergency department staff would do everything possible to save him. Still, seeing the man I loved disappear behind those examination room doors felt unbearable.

A nurse instructed me to remain outside and wait. Another young nurse, someone I did not recognize, gently guided me toward the waiting room before helping me sit down. The room was empty and painfully quiet. That silence frightened me more than anything else.

I did not want to sit there alone with my thoughts, especially because I had no idea what was happening behind the closed examination room doors. Apart from two nurses sitting quietly behind the counter nearby, the entire hospital felt strangely deserted in the middle of the night.

Even then, I remained so deeply shocked that nothing around me felt entirely real anymore. Everything still seemed to move in slow motion. I lowered my face into my trembling hands and cried quietly while trying desperately to hold myself together.

Deep down, I knew John was receiving the best possible care. The hospital’s emergency department was filled with experienced professionals, and I trusted every one of them completely. But none of that changed the terrible reality that there was absolutely nothing I could do for him anymore except wait.

And I still remember how painfully slowly time moved during those hours. I stared endlessly at the clock hanging on the waiting room wall, convinced that its hands had almost stopped moving entirely.

The silence surrounding me became almost unbearable. For a long time, I sat motionless in the waiting room, trapped somewhere between shock and exhaustion, barely hearing or noticing anything around me anymore. Eventually, the silence was suddenly broken by the hysterical cries of a woman whose daughter had apparently been involved in a car accident.

The nurses tried to reassure her that everything would be all right, calmly, but the woman continued crying uncontrollably. Strangely enough, hearing someone else’s panic finally pulled me back into reality. I slowly lifted my head, wiped my eyes, and stood up from the bench before beginning to walk nervously around the waiting room.

Eventually, unable to tolerate the uncertainty any longer, I walked over to the nurses seated behind the counter and asked if they knew anything about John’s condition.

One of the nurses answered me kindly, explaining that John was currently receiving proper care but apologizing that they still had very little information available. Then she gently asked whether I would be willing to answer a few questions for the hospital records. I immediately agreed.

Part of me welcomed the distraction because it gave me something else to focus on besides my fear. The nurse pulled a form from a nearby folder, picked up her pen, and calmly began asking questions while filling in the paperwork. I tried my best to answer everything as accurately as possible because I understood how important the information could be for John’s treatment.

But when she finally asked about my marital status, I suddenly fell silent. For a brief moment, all I wanted to say was that John was my husband. Yet the words caught painfully inside my throat. Only hours earlier, he had asked me to marry him. Now he was lying somewhere behind closed hospital doors, fighting for his life.

I completely broke down again and burst into tears. Through my crying, I explained quietly that John had proposed to me earlier that evening. The nurse listened with gentle patience before softly congratulating me while continuing to write on the form without asking any further questions.

A few moments later, a doctor wearing a white coat entered the waiting room and briefly looked around as though searching for someone specific. One of the nurses nodded toward me, and the doctor immediately walked over. The nurse quietly explained who I was, mentioning that I was Oliver Jones’s fiancée and soon to become Mrs. Jones.

The doctor looked at me with immediate understanding and introduced himself as cardiologist Joseph Stanton before beginning to explain John’s condition.

According to Joseph, John had suffered an extremely severe heart attack. He gently asked me several questions about the evening and whether I had noticed any symptoms beforehand. I explained that before finding him unconscious in bed, I had not seen anything that seemed seriously wrong. Then I described our evening together in detail so the doctor could better understand the physical and emotional strain John’s body had experienced before the attack.

Joseph listened carefully and eventually nodded with quiet professionalism. He explained that the next urgent step would be emergency heart surgery in an attempt to restore proper blood flow to John’s heart.

Because of my own medical training, I understood immediately how serious the situation truly was. For a moment, I thought I might completely lose control again and collapse into tears right there in front of him. But before that happened, Joseph gently placed his hand on my shoulder and assured me that they would do absolutely everything possible to save John. Then he apologized softly and explained that he needed to leave immediately in order to prepare for the operation.

After he disappeared back through the emergency department doors, I slowly returned to the bench in the waiting room and sat down once more to wait for the surgery to end.

The operation had already lasted more than two hours, and still no one had come to tell me anything. By then, the darkness outside the hospital windows had slowly begun giving way to the pale light of dawn. I spent those endless hours walking nervously between the waiting room and the nearly empty hospital corridors, unable to sit still for more than a few minutes at a time.

Every passing second felt unbearable. Eventually, the waiting room doors finally opened. And Joseph stepped quietly inside. The moment I saw the serious expression on his face, fear immediately tightened inside my chest.

I hurried toward him at once and asked how John was doing, desperately hoping he would finally tell me that everything was all right and that I could see him.

Instead, Joseph gently asked me to sit down. The moment those words left his mouth, I already knew something was terribly wrong. After sitting beside me, Joseph carefully explained that John’s condition had become dramatically more serious because too much time had passed between the beginning of the heart attack and the arrival of effective medical treatment.

Although the operation itself had succeeded in restoring blood flow and saving John’s heart, something else had happened. John had not woken up after surgery as expected. Joseph explained quietly that there was a strong possibility John’s brain had been severely deprived of oxygen during the cardiac arrest and that, as a result, he may have fallen into a coma.

The moment I heard those words, something inside me completely broke. I burst into uncontrollable tears while Joseph gently placed his hand on my shoulder and quietly apologized.

After allowing me a few moments to gather myself, he finally told me that I could now see John. Joseph personally escorted me through the silent hospital corridors toward the intensive care room where my future husband now lay unconscious.

While walking there, I suddenly realized through the fog in my mind that I still had not informed John’s parents about anything that had happened. When we arrived outside John’s room, Joseph gently offered to contact them for me if I could remember their phone number. Of course, I remembered it. I had known it by heart for years.

After giving Joseph the number and quietly thanking him for everything he had done for John, I entered the room alone. I sat carefully beside John’s bed and took his hand into mine.

The machines surrounding him filled the room with quiet mechanical sounds while I sat there staring at the man I loved, unable to fully understand how our entire lives had changed in only a few short hours.

Time passed slowly until eventually both my parents and John’s parents arrived at the hospital. The moment I saw my mother and father, I immediately collapsed into their arms, crying uncontrollably, desperate only to have John back beside me again.

Meanwhile, John’s parents stood quietly near his bedside, looking completely devastated and helpless. None of us truly knew what to think anymore or what we were even supposed to hope for.

A short while later, Joseph entered the room once again and quietly began examining John. But nothing had changed. John still had not regained consciousness, nor did he react to any form of stimulation.

Finally, Joseph looked toward us, and there was visible sadness in his eyes before he slowly explained that John had fallen into a coma. He told us that his condition was extremely serious and that, at that moment, there was no certainty he would ever wake up again. The words settled heavily into the room, and even long afterward, they continued echoing endlessly inside my mind.

The moment I heard those words, the entire world around me collapsed. I fell onto my knees on the hospital floor, overwhelmed by a pain so unbearable that it felt as though something inside me had been torn apart forever.

Only hours earlier, I had believed my future was beginning. Now, it felt as though I had already lost the greatest love of my life.
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​John 

Somewhere between two worlds 

June 7. 1980

Journey to a hidden world

For what felt like an endless amount of time, there had been only darkness. Then suddenly, without warning, a bright light began shining through my closed eyelids.

At first, I thought someone had entered the room where I was sleeping. Slowly and carefully, I opened my eyes, only to realize almost immediately that something was terribly wrong. I could see. But I could not feel my body at all.

Confused, I tried to move, yet nothing responded. A strange sense of weightlessness surrounded me, and for a moment, I genuinely believed I was trapped inside another unusually vivid dream, the kind my imagination had occasionally created ever since childhood.

But this felt different. Far too real. Little by little, I began feeling myself drifting upward as though some invisible force was pulling me away from my own body. Panic slowly crept inside me while I floated helplessly higher into the air, unable to stop myself or understand what was happening.

Then I looked down. And I saw myself. At first, I could not fully comprehend what I was seeing. My own body lay motionless on a hospital bed beneath me while countless tubes and wires disappeared beneath blankets and machines surrounding the bed. Nearby monitors displayed glowing numbers and pale moving lines that made no sense to me anymore.

The sight itself already felt horrifying. But then I saw my own eyes. They were open. Empty. There was no life inside them at all. The whites of my eyes had vanished into darkness, leaving behind nothing except endless blackness staring back at me.

Fear, unlike anything I had ever experienced, spread through me instantly. I wanted desperately to wake myself from whatever nightmare this was, but no matter how hard I tried, nothing changed. I no longer seemed to have any control over myself or even over my own existence.

I continued floating helplessly upward like a loose balloon escaping into the sky while the image of my lifeless body remained beneath me. And no matter how much I struggled, I could no longer return to it.

I was forced to watch my father and mother standing beside my hospital bed together with my beloved Maya, all of them crying helplessly around me.

My father held my mother tightly in his arms, and even from a distance, I could see the fear trembling through him. My mother had wrapped one of her hands firmly around my left hand while gently stroking it with the other as though refusing to let go of me. On the opposite side of the bed stood Maya, holding my right hand tightly while softly caressing my face with trembling fingers.

Behind her stood Maya’s parents, Liam and Lauren, both trying desperately to comfort their daughter while tears filled their own eyes as well.

At first, I tried speaking to them. I begged them for help. I shouted at them over and over again, desperately trying to make them understand that I was still there somehow. But very quickly, I realized something horrifying. No one could hear me.

No matter how loudly I screamed, no sound ever came from me at all. I tried everything I could think of, but to everyone around me, I was less than invisible, like air itself. None of them reacted to my desperate cries for help, even though they continued grieving beside my motionless body.

Confused and terrified, I could not understand what was happening to me or why I had become trapped inside such an unbearable nightmare. And no matter how hard I tried, I could not wake myself from it.

The hopelessness of that realization felt almost unreal. More than anything else, I only wanted it all to end. Little by little, I continued drifting farther away from the hospital room, painfully slowly but completely beyond my own control. No matter how desperately I fought against it, I could not return.

I kept trying to call out to Maya. I screamed directly at her, begging her to look at me, to hear me, to notice that I was still there. But she never reacted. And eventually, I finally understood why. There was no voice anymore. No sound. Nothing at all.

For the first time, I stopped thinking only about my own fear and began seeing the pain surrounding me instead. No one should ever have to watch the people they love cry beside a hospital bed, and no one should ever be forced to witness the grief in the eyes of those closest to them while being completely unable to comfort them. That realization hurt even more than the fear itself.

Higher and higher, I continued drifting upward until the people below me slowly became smaller and harder to recognize. Soon, I could no longer distinguish the faces of my loved ones at all.

It felt as though I was losing them one by one. Then, gradually, the hospital room itself began disappearing into the darkness surrounding it. The room became nothing more than a distant point of light floating alone in an endless black emptiness. Beyond the hospital walls, there seemed to be absolutely nothing. No world. No sound. No life.

Eventually, I stopped screaming entirely and surrendered to the silence while the final point of light slowly vanished from my sight. And once it disappeared completely, there was nothing left around me except darkness and endless emptiness once again. Just like before, the light had first appeared, and I had seen myself and my family below me.

The feeling of drifting endlessly through the darkness still did not stop. Even though I no longer understood what I truly was anymore, I still somehow felt alive. Yet there was nothing around me: no voices, no movement, no sense of another presence anywhere within the endless emptiness surrounding me. I still could not feel my body or the touch of anything at all, and slowly I began wondering whether I had finally lost my mind completely.

The nightmare refused to end. That endless journey through darkness felt as though it had already lasted forever. Then, suddenly, everything around me began to change.

The darkness slowly gave way to brightness until the emptiness surrounding me transformed into an endless sea of light. At first, the glow was faint and distant, but within moments it became overwhelmingly bright, as though countless enormous floodlights had all been directed straight toward my eyes at once. Yet strangely, the light did not hurt.

I could not escape it, nor could I even close my eyes anymore, but despite its impossible brightness, it never blinded me or caused any pain. The light surrounding me was completely uniform, making it impossible to distinguish where it came from or where it ended.

For a moment, confusion overtook me again. I even reached desperately into the empty brightness around me, absurdly trying to find some invisible cord or switch I could pull to shut the lights off and finally wake myself from whatever this was.

But there was nothing there. And gradually, instead of fear, I began feeling something entirely different. Lightness. Warmth. Peace. Little by little, the brightness surrounding me slowly began fading away. At the same time, I became aware of warmth spreading across my skin, followed by the unmistakable feeling of sweat running down my body beneath intense heat.

It felt like standing beneath a blazing summer sun. Then, slowly, faint traces of color began emerging beyond the endless white glow. A soft bluish tone gradually appeared in the distance, almost as though a clear blue sky were slowly revealing itself behind retreating storm clouds.

The brightness continued fading away. And soon, all I could see above me was an endless cloudless sky stretching infinitely in every direction.

At some point during the transition, my body had turned completely onto its back so that my face pointed upward toward the sky. For the first time since leaving the hospital room, I realized I could finally feel my body again. I could move. Carefully at first, I tested my arms and legs before desperately twisting myself around to look beneath me. 

Eventually, I succeeded. Far below me stretched a calm sea shimmering beneath the sunlight, along with a large expanse of green land toward which I was slowly descending. The movement felt strangely peaceful, almost as though some invisible force were carefully lowering me toward the earth.

I had no control over the descent at all. Yet unlike before, I no longer felt fear. Instead, an overwhelming sense of calm filled my entire mind and body. I had never felt so light or completely free of pain in my entire life.

Slowly and silently, I drifted downward like a feather carried gently through warm air. The ground beneath me drew closer little by little, allowing me to distinguish more details with every passing moment.

The place below looked almost like a vast tropical wilderness filled with dense green vegetation and untouched nature. Everything appeared peaceful and strangely beautiful. Nothing there felt threatening.

Eventually, I descended the final few meters and softly touched the ground at last. The cool surface beneath me pressed gently against my skin while warm air drifted quietly through the surrounding jungle-like landscape.

I remained lying quietly on the soft ground for a long time. The surface beneath me felt cool and slightly damp against my skin, and for reasons I could not fully explain, the sensation felt comforting. I had no desire to move at all. For the first time since the nightmare had begun, I felt strangely calm and almost completely free from fear.

Then I noticed something else. The scent surrounding me reminded me of Maya. It was faint at first, but unmistakable. The smell drifting through the warm air carried the same softness and familiarity that had always surrounded her. For a moment, I closed my eyes again and allowed myself to remain there, breathing it in peacefully.

Eventually, however, I forced myself to move. The moment I began rising from the ground, the comforting scent slowly faded away. I pushed myself upward carefully, first lifting myself onto one knee while my other leg remained against the earth beneath me. For some reason, the position immediately reminded me of the moment only hours earlier when I had knelt before Maya and asked her to marry me. 

The memory struck me painfully. At the same moment, I suddenly felt a sharp tingling sensation spread through my left heel. It was not truly painful, but it felt strange, almost as though dozens of tiny needles were waking nerves that had long been asleep.

Slowly, I continued rising until I reached a crouched position. Then the same sensation spread through my right leg.

Standing fully upright felt strangely difficult, as though my body itself had forgotten how movement worked. Every motion required effort. When I finally managed to straighten my back completely, another wave of tingling rolled painfully through both of my legs. The sensation spread upward through my muscles in sharp waves before gradually fading away again.

I stretched my arms next. Immediately, the same stinging sensation shot through my right hand and arm before continuing into the left moments later. Again, it felt as though countless tiny spikes were waking parts of my body that had been lifeless only moments earlier.

But eventually, the discomfort passed. And at last, I was standing. I tested my arms and legs carefully once more before slowly looking around me. The air smelled unbelievably fresh, the warmth of the sun felt pleasant against my skin, and the scenery surrounding me looked almost impossibly beautiful. To my own surprise, I suddenly laughed quietly. For a brief moment, I genuinely thought I might have arrived in paradise.

The place surrounding me felt strangely peaceful and untouched. The sea stretched endlessly beside the shore in brilliant shades of turquoise while the sky above remained completely cloudless. Warm sunlight covered everything around me, and the earlier feeling of sweat and exhaustion had already disappeared after lying for a while on the cool, damp ground.

Still, one painful thought immediately followed me even there. If this truly was paradise, then Maya should have been beside me. The fact that she was not there felt wrong in a way I could not explain.

Slowly, I began walking across the warm sand while listening to the calm movement of the sea nearby. Then suddenly, another familiar scent drifted through the air around me.

My mother’s perfume. The realization startled me so much that I stopped walking entirely. At that exact moment, something lightly brushed against my cheek.

Instinctively, I touched my face, but there was nothing there. And just as suddenly as it had appeared, the scent faded away again. Confused, I slowly sat down on the warm sand.

A moment later, Maya’s scent returned once more, stronger this time, and an overwhelming feeling suddenly washed over me, the unmistakable sensation that she was somehow very close to me.

I looked around immediately. But no one was there. Still, I could have sworn Maya was standing beside me somehow, even though I could not see her anywhere.

Then I felt another soft touch against my other cheek. Again, there was nothing there when I reached for it. A gentle movement passed through my hair moments later, almost as though invisible fingers had brushed lightly through it. The experience should have frightened me, yet strangely, it felt calming instead. Familiar.

Then suddenly, I felt warm air blow directly into my ear. I immediately flinched in annoyance. Maya knew perfectly well how much I hated that. Far too often, she had used that exact trick to wake me up in the mornings.

It still felt strange that no one else was anywhere around me, yet despite the loneliness, I gradually began feeling calmer and calmer within the silence surrounding me.

Then suddenly, I heard it. A faint laugh. Maya’s laugh. The familiar sound startled me so badly that I immediately jumped to my feet and shouted her name into the empty landscape surrounding me, my voice echoing restlessly through the silence as I desperately searched for any sign of her presence.

Without even thinking, I started running along the shoreline while continuing to call out for her. I begged her to stop hiding and come out wherever she was, convinced for a brief moment that she had somehow found me there. But no answer ever came. No matter how desperately I searched, I could not find her anywhere.

Eventually, breathless and exhausted, I stopped near the edge of the forest where the soft green grass reached just high enough to brush gently against my ankles. The place itself looked almost unreal in its beauty. If there had been even the slightest wind, the long grass would have swayed like waves across the ground.

But the air remained completely still. I stood there silently for a long moment, breathing deeply while trying to catch Maya’s scent again or even the familiar perfume my mother always wore. Yet this time, the air carried nothing at all.

Slowly, I lowered myself down onto the soft grass before finally allowing myself to fall backward and stare up at the endless blue sky above me. As I lay there quietly, my thoughts returned once more to Maya. Her scent. Her laughter.

And the irritating feeling of warm air blowing directly into my ear. I almost smiled to myself despite everything. Maya knew perfectly well how much I hated that habit of hers, yet she still did it constantly to annoy me playfully whenever she wanted to wake me up. My parents had never done anything like that, and they probably did not even know how much it bothered me.

But Maya did. And somehow, that tiny irritating memory suddenly became comforting instead. That was exactly the kind of thing she would do out of love. Still, none of it made any sense.

Why was I trapped inside a world where I could not see anyone, yet I could still somehow feel the presence of the people I loved most?

Before I could think further, everything around me suddenly vanished once again beneath that impossibly bright light. The beautiful landscape disappeared entirely.

I froze immediately, too frightened to move, while endless brightness swallowed the world around me once more. This time, however, all I could do was remain perfectly still and hope that the light would disappear quickly so I could somehow find Maya again.

For a while, the brightness remained absolute. Then gradually, it finally began fading once more. At the same time, the familiar tingling sensation suddenly returned to my hands and legs.

The feeling spread painfully through my body in waves, stronger than before, and almost immediately afterward, the overwhelming brightness surged back again, consuming everything around me for a second time.

I still had no understanding of what was happening to me. All I knew was that I could no longer move.

The paralysis returned completely, trapping me helplessly inside my own body while the strange tingling continued rolling through my limbs again and again.

Then, eventually, just as before, the brightness slowly faded away. The tingling stopped. And all that remained afterward was exhaustion. An unbearable, overwhelming exhaustion. For the first time since all of this had begun, I no longer wanted answers or escape. I only wanted to close my eyes and sleep.​

I do not know how long I slept. At some point, however, I suddenly woke to a deafening humming sound surrounding me from every direction. The noise was so loud and overwhelming that it seemed to vibrate through my entire body. It continued endlessly, or at least it felt endless to me, until, without warning, it finally stopped completely.

The silence afterward felt almost unsettling. For some reason, I immediately felt the need to move. More specifically, I felt compelled to find water. My body still carried the lingering sensation of heat and exhaustion, and instinctively, I knew that entering the water would somehow calm me again. I wanted to wash away the sweat covering my skin and quiet the confusion inside my mind at the same time.

For a moment, I remained still while trying to remember where I had previously seen the sea. Then suddenly, I remembered the shoreline near the place where I had first arrived in that strange world. Without hesitation, I began walking toward it.

After a short journey through the peaceful landscape, I finally reached the edge of the forest where the vast turquoise sea once again stretched endlessly before me beneath the cloudless sky.

The sight alone already made me feel calmer. I continued forward until I reached the shoreline and stepped directly into the water. It felt warm and unbelievably soft against my skin, almost as though the sea itself had welcomed me into it.

Slowly, I waded deeper until the water reached my thighs. Then finally, I pushed myself forward and dove beneath the surface. Instantly, a deep feeling of calm spread through my entire body.

The water cooled me, soothed me, and quieted something restless inside me that I had not even fully understood until that moment. I had always loved swimming and being near water, but never in my life had water felt the way it did there. It felt alive. Comforting. Almost protective.

For a long time, I floated there in silence while trying to process everything that had happened to me. And then suddenly, a terrible realization slowly crept into my mind.

I could no longer properly remember my life. The realization frightened me more than anything else I had experienced so far. I still remembered fragments, small disconnected pieces of memories and emotions, but everything else felt distant and blurred, almost as though parts of my mind had been erased.

I remembered Maya’s scent. And I remembered her annoying habit of blowing into my ear to wake me up. But I could no longer clearly remember what she looked like.

Likewise, I remembered my mother’s strong perfume, yet almost nothing else connected to her face or voice remained clear anymore. For the first time, I genuinely began wondering whether I had somehow lost my memory completely.

The thought terrified me. Why could I remember only strange details and feelings from my life while everything else remained hidden behind emptiness? And why did this still feel so much like a dream while at the same time feeling far too real to be one simply?

I kept thinking about those questions while floating quietly in the warm water, hoping desperately that I would wake up soon and find myself safely back in my old life again. But no matter how much I hoped, nothing changed.

Eventually, after remaining in the sea for a long time, I slowly began making my way back toward the shore. More than anything else, I wanted to return to the soft grassy area where I had rested earlier. I wanted to lie there again. To feel the cool ground against my skin and rest without thinking anymore.

After a while, I finally found the same patch of soft grass near the forest’s edge and lowered myself carefully onto it. The ground felt wonderfully cool and velvety beneath me while a gentle breeze drifted across my damp skin, slowly drying the remaining water from my body.

For the first time since arriving there, I felt truly peaceful. Then once again, a familiar scent drifted softly through the air around me. Maya. Mixed with the perfume my mother always wore.

The moment those scents surrounded me, a deep feeling of safety washed over my entire body. I no longer wanted to think about anything. I only wanted to rest.

Slowly, exhaustion overtook me again while the comforting scents remained around me like an invisible embrace. Just before sleep finally claimed me once more, I felt the familiar sensation of warm air blowing gently against my ear. Strangely, this time it did not annoy me at all. Instead, it calmed me even further. And moments later, I fell asleep again.
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Maya 

At the same time, in the hospital 

June 7. 1980

The decision about John’s coma

Together with Jack, Birgit, and my own parents, I waited anxiously beside John’s hospital bed for cardiologist Joseph Stanton to return and examine him again. 

The atmosphere inside the room felt painfully heavy and quiet. None of us truly knew what to say anymore, and every passing minute only made the uncertainty surrounding John’s condition feel worse.

Eventually, the door finally opened. Joseph stepped quietly into the room, greeted all of us politely, and then slowly began explaining John’s condition in greater detail.

He spoke as calmly and understandably as possible, carefully choosing his words while explaining that John’s brain had suffered from a severe lack of oxygen during the cardiac arrest. Because of that, Joseph explained, John was currently unable to regain consciousness naturally. Then he explained something even more difficult for us to hear.

In order to stabilize John’s condition and reduce further damage to his brain, the medical team recommended placing him into a medically induced coma using stronger medication.

The very thought of John being placed into a coma terrified me. Immediately, my thoughts drifted toward John’s cousin Oliver, who by then had already remained in a coma for eighteen years. The idea that something similar might now happen to John felt unbearable even to imagine.

Still, despite my fear, I understood the reasoning behind Joseph’s recommendation. According to him, John’s brain needed time to recover from the oxygen deprivation, and allowing the body to rest completely would give him the best possible chance of survival. Joseph explained everything to us carefully and in far greater detail while the rest of us listened in complete silence.

Finally, I gathered enough courage to ask the question none of us truly wanted answered. With growing fear tightening inside me, I quietly asked how long the coma would need to last before there would no longer be any real hope that John might someday wake up again.

Joseph hesitated slightly before answering. At that moment, he did not know. He explained honestly that it was still impossible to determine how severe the oxygen deprivation had ultimately been or how much permanent damage John’s brain may have suffered during the cardiac arrest.

Then came the question that frightened me more than anything else. I asked Joseph whether there was a possibility that John might never wake up again.

For a brief moment, the room became completely silent. Then Joseph quietly answered yes. There was a real possibility that John might never regain consciousness. The words felt like knives cutting straight through me.

Joseph continued carefully, explaining that the worst possible outcome would be brain death. At the other end of the spectrum, however, there was still hope that John could eventually recover enough for the coma medication to be reduced after several weeks, allowing the doctors to evaluate his neurological condition properly.

Between those two extremes, Joseph explained, there were countless other possibilities. At that stage, however, nobody could predict which direction John’s condition would ultimately take.

Beside me, Birgit finally found the strength to ask what would happen if they chose not to place John into the medically induced coma at all and waited to see whether he would wake naturally on his own.

Joseph answered her gently but honestly. According to him, the prognosis in that situation would likely be extremely poor, and he strongly advised against taking that risk. John’s brain had very likely suffered severe oxygen deprivation, and sudden, uncontrolled awakening activity could potentially worsen the damage dramatically or even become fatal.

The room fell silent once again after his explanation. And for the first time since arriving at the hospital, all of us truly began to understand how fragile John’s situation actually was.

I asked Joseph to give us a moment to think. More than anything, I wanted to speak privately with Jack and Birgit before making such a terrifying decision about John’s treatment. Joseph understood immediately and told us calmly that he would examine another patient before returning in approximately half an hour.

After he left the room, silence settled heavily around us once again. Jack, Birgit, my parents, and I remained gathered beside John’s hospital bed while we tried to think through the situation together. My father also took part in the discussion, speaking not only as my parent but as a doctor with years of medical experience.

In his opinion, placing John into a medically induced coma offered the best possible chance for recovery.  According to him, John’s brain needed rest and protection after the severe oxygen deprivation, and without that protection, the damage could potentially become even worse.

Eventually, after a long and emotional discussion, we finally reached the same conclusion together. We had to trust Joseph’s treatment plan. As frightening as the decision felt, all of us understood that approving the coma gave John the greatest possible chance of surviving and recovering. Still, fear continued tearing at me from the inside.

At one point, I quietly asked my father whether the same thing that had happened to John’s cousin Oliver could also happen to John. Oliver had never awakened from his coma, and the thought alone terrified me beyond words.

My father tried to gently reassure me that the situations were medically very different. According to him, Oliver’s coma had been caused by direct traumatic brain injuries from the accident itself, whereas John’s condition resulted from oxygen deprivation following cardiac arrest. Even so, his explanation could not fully calm my fear.

Both of my parents did their best to support me while also comforting Jack and Birgit, who looked completely devastated beside their son’s bed. My father especially tried to create hope for all of us, reminding everyone repeatedly that John was strong and that he still had a real chance to recover.

Eventually, Joseph returned to the room. He quietly asked whether we had reached a final decision. After looking briefly toward Jack and Birgit, I finally answered on behalf of all of us and told Joseph that we trusted both his assessment and his treatment plan completely.

Joseph thanked us sincerely for the trust before leaving once more to gather medication and additional equipment with one of the nurses. 

When he returned a few minutes later, he carefully explained exactly what he was about to do. He told us that the medication would place John into a medically induced coma while also helping stabilize and calm his vital functions.

As he spoke, Joseph calmly prepared several medications, drawing clear fluids from different vials into syringes before slowly injecting them into the intravenous cannula attached to the back of John’s hand.

He explained that the effects would begin within minutes. Then he reassured us once more that a nurse would remain nearby to monitor John continuously and that, for the moment, everything was proceeding normally.

Jack and Birgit stood together on the right side of John’s bed while my parents and I remained on the left side beside him. I held John’s hand tightly while gently stroking his cheek with my other hand, desperately trying to hold onto him somehow, even though he remained completely unconscious.

Across from me, Birgit held onto her son just as tightly while Jack wrapped one arm protectively around her shoulders.

Behind me, my parents tried comforting me by softly rubbing my back, but by then, none of us could hold back our emotions anymore. Eventually, every one of us was crying openly. I cried harder than I ever had before in my entire life. The fear of losing John felt unbearable, as though my heart itself were slowly breaking apart inside my chest while I stood helplessly beside him. And more than anything else, I felt as though he was slowly slipping farther and farther away from all of us without any way for us to stop it.

Together, we watched the monitor beside John’s hospital bed while the medication gradually began slowing his heart rate. After each heartbeat, slightly more time passed before the next one appeared on the screen. The slowing rhythm terrified me. Yet eventually, the decrease stabilized exactly as Joseph had expected. 

A short while later, Joseph quietly returned to the room once again. Joseph’s movements remained calm, precise, and deeply professional throughout everything he did. Even in the middle of such a devastating situation, something was reassuring about the certainty in his actions.

He stepped quietly to John’s bedside and removed a small flashlight from the pocket of his white coat. Gently lifting John’s eyelids one at a time, Joseph carefully examined his eyes by shining the narrow beam of light into them.

From where I stood, it almost looked as though he were searching for signs that John was still truly there somewhere beneath the emptiness. But John’s gaze remained completely blank and motionless. Seeing it again felt unbearable.

For a brief moment, I thought I noticed a slight movement in John’s hand and leg, and immediately I pointed it out to Joseph with sudden hope rising inside me.

Joseph calmly explained that the medication was beginning to affect John’s nervous system and that minor muscle spasms or involuntary limb movements were completely normal during the stabilization process.

At that same moment, a thin layer of sweat suddenly appeared across John’s skin. Joseph quietly asked the nurse to retrieve a towel from the nearby cabinet and hand it to me. The nurse then suggested that I dampen it slightly so I could help cool John’s skin more comfortably.

I immediately walked to the sink and turned on the cold water without thinking. But then I suddenly remembered something painfully ordinary. John hated cold water. Even the smallest details about him still lived so clearly inside my mind.

Quickly, I adjusted the water temperature to something warmer before soaking the towel again. After squeezing most of the excess water from it, I returned quietly to John’s bedside and gently pressed the warm, damp cloth against his forehead and face.

For a moment, it almost felt like caring for him normally again. Then Joseph asked me to step aside so he could continue examining John more thoroughly. I moved back quietly while watching every movement he made.

First, Joseph used a small pointed instrument to test reflexes and responses in John’s left foot before continuing the same examination on the other leg. After that, he removed another unusual-looking medical tool from his pocket. A small neurological instrument with a rotating spiked wheel attached to its end.

Carefully and methodically, he rolled it across John’s thighs, calves, hands, and arms while closely observing whether any meaningful reactions occurred. But John did not respond. Not in any deliberate way.

After completing the examination, Joseph finally nodded calmly and explained that John had now fully entered the medically induced coma state exactly as intended.

According to him, everything currently appeared stable. Then, in a softer voice, Joseph told us that for now, John needed time, rest, and constant monitoring while his body and brain attempted to recover. It was also decided that later that same day, John would be transferred to the hospital’s intensive care unit for long-term treatment and observation.

My parents eventually suggested that Jack and Birgit accompany them to the hospital cafeteria so they could bring back something for all of us to eat. At the same time, I knew they were also trying to give me a private moment alone with John.

Before leaving, Birgit slowly leaned over her son and gently kissed him on the cheek. Tears filled her eyes while she softly stroked his face for a long moment as though she could not bear to let go of him.

Then finally, she stepped away. A few moments later, my parents, Jack, and Birgit quietly left the room together, leaving only John and me behind.

The silence that followed felt almost sacred. Slowly, I leaned closer to John and pressed my lips softly against his cheek before breathing in the familiar scent of his hair. Even surrounded by machines, medication, and hospital equipment, he still smelled like himself.

Then suddenly, an almost absurd memory entered my mind, one of the little habits between us. Something I knew had always irritated John more than anything else.

Quietly laughing to myself through tears, I leaned close to his ear and gently blew warm air against it, teasing him the same way I had countless times before whenever I wanted to annoy him or wake him up playfully in the mornings.

Part of me probably hoped, even then, that he might somehow react. And then suddenly, the monitor beside the bed changed. John’s heart rate began rising rapidly. The sudden increase startled me so badly that I immediately shouted for the doctor.

Within seconds, the nurse hurried into the room and asked anxiously what had happened. I pointed toward the monitor where the elevated heart rate was clearly visible on the screen.

The nurse quickly checked the readings before explaining that Joseph was currently with another patient but would come immediately. Almost at the same moment, Joseph himself entered the room. By then, however, John’s heart rate had already begun slowly returning toward normal levels again.

Joseph stepped to the bedside and quickly examined John while asking me whether anything unusual
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