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Chapter 1: The Uninvited Guest
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The black BMW sedan crouched low as it zoomed along the highway. The traffic out of New York City was terrible for the first hour or so, but Francesca was doing great on timing. She should be arriving on time for the viewing. She had called the funeral home earlier, and they informed her that the service would be from four to seven. When she asked for Hank’s number, the office assistant indicated that it was personal information, but she offered to deliver a message to him.

She pulled off the highway and entered a secondary road where she had a grand view of the undulating landscape of upstate New York. Under the afternoon sun, the green grass of the hills and valleys reflected an emerald green. The road signs to East Durham appeared, and the BMW slowed as it entered a long and winding country road. 

Francesca glanced at the fuel indicator. It was low. Ahead was a little shopping center with two fuel pumps. She noticed a man reclining on a lawn chair close to the pumps. She stopped the car and alighted with her credit card in hand. The man, old and lanky, unwound himself from the chair like a snake and stared as the pretty young woman in a black skirt suit and shoulder-length black hair approached.

He tapped his fingers on the pump and smiled appreciatively as he looked directly into her olive-green eyes. “We only take cash, miss. The credit card machine is down.”

Francesca recognized the very thick Irish accent. She smirked at him.

“But, you can pay inside with your credit card,” he added hastily. “The register in the restaurant is connected to the pump.”

The restaurant that the old Irish man indicated was about two hundred feet away. A large shamrock was painted on the door, and an Irish flag plastered a window.

The old man noticed the look of annoyance creeping over her face. “You don’t have to trek over there now. Sit in the car, and after I fill her up, you can pay in the restaurant. Get something to eat too.”

The old man fumbled with the gas cover and began pumping the gas while Francesca returned to the car. She opened her phone and began reading her text messages. He appeared in front with his bucket of water and squeegee tool in hand. The squeegee glided against the windshield, and the dead bugs and dust disappeared. The view was now very clear. The man leaned over the hood to get to one end of the windshield, but the squeegee slipped from his wobbly hands, and a large gob of dirty water shot through the open front window and splashed on Francesca’s cheek.

“What the hell!” she shouted in alarm.

“Sorry, miss. Very sorry,” he announced as he viewed her ruined makeup through his pale blue eyes. “You can freshen up in the restaurant.”

Francesca fumed as he cleaned the back windshield and removed the hose from the car. He came around to the passenger’s side and stood meekly. “Fifty-eight dollars, miss. Pay in the restaurant.”

Francesca glared at him. She dug in her purse and came up with two dollars. She couldn’t bear to be angry with the poor, pathetic creature anymore. “Here you are,” she smiled grudgingly. “Next time be in control of your squeegee.”

She parked in front of the restaurant. The door chimed as she entered. An old man sitting at a table nearby looked up with a hunk of bread in one hand and a spoonful of stew to his mouth. An old lady at the cash register by the door squeaked in an Irish voice. “That would be fifty-eight dollars, dearie.”

Francesca handed over her card and touched her ruined makeup. “I need to use the restroom.”

“Of course.” She looked knowingly at Francesca. “I am sure it was Daniel and that damn squeegee,” she retorted. “Old coot is very clumsy. Told him many times to make sure the windows are closed. Once he wiped a man’s glasses off his face.”

Francesca made her way to the restroom and returned to the counter after restoring her makeup.

The old woman leaned over the counter and smiled. “You are very beautiful. Not from around here, are you?” 

“No. I just came from New York City.”

“You must be very tired then. You don’t want to have lunch?”

Francesca glanced at the old diner. He was sopping his bread in the stew bowl.

“We have beef stew, or you can have Irish potato soup,” offered the old woman.

Francesca looked at her watch. It was half past three. “I’ll have a coffee,” she replied and mounted a stool by the serving counter.

The woman poured the coffee and placed the milk and sugar in front of Francesca. “What about a bit of pastry? All the ingredients came from Ireland.”

Francesca grinned. “I noticed everything around here is Irish.”

“You are not Irish then?” inquired the woman. She deposited a plate with a piece of pie before Francesca. 

“No. Just plain Italian.” Francesca bit into the pie. She grinned delightfully. “This Irish pie is delicious. Why is this area so Irish?”

“East Durham is the American Ireland. A lot of the early Irish made their homes here,” she murmured with a pained expression on her face. “Most of the young have strayed to the big cities. All we have left are a lot of old fools like Daniel. Have you ever been to Ireland?”

“Not as yet,” remarked Francesca.

“Well, as you drive through the village, you will see bits of it. We have churches and shrines that have stained windows and monuments all the way from Donegal,” she beamed and refilled Francesca’s cup. “Are you visiting or just passing through?”

“Oh, I am here for a funeral service,” Francesca explained.

The old lady tut-tutted sympathetically and glared at the old man at the table; he was laughing uproariously and banging his spoon against his empty stew bowl.

He waved his spoon in the air like a magic wand and looked directly at Francesca. “How many rounds funeral?” he guffawed.

Francesca furrowed her brow and looked at the old woman. “What does he mean by that?”

The old woman chortled. “He looked at your clothes and guessed that you were here for a funeral. How many rounds funeral is an Irish expression for how many drinks you guzzle down at a wake or a funeral.”

Francesca drained the last of the coffee and dismounted the stool. She reached for her credit card, but the woman placed a restraining hand on hers. “The coffee and cake is Daniel’s treat. Whose funeral are you here for?”

“An old friend,” Francesca replied and glanced at the old man who had started humming the old Irish song “Oh Danny Boy” in a very maudlin tone.

“I am sorry, dearie, but as the Irish say, we come and we go. Take care of yourself.”

Francesca reached the door as the old man’s deep, mourning voice filled the room from floor to rafters. 

Oh, Danny boy, the pipes, the pipes are calling

From glen to glen, and down the mountainside...

A sudden feeling of loneliness and loss struck her like a thunderbolt; she stopped with her hand on the door and looked at the old man, who was leaning back in his chair with his eyes closed. The old woman had moved to the cash register and was looking through the window; her eyes were brimming with tears from memories of old. 

“It was a woman who died, not a man,” Francesca mouthed in the old man’s direction and walked to her car.

#
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SHE CONTINUED DOWN the winding country road, and just as the old woman had said, she viewed bits of Ireland in that part of upstate New York. She slowed before a thatched-roof cottage that looked like a postcard out of the country. She stopped before an imposing brown church and read the sign, Our Lady of Knock Shrine. It was the shrine with the stained glass windows that the old lady had mentioned. She bit her lip. What had caused Hank to leave Chicago to settle in this partly unknown area of New York? 

She passed a conventional wood and stone church, and finally, the GPS announced her destination—O’Malley’s Funeral Home. The funeral home was a sprawling two-story wooden building on the slope of a hill. A long wooden stairway reached from the wide front door almost to the street level. 

Francesca did not enter the parking lot but parked on the street close to the driveway. The front door of the building was partially open; faint strains of organ music escaped through the doorway to the street. She mounted the staircase carefully and paused to admire the rolling hills that appeared in the distance like giant green loaves of bread.

A sudden noise from the top of the stairs caused her to look up. The door was now open wide; a tall, gaunt man in a dark suit framed the doorway. It was Hank. He was leaner than the last time she saw him, and his hair and beard were grayer. He should be in his late sixties now but appeared much older. Hank slowly descended the stairs and stood an arm’s length from her. From his height he glowered at her, his lips set in a firm line.

She smiled nervously. His blue eyes glinted icily as he climbed down to her level and grasped her arm firmly. “Thank you for coming, Francesca, but I think you should leave.”

Francesca moved aside to the other rail of the staircase to get out of his grip. “Unhand

me, Hank! What is the matter with you? Why are you turning me away?” She peered up the stairs to the open door; there was a slight movement behind the door. “You are hurting me. This is abuse.”

Hank looked up to the open door and dropped his hand. “This is a private service, Francesca. I don't want a scene here, so I would appreciate it if you would leave now.”

Francesca rubbed the arm that he had grasped. It was still red from his tight grip. “I called this morning, and the funeral director said that the service was open to the public. And now you tell me that this is a private service, Hank?”

“Yes! They are country bumpkins. They forgot to mention by invitation only. I am sorry you had to come all the way here, but my wife decided who she wanted to be at her funeral service.”

Francesca noticed the deep lines on his face and his sunken, bloodshot eyes. She moved close to him. “Why are you lying, Hank? Do you think anything is going to change now with Sapna's death?”

Hank leaned on the railing with his back to her. His voice broke. “I don't want to argue with you when my wife is lying in her casket. But the funeral director misinformed you. Once again, this is a private service and is open only to a few invited friends and family members.”

Francesca gently touched his hand. “How can you do this, Hank? Sapna did me a great service; all I wanted to do was say goodbye to her. We had an understanding! And even with her gone, nothing has changed.”

He shook his head, his bloodshot eyes boring into hers. “That was more than an understanding, Francesca. We entered into a legal agreement, and that matter has been hermetically sealed and cannot be reopened.”

Francesca stared at him in silence. 

“You know this very well!” he grunted, “or are you feigning forgetfulness?”

Francesca sighed heavily. “My intention is not to delve into the past or reopen old wounds. I only came to say goodbye and offer my condolences.”

He looked at her. His mouth softened. “You know how grateful we are to you, Francesca. I know you came to express your condolences, and I accept. I thank you. Now, please leave.”

Hank looked furtively around, then placed a hand in his jacket and quickly withdrew a flask of liquor. He uncorked it and hastily took a sip.

Francesca observed his shaking hand with concern. “I am truly sorry, Hank. I know how much she meant to you.”

He took another drink. “How did you learn of her passing in Chicago?”

“Through connections in the medical grapevine.”

After a final sip, he returned the flask to his pocket. “Medical gossip,” he retorted bitterly. “That is all these doctors can do, but they couldn't cure the cancer that ravaged her body for four years.”

Francesca looked at his worn face, bright white, almost bloodless under the sunlight. “I am sure they tried their utmost,” she murmured, “but the disease defeated them. It is over now. She is out of her pain.” 

He raised his eyes to the green hills in the distance. “Yes, yes! But my pain will never be over. Life will never be the same for us.”

She followed his eyes to the hills. “How come you left everything in Chicago to settle here, Hank?”

He leaned against the railing and studied her. “My grandparents left Ireland and settled here, but I was born in Chicago. I used to spend my summers here in my youth.” He pointed to the green loaves. “It was here that I found my peace. After Sapna was diagnosed and the doctors had no hope, she didn’t want to stay in Chicago anymore. I brought her here three years ago, and she found her peace here as well.”

He straightened up and looked at the open door. “They are probably looking for me. I am sorry it had to be like this. I am only honoring her wishes.”

Francesca patted his back. “Take care of yourself, Hank.”

She turned to descend the stairs, turning her back on him.


“You are not the only one,” he responded weakly. “Her two brothers in India were



not informed also. Her instructions. Have a safe journey to Chicago.”

“No more Chicago. New York City. I have been there six months.”

A young voice rolled down from the top of the stairs. “Hank, the priest is calling for you. He wants to begin the service.”

Hank yanked his head toward the door. Francesca followed suit. A little boy about eight years old in a dark suit was observing them with a serious look on his tanned face. 

Francesca jerked her head to look at Hank. A shocked expression covered his face.

Her lips trembled. “Is that... is that the boy?” she mumbled.

He avoided her gaze and muttered. “Yes, yes, that is Sapna's son— that is my son.” He turned his attention to the boy. “Go, Joshua, go. Tell the priest I am coming.”

Francesca stared at the boy, her mouth half open. Her legs felt weak, and she leaned on the railing. She tried to say something, but a lump blocked her throat. She watched as the little boy disappeared into the funeral home, closing the door with a bang. Her voice trembled as she looked at the closed door. “He has grown into a handsome little man.”

Hank removed his flask and took another drink. “Yes, yes! Sapna was very proud of her son. She would have given her life for him.” He put away the flask and nodded to the door. “I must go now. It is not good to keep the man of the cloth waiting.”

He reached out to shake her hand. Francesca removed a card from her bag and pressed it into his hand.

“Goodbye, Hank. If you need anything, any help at all with... anything, please give me a call.”

Francesca stumbled down the stairs to her car as Hank headed to the door, contemplating the card in his hand.

#
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SHE SPENT SOME TIME resting her head limply on the steering wheel and then set the GPS to her destination in Queens. As the car threaded its way through the village street, light reflecting off the high windows of a building ahead caused her to flinch. The building was a Catholic church she had passed on the way to the funeral home. She slowed almost to a halt and noticed an old lady struggling up the stairs and disappearing through the front door. 

Francesca turned into the churchyard, parked the car, and ascended the stairs. She eased through the doorway to enter the nave of the church. The door closed behind her soundlessly. It was very still in the church. It seemed as if a cloud of silence had descended to smother her. The old lady she had followed was kneeling in a pew at the front of the church. Francesca dipped her finger in the holy water and made the sign of the cross. She knelt in the pew behind the old lady and thought of her friend Sapna and how much they had done for each other. What had bonded and connected her to Sapna in life was still very much present after her death. 

A sound penetrated the silence. It was the mournful notes of the song “Danny Boy.” Francesca looked around frantically for the old man from the restaurant as the song got louder, but there was no singer, only the song from within. She bowed her head, and a teardrop like a translucent pearl fell on her pale hand. She sobbed, closed her eyes, and said a prayer for the departed.
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Chapter 2: The Patient
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Narad stepped outside the barber shop and looked down the avenue. The bus was not in sight. He rubbed the nape of his neck; he felt a burning where the careless barber had nicked him with his razor. A sudden gust of evening wind caught the white canvas canopy shading the sidewalk in front of the fruit and vegetable store ahead of him; it billowed and whipped in the breeze like an angry ocean wave. Narad remembered to get fruits for his son, Naresh.

He headed for the fruit store and paused outside the medical office nearby. Through the storefront glass, he could see a few patients seated on brown metal folding chairs. The doctor, a young man in a white coat, was standing chatting with an old man. The doctor seemed young—in his thirties, as old as his son, Naresh. The doctor tugged at the stethoscope around his neck and entered his office. Narad sighed, shook his head sadly, and continued on his mission.

He boarded the bus with his tool bag and a plastic bag packed with avocados and other fruits. Naresh loved avocados. As the bus passed the barber shop, Narad saw the Bangladeshi barber struggling to get the steel metal gate down. He was jumping up and down, pulling on one side while the other side was trapped above his head. Narad smiled wickedly. What a cheapskate, Narad thought. The barber had asked him to check out the problem with the gate, but when Narad advised him to change the burned-out motor, he protested. He decided it was cheaper to pull the door down manually rather than replace the motor. Narad took a final look at the frustrated barber and chuckled. Apart from the motor, the cheapskate would now have to pay a mechanic to straighten and align the gate.

#
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HE DISEMBARKED THE bus in Richmond Hill and walked the three blocks to his home. He stopped and contemplated the sidewalk in front of his house. It was littered with leaves and scraps of paper. He remembered sweeping the sidewalk before he left. The sidewalk of the neighboring house was clean and tidy. The neighbor had used a leaf blower and had blown all the debris from his side onto Narad’s space. He scowled and uttered a low growl. One day he would catch the rat in the act and stuff all the garbage down his throat.

He crossed the short flight of stairs and opened the door quietly. He closed the door and hung his jacket behind it. He rested his tool bag in the corner and was about to cross the living room to the dining room with the bag of fruits when he noticed several textbooks scattered on the floor. He scowled and leaned over to pick up the books when his wife, Nalini, padded over from the bedroom and stood before him.

Narad muttered irritably, “Why did you lay out all these books? You are not a psychiatrist! He should be playing with toys, not these expensive medical books.”

Nalini reached out for the bag of fruits as he picked up the books and stacked them in a corner.

His wife peered into the bag and scowled. “You should have remained at home and used your remedy to control him. He was irritable all day and was screaming for hours. Playing with the medical books helps to control his mood. I had to increase his medication to get him to calm down.”

Narad settled himself on the sofa and frowned. “I told you to call the doctor and ask him to change the medication. You are not a doctor to increase the dosage.”

Nalini swung the bag in her hand and observed her husband as he sat with his eyes closed on the sofa. “I did that yesterday,” she uttered softly, “and you were supposed to pick up the medicine from the pharmacy.”

He opened his eyes, stared at her, then cast his eyes down to the floor. “Sorry. I forgot all about that. That job took longer than I expected, and I had to wait for my money.”

She nodded her head. “Well, don’t go out now. Leave that for tomorrow.” She waved the fruit bag like a pendulum. “At least you remembered to get the avocados for the boy. Let me get you a cup of tea to calm your nerves.”

Narad leaned over the arm of the sofa and plucked a book from the top of the stack. He leafed through the text, poring over several diagrams. He replaced it on the pile when his wife appeared with a cup of tea. 

She sat across from him on a smaller sofa and munched on some grapes. “Someone called a short while ago. He said that his gate was not coming down. He wants you to give him a call. I took his number.”

Narad cupped the teacup in his hands and fumed. “It is that damn Bangladeshi barber. He is too cheap! Next time he calls tell him I don't work for paupers.”

Nalini looked at him sympathetically. “Why do you go out on jobs? You are retired and not healthy. Aren’t you too old to be climbing ladders like an electrical monkey?”

Narad took a sip of tea and sputtered. “You know why I have to do those little jobs! That pension is not enough to pay for rent, food, and medicine for the three of us. Every time we take him to a doctor, he prescribes a different medicine that is not covered by the insurance.”

“We have no choice. They are the experts, and he is in pain.”

“Yes,” he fumed, “one medicine for one condition and two others to cover the side effects. That is all we live for —to guarantee more money for the drug companies.”

He drained the tea from the cup and placed it on the coffee table. He leaned back on the sofa and gazed at the ceiling meditatively.

Nalini watched him carefully. “The barber didn't pay you all the money? You have to return for your payment?”

His head jerked forward, and his eyes flashed. “That scoundrel gave me forty­-five dollars for a job that cost ninety. He said that business was slow. You know, I had to wait until he finished with four customers before he gave me that forty-five dollars! I couldn't wait anymore, so I made him give me a haircut to settle the bill.”

Nalini tittered as she gazed at his head. “That is an expensive haircut for a man with a few strands of hair on his head. I hope you learned your lesson and you don't go back to work for him.”

“Not me. Not unless he wants me to electrocute him.” 

He leaped from the sofa and removed an item from his tool bag. “Look what I seized from him.” He laughed as he displayed a pair of barber scissors. “Let's see if he can cut his customers’ hair by clicking his fingers.”

Nalini almost swallowed a grape. She coughed. “You stole his scissors? Do you intend to open a barber shop here?”

Narad returned the scissors to the tool bag. He looked at her incredulously. “Don't be ridiculous, woman. I am an electrician, not a thief. That was to teach him a lesson his father probably never taught him. Never cheat a man out of the fruits of his labor. Let's see how he deals with the inconvenience of barbering without his scissors. I'll return his scissors when I feel he is ready to pass the honesty test.”

“You are right,” Nalini agreed, “honesty is in short supply. You can look high and low, but it is hard to find an honest person in this world. Like God only sent the dishonest ones down!”

“And if you look next door, you will find another dishonest person. You know that fool blew his leaves all over our sidewalk!”

Nalini shook her head in exasperation. “Why do you let that man upset you? That problem is for the landlord. You are just a tenant here.”

“So there is no respect for my labor here?” he retorted. “Early every morning I sweep the sidewalk squeaky clean, but when I return it is filled with his garbage. What kind of person is that demon? He has no consideration for others?”

“That is the type of person you should keep away from. He has nothing to do except play with that blower. You are sixty-seven— too old to be engaged in squabbles with unscrupulous neighbors.”

“Yes, but sixty-seven is not too old to force that blower up his...”

Nalini snapped, “Now, stop that! Why do you allow people to annoy you? That barber and now the neighbor?”

Sounds of stirring and moaning punctured the air. They both looked toward the bedroom.

Nalini shrugged. “The medicine wore off quicker than I expected. Fetch him from the room before he brings the roof down.”

An expression of gentleness swept over Narad’s face. He made his way to the bedroom and several moments later emerged supporting a young man who moved on wobbly legs.

The young man, Naresh, looked up adoringly at his father’s face and gurgled, “Ooh, Papa, Papa.”

Naresh helped his son to the sofa. “Yes, son. Your papa is here. He loves you and didn’t forget to buy your favorite fruits.”

Naresh leaned over the sofa to grab at the pile of medical books.

Narad restrained his son’s hand. “No, no. Not the books.”

Naresh screamed and banged his head against the back of the sofa. Narad sat beside him and wrapped his hands around his shoulders. 

“Then give him the stress ball to play with,” Nalini suggested. “That may calm him down.”

Narad darted behind the sofa and retrieved a rubber ball from the floor. He waved it in Naresh’s face. “Here is your magic ball, Naresh. Want to see the clown?”

Naresh bobbed his head and chuckled, “Head, head.”

Narad squeezed the ball gently; from an opening in the top, the head of a clown popped out. He released the ball, and the head disappeared.

“Give, give,” gurgled Naresh.

Narad placed the ball in Naresh’s hands; he chortled happily as he pressed the ball and the head popped in and out. 

Narad placed his arm around his son and smiled sadly. He glanced over at his wife. “I saw a doctor today.”

She looked up sharply. “You didn’t tell me that you were going to your doctor?”

“Not my doctor,” he reassured her. “I passed a medical office and saw a doctor the same age as Naresh.”

Her eyes misted over as she looked at her husband and son huddled on the sofa. She walked over to the coffee table and picked up the cup. “Your friend Hardat called. He said he found someone who might be able to help Naresh.”

Narad sputtered, “I don't know why you can't tell that man that we don't need any of his help. Naresh already has a doctor; we know what is wrong with him! Who else can help him?”

Nalini glared at him. She shook the cup in his face. “Why do you give up like that, Narad? Don't you have any hopes for your son?”

She stormed into the kitchen carrying the cup. Narad eased his arm off of his son and followed his wife. He sat on a stool and watched as she washed and inspected the grapes, avocados, and blueberries that he had bought.

His voice carried over the sound of the running water. “It is not me, Nalini. I have the belief that only God can help him out of this situation. But we are dealing with medicine, and Mr. Big Medicine from four hospitals said that there is no hope for him. Remember the last doctor that Hardat recommended? He was a specialist—a neurosurgeon— more expensive than all the others, and he said the same thing. The insurance didn't even pay for that consultation. I ended up installing three ceiling fans in the man's house to cover part of the cost.” He laughed ruefully. “And when I fell off the ladder and almost broke my spine, that neurosurgeon applied a hot pack to my back. He charged me for that too!”

Nalini turned off the water and put away the fruits. She leaned against the sink and glared at him. “Hardat says that medicine is changing by the hour. And miracles do happen, you know.”

“But Hardat doesn't have to work miracles to pay for medical bills. He is not a doctor. The man doesn’t know his heart from his kidney.”

Nalini sniffed and blew her nose. 

Narad sighed. “I am the one who ends up waiting in barbershops and other places to get paid so I can buy medicine for my son.”

Her eyes bored into his. “He said this man helped people in worse conditions than Naresh. And he is a West Indian like us. He is from Trinidad, and he understands our position. That is why he pays house visits. Can’t we just listen to what he has to say?” 

She wiped her hands and sat on a stool next to him. She rested a hand on his arm. “Let the man come, Narad. Give him a chance. We can't live without hope for our son.”

Narad’s eyes flashed. He threw his hands in the air. “What hopes do we have, Nalini? We are growing older, and our only son has the mind of a three-year-old and the body of a thirty-five-year-old man. What hopes do we have? When we leave this earth, who would remember that we ever lived?”

Nalini shuddered and looked down at her feet. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “But once we are alive, we must not leave any stone unturned to help our son.”

Narad placed a hand on hers. “He never had the chance to give us a grandchild to carry our name and blood. How would this world remember any of us? What kind of hope should we have? We have to accept and learn to live with this unkind fate.”

Nalini shrugged off his hand and walked to the living room. Naresh was still gurgling over the rubber ball. Nalini sat beside her son and hugged him to her chest.

Narad left the kitchen and followed her to the living room. He looked at his wife and son—his entire life and family helpless on the sofa. “Alright, alright,” he muttered gruffly, “you can call Hardat. Tell him to send his specialist.”
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Chapter 3: The Healer
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Nalini was seated at the dining room table when she heard a soft thud. Naresh had wriggled off the sofa and had fallen to the floor. He grimaced in pain and then continued to leaf through his book. She looked at her son and sighed: the poor child would have to wait for his father to lift him off the floor to the sofa. She was not getting younger, and the back pain was increasing in intensity. She wiped a tear from her eye. What would become of him when she and Narad were no more?

Naresh chortled gleefully and stabbed his fingers at several pictures in his book. He swiveled his head and looked at Nalini, sharing the pictures with his eyes. The book he was admiring was the English fairy tale Jack and the Beanstalk. That was his favorite book as a child. Before going to bed at night, he would demand she or Narad read the book to him. Nalini had kept the book with the hope that he would share it with his child one day. There was no grandchild, and at thirty-five years old, Naresh had returned to the book of his infancy.

The doorbell shrilled. Naresh flinched and looked at his mother. Sudden noises alarmed him. If the doorbell sounded again, it could set him off in a fit of screaming. She got off the chair and lumbered painfully to the door. A short, dark-complexioned, middle-aged Indian man was leaning on the rail of the stairs. He was dressed in a black jacket, and an oversized black felt hat crowned his head. He looked at her with a squint in one eye. 

“Morning, ma’am. Are you Mrs. Narad?” The thin mustache that joined the little patch of hair on his chin quivered like the whiskers of a squirrel.

Nalini recognized the Trinidadian accent. “Yes, yes. Hardat said to expect you.”

“My name is Gokool. The patient is here with you?”

The noise from a leaf blower caused them to look to the roadway. Her Peruvian neighbor, Ramirez, was blowing the litter off the sidewalk in front of her house. Nalini furrowed her brow in surprise as he hopped about the sidewalk in a spiral fashion to eradicate the tiniest bit of garbage. Ramirez smiled and waved at her. His eyes, magnified behind the huge safety goggles on his face, looked like two white marbles. Gokool gave him a thumbs-up as he continued cleaning the sidewalk.

Nalini held the door open and ushered the visitor inside. Gokool paused at the entrance to the living room and held his backpack to his chest as he considered Naresh, who was gurgling over his picture book.

Naresh stopped and glanced at Gokool. “Jack, Jack,” he squealed and pointed to his book.

Gokool turned to Nalini. “He is calling me Jack? That is not my name. My name is Aloysius Gokool.”

Nalini chuckled. “He is not referring to you. Jack is a character in his storybook.”

Narad emerged from the bathroom vigorously toweling his head and eyed the guest.

“Dr. Gokool, this is my husband, Narad.”

He removed the towel from his head and shook Gokool’s hand. He gestured with his chin to the clock on the wall. “We were waiting since eight this morning.”

Gokool removed his hat and fanned his face as his eyes swiveled to the clock. “I am sorry for coming two hours late. There was an emergency. I had to administer some treatment to your neighbor, Ramirez.”

“You know that scumbag, Ramirez?” blurted Narad.

“What kind of emergency treatment did you give? demanded Nalini. “Didn’t we just see Ramirez with his leaf blower hopping over the sidewalk like a sparrow?”

Gokool slapped his hat on his head and observed the couple. His whiskers twitched rapidly. “I was coming here early this morning when I saw him trip over his leaf blower. He had a sudden stroke. I ran and helped him up.”

“You’re sure he had a stroke, or he was pissing drunk on some kind of Peruvian rum?” Nalini smirked. “How could a man with a stroke recover so fast to blow leaves off our sidewalk?”

“You helped that man up so he could blow garbage all over my place?” fumed Narad.

“No, Narad,” Nalini interjected. “Ramirez was cleaning our sidewalk.”

“Cleaning?” grinned Narad. “In that case, the man had a stroke of good luck. I hope he falls every day in front of his gate. But how did you help him, Gokool?”

“I picked him up and carried him to his stoop,” Gokool explained. “He didn’t want me to call the ambulance. He said he would be okay in a few minutes.”

“He had a stroke and didn’t want you to call the ambulance? You should have called the asylum for him. Damn fool!” retorted Narad.

“Just a slight mini-stroke caused by a sudden drop in blood pressure. I gave him something to drink, and he is okay,” Gokool crowed, tapping his backpack. “He told me that his grandmother used to give him a similar concoction when he was living in the mountains in Peru. She used to worship the sun and make him drink a medicine made from coca leaves and other mountain herbs when his pressure got very low. He is pleased with my medication and now wants me to treat him regularly.”

“If he behaves himself and stops playing the fool with that leaf blower, I would even help you make bush medicine for him.”

“But Dr. Gokool, why was he cleaning our sidewalk? He never did that before,” queried Nalini.

Gokool smiled smugly. “I checked his horoscope and advised him to return to his ancient religion if he wants to remain healthy. But sun worship requires clean surroundings. His house faces the east, so he has to keep the area in front and adjoining his house free from garbage.”

Narad pulled the blinds and viewed the clean sidewalk. “So from now on he would be cleaning my sidewalk?”

Gokool nodded. His hat tipped over his eyes. “He would bring sunshine to your life as well.”

“Narad sweeps in front of this house every day and keeps the surroundings clean. Does that make him a sun worshipper also, Dr. Gokool?” Nalini joked.

“Better you worship the sun than you worship man,” remarked Gokool sternly. He gestured to Naresh. “Your friend, Hardat, filled me in on his medical history.”

Narad lifted the squirming Naresh to the sofa. “I don't know what you can do, but we took the boy to several specialists already.”

“Psha, specialists,” hissed Gokool with disdain. “The only thing special about specialists is that you have to pay them a lot of money. Isn't that true, Mr. Narad? But let us examine the boy properly to see what they missed.”

Gokool moved over to the sofa and then hopped back quickly. He glanced at Nalini. “He doesn't bite, does he? Once I examined a boy in his condition, and he almost chewed off my arm. I had to take tetanus shots and spend two weeks in the hospital. I am diabetic, you know... can't take chances with my health.”

Nalini shuffled over to stand beside Naresh. “No, Dr. Gokool, he doesn't bite, but he spits.”

Gokool opened his bag and removed a towel. He swung it over his shoulder and approached Naresh. He extended his hands and ran them over Naresh’s head. Naresh gurgled and spat. Gokool used the end of his towel and swabbed the spittle off of his arm.

“You want to see his x-rays, doctor?” Narad urged. “We have so many films we can open a medical library or show a movie.” 

“No need for x-rays, Narad,” Gokool responded, his mouth twitching in concentration. “I use the ancient Ayurvedic method to diagnose. I am already feeling some disturbing vibrations.” He held his hand about six inches above Naresh’s head and moved it back and forth quickly. 

Gokool stepped away from Naresh. He stood with his hands on his hips and shook his head slowly as he contemplated the patient. “I sense something is preventing the brain waves from oscillating in his head.”

“That is because they put a steel plate in his head,” offered Nalini.
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