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I saw him for the first time holding hands with my patient. They were holding and 

hugging each other, each one‟s look locked into the other. Tears in each of their eyes bound them 

together like ripples of water. The boy looked like he was about 10 years old with the face of an 

angel; while the old man, just 38, looked old beyond his years worn down by life and disease. 

 

“Who‟s the boy?” I asked my nurse. We stood in the hallway just outside my patient‟s 

door on the cancer ward. Most of our patients were elderly and didn‟t have young children. Also, 

we didn‟t allow children on this ward. 

“It‟s his son, Dr. Mehta, he hasn‟t seen his father since he was a baby and his 

grandmother made him to come to say goodbye.” I knew the rules-- no children were allowed. 

But there was something about the way they stared at each other kept me from saying anything. 

“What did they say to each other?” I asked quietly, wondering what words could connect 

two strangers at the end of life, no matter how close their genes. 

“They didn‟t talk, Dr Mehta,” she answered. “The man is too sick, his body has been 

shutting down while his mind has been refusing to die…at least until he saw his son.  He‟s been 

waiting for the boy to come. When he did come, neither used any words. They just touched and 

looked at each other with looks that seemed to say: „I love you beyond time and distance and the 

space between the stars, I love you forever and ever.‟ They‟ve just been staring at each other.” 



The nurse looked away from me and followed my gaze into the room. Then she started 

talking again. “They haven‟t seen each other since many years ago. The boy‟s mother took him 

away as soon as he got sick. 

“She had been a young bride when she first started coming with her husband. He got sick 

right after their marriage. First it was the nodule in his lungs that showed up at a routine x-ray for 

some routine surgery for some routine problem she couldn‟t remember. 

“Then came the x-rays, and the biopsy and then the diagnosis—CANCER. Then the 

surgery, chest tubes, intubation, respirators, radiation, chemotherapy, complications and 

hospitalizations.” 

She continued, “She had come with him for visits and each time they had only 

always talked about him…his disease, his medicines, his cough, his pain, his surgery, his 

everything. 

“No one had noticed her….her pain, her fatigue, her depression, her despair, her needs. 

Nobody noticed, not even her husband noticed, at least not until she stood there, leaving, holding 

a suitcase in one hand and his little boy‟s hand in the other. She never turned back, she never 

called again, she never spoke of him or to him, she was moving on, starting a new life. 

“It was the grandmother who kept calling to ask about her daughter-in- law, the once-

bride who could have, would have, should have been the one caring for her son. It was the 

grandmother who kept calling to ask about the boy, his friends, his schoolwork, his clothes. It 

was she who never forgot a birthday, who sent gifts for Christmas, who opened up his first bank 

account for his college education someday, who even got him  the little puppy dog to keep him 

company into his long, sleepless nights. 



“It was she-the grandmother—who begged the little boy to tell his mother to bring him 

back one more time—to say goodbye. 

“And there he is, Dr. Mehta, holding his dad for the last time.” 

  I took a deep breath. What a cruel world, what a cruel disease which had taken such a toll 

on the whole family and robbed them of their love and their time together.   

  

I watched as the little boy put his head down on his father‟s chest knowing that any 

breath could be his last—and that‟s when it hit me. 

There was no cruelty—this was a gift. Thanks to the grandmother, this little boy finally 

knew his father‟s touch and love and this man could find the peace to die well. As I watched life 

slip from the father‟s face, I knew this gift would be eternal. 


