
Prologue

On a warm and humid Florida night, Michael O’Hara walked out of a house toward his 

silver Mercedes-Benz convertible. His slow pace and drooping shoulders suggested 

exhaustion and despair. A hint of tears shone in his blue eyes, and his blond hair, usually 

camera ready, was slightly disheveled.

Loosening his silk tie with one hand, he used the other to search for his car keys in the 

pocket of his expensive suit pants and then unlocked the door.

Frowning, he got in the car and drove off in silence. Tonight he didn’t try to tune in to 

the news or listen to music.

The full moon was breathtaking, high over the cypresses and palm trees. On his right 

side, the distant lights of the city reflected on the waters of the Indian River. The view of the 

causeway over the water would usually catch his eye, but tonight he was unable to tend to 

anything but his dark thoughts.

 Without warning, a fiery sword pierced his soul, and he felt as if lightning struck him. 

 Gasping, he brought his right hand to his chest.

 And then all the lights went out.

Chapter 1

 Richard Fields had nearly died three times in the past four years. He’d been shot, 

stabbed, and run over by a motorcycle—small nuisances of working undercover among 

sociopaths for the FBI. However, today he could’ve sworn this hangover was the sickest he’d 

felt in his whole life.



And now this.

Sitting in the passenger seat while his friend Samuel drove, Richard wondered what 

he’d done to deserve being punished. When the FBI promoted Samuel to Assistant Special 

Agent In Charge, leading the Fort Sunshine resident office, Richard was glad to have a boss 

who didn’t hate him for the first time in his life. But maybe he’d been wrong, and Samuel did 

hate him. Why else would he drag him to the county jail on a day when he felt so sick? And all

to interrogate a lunatic—a woman who claimed she’d killed the Alaska governor from her 

house in Florida, by “using her mental powers.”

As usual, Samuel’s dark lips struggled to keep a repressed smile from breaking 

through as he drove. Richard groaned. “Sam, you’re always in such a good mood. It’s 

irritating.”

Samuel chuckled. “I’ve told you my secret. Find a woman who feels like your best 

friend in the world. Then marry her.”

Richard glowered at him. Sam remained the only person he knew who’d been with the 

same woman for thirty years and was still enjoying it. “No, thank you. The years I spent 

married to the hypochondriac, drama-queen mother of my son were enough punishment.”

Rolling his eyes, Samuel replied, “You’ve been divorced for seven years. It wouldn’t 

hurt you to at least try to find a nice woman. You know, one you didn’t pick up from a bar or a 

club or . . . a methadone clinic.”

Richard snickered. “Thanks, Sam, but I don’t need a steady woman making me 

miserable. I’m pretty good at that myself.”

“You’re spoiled because women always go for the tall-dark-and-handsome man with 

the rock-hard body.” Samuel rolled his eyes again. “But your looks aren’t going to last you 

forever. If I were you, I’d hurry up and settle before turning forty. Trust me, everything goes 

downhill from there.”



Only two more years for that. The thought made Richard’s pounding headache worsen.

Trying to ignore it, he straightened in his seat. “Anyhow, let’s focus on work. My brain’s been 

replaced by concrete today, so you’ll have to spell it out for me. From what I know, Governor 

Connor Adams wasn’t killed. He died in a car accident. It was a perfect storm—the right 

amount of ice on the Alaska Highway, the right amount of wear on his tires and brakes, and 

his car ended up skidding to the bottom of the Yukon River.”

Keeping his eyes on the way ahead, Samuel replied, “That’s the official story. The 

problem is, the autopsy reported no water filling the governor’s lungs, in spite of the car 

windows having broken. As you know, that means he did not die from drowning and was 

already dead by the time the car sank.” 

“Were the impact injuries massive enough to cause instant death?”

“No. The brainstem wasn’t severed. There was no lung collapse, no heart contusion or

fluid around the heart . . .”

Richard grunted. “Sam, that’s a typical case of ‘death from inhibition.’ The shock of the 

accident or the freezing water causes a strong, involuntary nervous system response. The 

heart is inhibited, and the body shuts down.”

“Good memory! I find the concept of death from inhibition fascinating. Right before 

what would otherwise be a painful death, someone, somewhere, turns off a switch as if to 

spare the dying person from suffering.”

Richard threw him a cautious look. “And that makes you think this crazy lady we’re 

heading to see really sent the governor a long-distance telepathic order to die?”

Samuel shrugged.

Rubbing his throbbing temples, where gray was starting to show on his dark brown 

hair, Richard cursed his luck for being trapped in such a ridiculously boring town. A place 

where, not having anything else to do, the police and the FBI followed even the stupidest 



leads.

Nothing ever happened in Fort Sunshine—a lazy beach-town located on the Space 

Coast of Florida, where most of the population was a hundred years old. The only reason the 

FBI placed a resident agency there was because of the city’s strategic location between 

NASA and Patrick Air Force Base. Richard’s last undercover mission—stopping a gang from 

introducing drugs into the country through Port Canaveral—nearly killed him, but at least it 

kept him busy for the past two years. Now that the operation was over, he dreaded returning 

to the slow life of the town.

Richard glanced up. The hazel eyes in the rearview mirror, framed by frown and laugh 

lines, looked so old and tired today. Florida had deepened his tan. I have to start using sun 

block, he thought. But he knew what he meant was, I have to cut down on drinking and start 

going to bed before sunrise. He knew he was too old for that nightlife, but he’d never been 

able to say no to a woman looking for fun.

As they headed north on Florida US-1 highway, Richard caught glimpses of the 

majestic Indian River and its sailboat marinas as they were revealed between the vacant 

commercial buildings populating the roadside. Getting close to their destination, Samuel left 

the highway. “Let me explain. A few months before his death, Governor Adams started a 

controversial project for offshore oil drilling that had ecologists all around the country 

screaming.

“This woman is Laura Bonas from Fort Sunshine. She’s a high school teacher during 

the day and a psychic reader after hours. A month before Governor Adam’s death, she 

marched with her students on Fort Sunshine’s streets, protesting his plans for oil drilling. It 

was a peaceful protest, but it got enough media coverage that the Anchorage field office 

asked us to interrogate her after the governor’s death—strictly routine since she was in 

Florida when he died. During her interrogation, she confessed.”



Richard stared at him blankly. “She confessed that she killed him with a voodoo spell 

from across the continent.”

Ignoring his mockery, Samuel explained, “This woman may be the tip of an iceberg. 

She confessed to belonging to a new cult spreading across the country. They’re hard to 

define. They refuse to be called a religion, but we have information that they meet secretly 

and engage in some sort of rituals.”

“They? She and who else?”

“She pointed us in the direction of a man whom she calls her ‘spiritual guide.’ 

Apparently, he’s the ultimate leader of the group. Dr. Carl Andrews.”

“That name’s familiar.”

“He’s a well-known man in town. He’s a nationally acclaimed psychologist and life 

coach with a top position in a publishing company that specializes in New Age books. He’s 

also been a philanthropist, involved in many charities. I was disappointed to learn that he 

might be involved in something like this, but she claims this man is who taught her to use her 

‘mental powers.’ This group maintains that all human beings are gods, and they promise that 

if you follow their instructions, you’ll be able to achieve anything, including defeating the laws 

of physics and curing incurable diseases. She says their leader—Andrews—does it routinely. 

She calls it ‘manufacturing miracles.’”

Arriving at the jail parking lot, they left the car and walked toward the building entrance.

Breathing through the waves of nausea, Richard asked, “So, why are we wasting our time 

interrogating someone who’s obviously insane?”

 “Because she’s the only clue we have right now.”

“I hope she has a good lawyer.”

“She declined one. She said that ‘lawyers send out a vibration that attracts bad 

things.’”



Richard chuckled. “Great, at least this is going to be fun.”

***

The moment the guard brought Laura Bonas into the room, Richard could see 

something was wrong with her. The middle-aged woman’s brown hair was poorly groomed, 

and her eyes had the lost, glassy look of someone who’s not truly present.

With her handcuffs still on, she lifted one index finger as if asking for a minute. She 

then reclined in her chair with her eyes closed, breathing deeply and not moving a muscle.

A minute had gone by when she abruptly straightened herself in the chair, startling 

Richard. She opened her big green eyes and announced, “Thank you. I needed to adjust my 

vibrational frequency. Now, how may I help you, gentlemen?”

Richard chuckled. Oh yes, this is going to be fun.

Samuel said, “Remember me, Ms. Bonas? I’m Senior Special Agent Samuel Elliott, 

and this is Special Agent Richard Fields. I’d like you to please tell Mr. Fields what you told us 

during your last interview. Were you involved in Governor Connor Adams’s death?”

She remained quiet. Richard was about to repeat the question, when she answered, 

“I’m afraid yes. But it’s not that I killed him, it’s that I may have caused his death.”

“Can you explain yourself, please?” Samuel asked. “We both know you were here in 

Fort Sunshine the day he died. Did you give orders to someone else to manipulate his car in 

Alaska?”

“No.”

“Then why do you say you’re responsible for his death?”

Smiling sadly, the woman answered, “Because I couldn’t love him. Carl kept telling me 

to let go of the negative energy because it was lowering my frequency of vibration and 

keeping me from alignment. He told me the guy’s own karma would take care of him, but I 

couldn’t let go.”



Samuel and Richard exchanged a puzzled look. Samuel said, “Please explain. What 

do your feelings toward him have to do with his death?”

She sighed. “I was furious with him. I couldn’t stop thinking about baby polar bears 

swimming in black oil. I was obsessed with saving them. At one point, my desire turned into 

passion, and I did it! I . . . I started visualizing!”

Frowning, she paused, her hand on her chest as if what she’d said was a serious 

statement and she expected the two men to gasp in surprise. They stared at her blankly.

“Don’t you get it?” she said. “I visualized a clean North Pole and beautiful healthy 

animals playing happily on the icebergs. Getting what I wanted was unavoidable. But I didn’t 

realize that the only way to achieve it would be . . . with his death.”

A long silence fell.

“So, you’re saying,” Richard intervened, cautiously, “that you wished for something so 

hard . . .”

“Passionately,” she corrected.

“You wished for something so passionately that it became true.”

“Not only did I wish for it passionately, but I applied my powers of visualization toward 

it. You know, guys, it was fail-proof!”

Richard tried to hide the amusement in his voice. “You’re telling me that you have 

powers.”

She looked at him as if he was crazy. “No, we all have powers.”

Richard stared at her. “So, I have powers too.”

“Of course!”

“Why can’t I use them, then?”

She spoke slowly, as if speaking to someone with a mental handicap. “Because you 

don’t have faith in them.”



Reclining in his chair with half a smile, Richard asked, “You’re saying that if I had faith 

in my . . . powers, and told this fake wood table to grow a tree in the middle, it would do it?”

“Sure it would.”

“Well, you have faith, right? Go ahead and do it.”

“No, I won’t!”

He narrowed his eyes. “But I thought all you needed was faith.”

Her exasperated sigh indicated that, in her opinion, the answer was obvious. “Yes. I 

have faith, but you don’t. It would be pointless for me to create a tree for you right here. Your 

lack of faith is so strong that your eyes would be blind to it—to any miracle, for that matter.”

There was compassion in her eyes. “You see, Mr. Fields, our frequencies of vibration 

are so far apart that what you see in your reality is completely different from what I see. It’s 

like we live in two different, parallel dimensions and are only coming together for the brief time

that this interview will last.”

***

Every answer they received for the rest of the interview consisted of similar jargon.

Her face beaming in excitement, the woman related how she’d learned to make the 

rain stop falling for the time it took to walk from her car to her work building. “. . . and I never 

got my hair wet and frizzy again!” She paused as if trying to recall something. “Well, except on

some rare days when I slid back into doubt, and the rain got me again. But those were the 

minority. Isn’t that great?”

Richard forced a smile. “I’m done.” He signaled the security guard standing at the door.

Bonas’s solemn expression was only matched by the seriousness in her voice. “Go in 

peace, gentlemen. Remember, keep your vibrational frequency in check. In alignment lies the

power.” She got up.

Amused by her goodbye, Richard intervened one more time. “Ms. Bonas, can you read



or . . . Geiger count, or whatever, people’s ‘vibrational frequency,’ as you call it? Can you read

mine?”

The woman turned to him with a piercing look. “Your vibrational frequency is terribly 

off. You’re very misaligned, sir. No wonder you’re feeling sick.”

He eyed her, frowning. “How do you know I feel sick?”

Pity exuded from her eyes. “There’s no way you couldn’t feel sick when you’re vibrating

so low. Let me guess, you have a headache, and you’re feeling nauseous.”

Richard gaped as the young guard escorted her out of the room.

After a brief silence, Richard exploded. “Samuel, have you lost your mind? That 

woman’s completely crazy. I can’t believe we’re wasting resources on investigating one of her

delusions!” Grunting, he got up from his chair and grabbed his head with both hands.

Worried, Samuel asked, “Shouldn’t you take something for that headache?”

“I took some aspirin, but it’s not working, and now my heartburn’s killing me. I want to 

go home.”

Samuel looked at him with a strange expression. “Richard, this is more serious than 

you think. Connors wasn’t the first one. He’s the fourth.”

Taking his hands off his head, Richard turned to face Samuel. “Three more people?”

“All important people—politicians, to be exact.”

Richard waited for Samuel’s explanation. Instead, Samuel scanned around them and 

said, “Let’s talk in the car.”

The two men picked up their guns from the reception locker and walked back to the 

car. Once the doors were closed, Samuel talked as he drove off. “The FBI has connected the 

‘accidental deaths’ of four politicians that happened over the course of two years. There were 

two senators, a governor, and a congressman. The all reportedly died in car accidents.

“Review of the autopsy files revealed the coincidence that in two of them, the 



mechanism of death listed by the pathologist was ‘death from inhibition.’ In the other two 

cases, the report mentioned multiple wounds and injuries without any signs of inflammatory 

reaction.”

“That also means they were dead by the time the injury happened, right? Were the 

accidents a cover up?”

“That’s the theory we’re building on. The autopsies didn’t suggest they were murdered,

but they also didn’t report convincing evidence that the accident was the cause of death.”

“Intriguing.”

Samuel pulled onto the highway. “We looked for a motive that could link the four 

deaths and found a potential connection between three of the four victims. Within the year 

prior to their deaths, they’d worked on controversial projects which were raising strong 

opinions and being questioned by some as unethical.”

Interested, Richard asked, “I assume that for Governor Adams it was his not-so-green 

oil drilling projects, but what about the other two?”

“The first one to die was Senator George Hall,” Samuel answered. “He was a sixty-

eight-year-old, far-right Conservative from Nebraska. He was promoting a bill that would allow

employers to deny jobs in education and childcare to gay applicants. The other one was 

Senator Marcia Flowers, a forty-seven-year-old, extreme Liberal from New York. She was a 

promoter of increasing access to abortions for minors and eliminating the need to notify their 

parents.”

Richard frowned. “Wait, what on Earth would those two, or their proposals, have in 

common? They’re opposite extremes of the ideological spectrum. For a killer to go after both 

of them because of those issues, it would have to be a fanatic something-new. Neither a 

conservative, nor a liberal.”

“I know. The third death didn’t appear to fit in either. Congressman Michael O’Hara, a 



thirty-five-year-old Republican, was a promising young politician who’d just been elected as 

representative for Florida’s 15th District. He never got a chance to make any waves in the 

political arena. We haven’t found the connection yet.”

Nodding, Richard commented, “I remember O’Hara’s death. It was all over the local 

news. His car ended up at the bottom of the Indian River.”

Samuel assented. “After Adams’s death, the similarities became harder to ignore. We 

theorized that there may be a new ideological group—probably a religious sect—with 

members who are fanatic enough to resort to killing. This group has to include powerful 

people—either very rich or skilled—who could have plotted the deaths well enough that they 

almost fooled the FBI. With Bonas’s confession, we might be getting closer to proving our 

hypothesis.”

Chuckling, Richard shook his head. “Come on! Didn’t you hear her talking about 

controlling the rain? I doubt that she has enough sane brain cells to plan a crime like that!”

“Wait until you meet Carl Andrews tomorrow. He’s much more pulled together than she

is.”

Richard crossed his arms. “There are too many loose ends. We still don’t have an 

explanation of how those people could’ve been killed, short of the theory that one of them was

given an order to die by Bonas’s mental powers. And you admitted that we’re not sure that all 

four of the murders shared a common motive. You said you haven’t found a reason Michael 

O’Hara could’ve been hated by this cult.”

Smiling, Samuel answered, “I’m leaving that one to you. Michael O’Hara, my friend, is 

your baby.”

Confused, Richard looked at him. “Excuse me?”

 Samuel nodded. “This is the promotion I promised you. You’re in absolute charge of 

the Florida division of this National Security investigation. You’ve been assigned as case 



agent, exclusively to investigate the death of Michael O’Hara.”

Richard was astounded. “Me? Part of a National Security investigation?”

There was no need for him to explain his stupefaction. Richard wasn’t exactly popular 

among the bureau. He was infamous for his impulsivity, his bad temper, and his after-hours 

self-indulgence.

Richard pointed at his friend. “Sam, this was your idea, right?”

Samuel chuckled. “Yes, but don’t think this is a personal favor. I know you have a gift. 

You have an impressive ability to think logically and an amazing photographic memory. But 

beyond that, I’ve seen you get those unpredictable, lucky shots. You have a gut instinct that 

has allowed you to put together pieces when nobody thought you would. The bureau’s been 

wasting your talent by assigning you to undercover missions.”

His headache worsening, Richard held his temples with his hands. “Samuel, I’m not 

ready to handle this. I’m a rebel, undisciplined, a procrastinator, my personal life is always 

chaotic—”

“And still you always manage to pull it off at the last minute,” Samuel interrupted. 

“You’re ready, and you won’t be alone. You’ll have access to resources paralleled only by 

cases involving terrorism.”

Richard got chills. The government had recently invested an insane amount of money 

in surveillance technology. After the safety of the country was pronounced more urgent than 

individual privacy, there was almost no limit to what they could do if the label “National 

Security” was on the case.

Still, he insisted, “I know you’re trying to advance my career, but you can’t do this to 

me, Sam. I’m a field agent. My thing is being in the midst of the action. The day I have to take 

a supervisory desk job I’d rather kill myself. And the last thing I want is getting stuck in this 

dead town even longer. I’m way overdue for a transfer. You know they sent me here as a 



punishment, and the sentence has lasted five years.”

Samuel chuckled. “And I bet you already learned your lesson: not to hook up with your 

supervisor’s daughter. Come on. I have so much faith in you that I’m willing to make a deal.” 

Samuel changed lanes to pass the typical Fort Sunshine senior driver moving painfully slowly 

down the passing lane. “I’ll give you a chance to experience what being in charge is without 

the pressure of damaging your record if you screw up. I’ll put the case in my name, but you 

will be running the show. Try it for a few weeks. I know that once you have a taste of power, 

you’ll beg me to let you be in charge.”

The signal for an instant message on Richard’s phone interrupted his thoughts.

He read, Ready anytime you are. Kate.

He slapped his forehead. “Oh, shit! I completely forgot that I’m supposed to drive Kate 

and Nana to the doctor today! Hurry up! Drop me at my car!”

Richard knew his hurry was in vain. Samuel was the safest driver in the world, and no 

pressure would make him go over the speed limit.

“Everything okay with Kate?” Samuel asked.

Richard sighed. “It’s not Kate this time; it’s Nana. She’s not doing well. She’s been on 

chemotherapy for metastatic breast cancer but is no longer responding. Her oncologist 

referred her to some hospice house. That’s where we’re going.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, man. I know that she’s someone close to your heart.”

Samuel was right. Richard had fallen prey to the lady’s motherly love spell while dating 

her niece, Kate. He’d remained close with Nana after he broke off that stormy relationship 

three years ago. Nana was only sixty-seven—the peak of life for Fort Sunshine’s standards.

The snowbird-filled traffic was slower than ever. Samuel exited the highway. “Wow! I 

know you’re on great terms with your ex-girlfriend. But going to a hospice house? The place 

where people are sent to die?” He shuddered. “That sounds horrible!”



“That’s what I said, but some neighbor spoke wonders about this place when her 

mother went there. She highly recommended the doctor in charge.”

“Who’s the doctor? With a job like that, he must be the creepiest freak ever.”

“I don’t know him yet. It’s some Dr. Cliburn, or Clayton, something like that.”

Chapter 2

As he drove closer to the main entrance of the beige and blue building, Richard was 

relieved to see a late-middle-aged man with a shirt reading Valet Parking rushing to greet him

and take his keys. Simultaneously, a teenage girl emerged from the building with a wheelchair

and helped him get Nana out of the car. He appreciated the help of someone with smaller 

hands. The elderly lady had grown so frail he was afraid of breaking her bones by handling 

her.

As they approached the automatic sliding glass doors, Richard held his breath. 

Memories of cold, bleach-smelling hallways and white and gray walls filled his mind. It had 

been a long time since his father died; but still, every time he’d dropped Nana off at one of her

chemotherapy sessions, the same painful memories returned to haunt him.

When they went through the doors, he felt relieved. The place didn’t look like a 

hospital. The reception area was decorated to mimic a hotel lobby. Soft music played in the 

background. Colorfully dressed staff greeted them with big smiles.

“Hello, my dears! How can I help you?” A young, bubbly blonde with a delightful 

Southern accent and a contagious smile greeted them. She sat behind a counter resembling 

a hotel reception area.

“I hope we don’t need to reschedule. We had an appointment with the doctor half an 

hour ago. This is Arianna Keller.”

The girl handed them a clipboard binder full of documents. “You’re okay, darling. 

Here’s your paperwork. One of the girls will bring you in shortly. In the meantime, help 



yourself to some of our chocolate chip cookies.”

After the shortest waiting room time he’d ever experienced, a chirpy medical assistant 

introduced herself as “Sue” and took them into what she said was an examination room—it 

looked more like a cozy living room. Nana was delighted to find out one of the sitting options 

was a rocking chair.

Kate sat in an armchair next to Nana, and Richard sat on a tan leather love seat. It was

very comfortable. Sleep deprived from the night before and listening to the relaxing music 

playing, he wished he could fall asleep while waiting, but he knew his headache would keep 

him awake.

After taking Nana’s vitals, the medical assistant offered them a choice of several 

classic comedies to watch while they waited. Richard chose Seinfeld. He was impressed. 

He’d seen TVs in waiting rooms but never in exam rooms. It was brilliant.

He had no idea how much time had passed. He, Nana, and Kate were laughing to 

tears when the door opened. An upbeat feminine voice said, “Hello! Sorry to keep you 

waiting. I’m Dr. Clayton.”

Richard looked up, surprised. Dr. Clayton was a woman—quite a good-looking woman 

to be precise.

While she greeted each of the three of them with a firm handshake and a smile, he 

took note of the petite brunette woman. He would’ve never guessed she was the doctor; she 

seemed quite young. She wasn’t wearing a white coat or a business suit. Instead, she wore 

dangling crystal jewelry and a bright royal-blue dress, tight enough to show the appealing 

curves of her body.

While she asked Nana questions about her symptoms and performed a physical 

examination right in the rocking chair, he glanced at her legs—not bad at all. Instinctively, he 

glimpsed at her left hand—a diamond wedding ring.



“So, Nana, we have to work better on your pain control,” she said.

As she talked and scribbled down some notes, Richard studied her face. Her eyes 

were dark, loaded with eyelashes, but her mouth was her best attribute. It was big, with 

sensual, plump lips.

“Okay,” the doctor said. “We have a good starting plan. Any questions?”

There was a brief silence, and then Nana asked, “How long?”

“How long what?”

“How long do I have to live?”

Holding his breath, Richard eyed the doctor, wondering what she’d answer.

Her eyes softening, Dr. Clayton smiled. Her voice was surprisingly upbeat, almost 

playful. “How am I supposed to know? I can cross the street tomorrow and be hit by a truck, 

and you’d end up going to my funeral!”

Nana laughed softly and so did Richard.

“See?” the doctor said. “How do you expect me to guess how long you have? Only 

God can tell.”

“But I’m going to die, right?”

Nana’s expression was serious again, but the doctor’s smile didn’t wane. “We are all 

going to die. Most of us have no idea when. Some of us, like you, have had the mixed 

blessing of having a little notice in advance.”

Richard cringed. Talk about seeing the glass half full.

“Many people don’t wake up from sleep,” she continued. “They never get a chance to 

put their business in order. That’s the chance you have now.”

Leaning forward from her rolling stool, the young doctor held Nana’s hands and looked 

in her eyes. “This is the time to make a list of all the things you’ve always wanted to do and 

couldn’t—see how many of those are still feasible. This is the time to call anybody you love 



and haven’t spoken to in a while, the time to make peace with anybody you still need to make 

peace with. How long is that time going to be? No one can tell, but we take it one day at a 

time. Some days, one hour at a time. It may not be up to you how much time you have, but 

it’s up to you how you use it.”

Nana was silent, assimilating the words. She nodded in approval and said, “You’re 

right. But I wish I didn’t have to go this soon.”

“Nana, do you have faith?”

Richard blinked rapidly. There was that word again, Laura Bonas’s word.

“Yes, I do,” answered Nana.

Dr. Clayton’s voice was soft. “So do I. I know that uncertainty feels scary right now; but 

I do believe that when that transition time comes, you’ll be fine. I know that you’ll be going to a

much better place.”

“I believe that, too, doctor. But, see, my granddaughter’s pregnant—with a girl. It’s my 

first great-grandchild. It’s sad to think that I’m going to die without seeing her.”

Moved, Dr. Clayton straightened herself on her chair. “When is your granddaughter 

due?”

“In three months.”

“Oh, that’s not that long. I think you can make it.”

Nana’s eyes beamed. “Do you think so? My oncologist, Dr. Levenstein, told me I had 

only a few weeks to live!”

Rolling her eyes, Dr. Clayton shook her head. She used a dramatic, funny tone of 

voice to say, “But he’s a man. You know you can never believe what a man tells you!”

Nana and Kate laughed, and Richard pretended to be offended to add to the joke; but 

he was relieved by the lightening of the conversation.

Nana asked Dr. Clayton, “Have you had other patients in my condition, no longer on 



chemotherapy, that have lived more than a few weeks?”

“Sure! Right now, we have a couple of guests who had to ‘renew their contracts’ 

because they’ve been here for a year, and the hospice documents weren’t prepared for that. 

It happens all the time.”

“Do you think I can do it?”

The doctor paused. “There are no guarantees in life, but it’s worth a try. Tell me 

something, is your granddaughter here in town?”

“Yes.”

“Have you gone with her to one of her prenatal appointments to see the baby on the 

ultrasound?”

“No. I’ve been too busy with the chemo appointments and lab draws.”

Dr. Clayton lifted her hands. “That makes no sense! The chemo was supposed to 

prolong your life, but then the extra time that it was buying you was being invested on boring 

things?”

Nana smiled. “You’re right.”

Dr. Clayton scribbled some notes on the clipboard she held. “Our ultimate goal is 

having you be there when your great-granddaughter is born. But first, let’s work on the short-

term goal of getting you relatively pain-free so you can make it to an ultrasound appointment.”

Nana smiled. “We have a plan.”

“Any other questions?”

“No.”

The doctor got up from her stool and gave Nana a long hug. Nana hugged her back, 

with her eyes closed and a blissful smile.

Releasing the hug, Dr. Clayton said, “Now follow Sue, and she’ll give you a tour.”

The cheerful medical assistant led them, talking with enthusiasm. “Oh! You’re going to 



love this place. We have lots of fun here. Let me start by taking you to the pool area.”

After Nana was loaded back in her wheelchair, Kate pushed her, following Sue. Both 

women were smiling. Sue’s enthusiasm was contagious.

Dr. Clayton was walking away, when Richard stopped her.

“Doctor, can I ask you some questions?”

She froze and then turned around slowly, her hands clasping the clipboard. Her eyes 

flicked toward the clock on the hallway wall before returning to his with a forced smile. “Sure, 

go ahead.”

“Don’t you think you gave a dying woman false hope?”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”

“I’m Richard.”

She sighed. “Richard, there’s no such thing as false hope. Hope is hope, and it’s the 

ultimate right of a person to hold onto it until the end.”

“But you admit the end is close. Why sugarcoat the truth?”

Her dark brown eyes were penetrating, piercing. Her voice was soft. “And do you think 

her life would be any better if I’d told her to not bother getting out of bed because it was a 

matter of days, anyway?”

Richard stammered, “Well . . . at least she’d be prepared.”

“We talked about being prepared, didn’t we?”

Richard didn’t answer.

The doctor’s voice was calm. “Richard, if what bothers you is to think that I lied to her, I

didn’t. I truly believe that the patients have much more control than we think about when 

they’re ready to go. I could write a book with stories about patients who decided to postpone 

death until a milestone was achieved.”

Shaking his head, Richard asked, “How can you do this for a living? Isn’t it depressing 



to work with people in agony all the time?”

She hesitated. “This is not all I do. I spend more than half of my time in other work 

activities. But honestly, I feel privileged to do this job. It puts me in touch with the best side of 

the human being and the wonders love can do.”

Richard stared at her as if she’d spoken in a different language. “In my career as a law 

enforcer, I’ve always seen the death of the innocent as the worst possible mistake—the 

definition of failure at my job. I can’t understand how you can make a job out of that.”

“It makes sense to me that you feel that way. In my case, I don’t see death as a failure.

I see it as a natural process none of us will be able to evade for long.”

“But premature death is unfair. Why would something as horrible as this happen to 

wonderful people like Nana?”

Sighing, she replied, “That’s the first question I plan to ask God when I die. In the 

meantime, I’ll take it one day at a time.” She smiled. “Any other questions?”

He had many, but he feared he’d abused her time already. “No.”     

She extended her hand as if she were planning to shake his but then changed her 

mind and surprised him with a hug.

At first, his body tensed up, but then he relaxed under her soothing touch and hugged 

her back. Her body was soft and warm, and there was something exquisitely familiar about it, 

and about her smell. The sensation of her arms around him felt incredibly right.

 Sooner than he wanted, she let him go, said goodbye, and walked into the next room. 

It took him a moment to recover. He saw her close the door behind her, already talking to the 

next patient, and he experienced a déjà vu.

Remembering he hadn’t come alone, he rushed to catch up with Nana and Kate on 

their tour.

As Sue guided them around the place, he hardly paid attention. He felt a peace he 



hadn’t felt in a long time; he couldn’t remember how long. Somehow, Dr. Clayton’s smell had 

clung to his shirt. It was a soft, sweet smell.

He stopped walking, feeling the sensation that he’d forgotten something, that he’d left 

something behind. Then he realized what was different.

His headache and his heartburn were gone.


