
Chapter 1 

 

Cy Reed heard the doctor speaking, as if underwater, to someone else. Someone who 

looked like him. Sounded like him. Sat pale-faced in the chair Cy occupied only moments 

before. 

“How long, doctor?” the victim murmured. 

“Six months, maybe—” 

No, no, no. A primal scream drowned out the doctor’s voice. It came not from Cy’s 

motionless body, but from a stricken soul distancing itself in pain. I can’t die, not now, not 

before I’ve lived. 

Cy stumbled out of the doctor’s office, dodged nurses and patients, and ran to get 

anywhere alone—of the sound of bad news. 

Where am I? 

Gulping lungfuls of air, he looked around to catch his bearings. Flowering trees, mown 

lawn, bicycle path, wooden benches—all wrong for where he’d parked his car, but vaguely 

familiar. Oh, yes, Ayers Park. Cy slumped down on shiny green slats of the nearest bench and 

allowed his labored breathing to subside. 

The chime of his cell phone intruded. Probably the doctor or nurse begging him to come 

back, but what could they do? Prescribe pain pills? Refer him to a support group? He switched it 

off and looked toward Gooseberry Creek in search of some small measure of solace, the kind 

he’d found in this park in less demanding circumstances. 

The creek gurgled contentedly as if nothing had changed.  

For you, nothing has, Cy thought bitterly. When I’m long gone, you’ll flow merrily on. 



Minnows will laze in your depths. Birds will wet their feathers. Lovers will gaze upon their 

reflections and dream, like I once did. In vain. 

He clenched his fists in mute helplessness, the weight of his existence heavier than he’d 

ever known it. 

If his life were a stock on the big board, he’d sell and buy one with a future. Reinvest the 

vanishing value before it was too late. But his hopes and dreams were non-transferrable, trapped 

inside a doomed body, a self-destructing brain. One tiny aneurysm, inoperable, ready to explode 

any day. 

Why me? 

A female jogger ran by, trim body, muscled calves, chic sport shoes—a vision of health 

and loveliness. She stopped and turned, perspiration beading prettily on her forehead. “Cyrus? 

Wow, it is you. What luck I chose this path.” 

Cy blinked: Anne Vermillion, his former boss’ administrative assistant. Back in the days 

he worked for Franck Investments. 

She swept a tendril from her eyes and drew closer. “How are you making out at Harper 

and Sterns?” 

“I—I—” He fought back the urge to burst into tears and grab her hand. 

Anne’s voice and features softened. “My goodness, what happened? You look like you 

lost a hundred million.” 

He shook his head. No, only my life. 

“Scoot over.” She sat down beside him, a whiff of spring flowers and sweat comingling, 

and patted his hand. “You can tell me.” 

Cy regarded the jade of her eyes. This is what life will be like. Breaking the news to one 



person after another. Until the whole world pulls away in pity. “I’m dying. In six months. Or 

less.” 

“Dear God, no,” she gasped, pulling her hand away. Her wide eyes scanned him head to 

toe. “You can’t be. You look so fit, better than the last time I saw you.” 

“It’s up here, in my brain, inaccessible.” He tapped his skull. “You remember the awards 

banquet when I excused myself?” 

She nodded. 

“That was the first time. It was more than a migraine—nausea, dizziness, and loss of 

orientation. I dismissed it as an allergic reaction to shellfish. But it recurred, sometimes like a 

bolt of liquid fire, until I knew something was seriously wrong.” 

He recounted the history of exams. Her eyes grew wider with each report, her gasps more 

pronounced, until she was the one clutching him. “Oh, Cyrus, I’m so sorry.” 

Cy allowed her sympathy to wash over him, then pushed himself away, afraid of growing 

needy, dependent. “Don’t.” 

She stared wet eyed, one hand clutching the other. “What are you going to do?” 

He shook his head. “There’s nothing I can do.” 

“No,” Anne moaned. Then sprang from the bench. “No, that’s not the Cyrus I know. 

You’re cool in every crisis, a genius at figuring out plans of action no matter what the odds. 

Where’s your car? We’ll brainstorm—sorry, I mean analyze—over coffee at Roscoe’s. Okay?” 

“Huh? Don’t you get it?” He glowered, despising her optimism. “There’s no solution 

known to medical science. And I’m not a doctor. Neither are you.” 

“I know, but you’ve got what…six times thirty…one hundred and eighty days left. That’s 

more than some get. You’ll make them count, I know you will. Including today. Come on…” 



She tugged on his arm. “Two heads are better than one.” 

“Bucket list, eh?” He accepted her assist up and grinned, in spite of himself. If he was 

playing his last hand, it might as well be with the help of a babe like Anne. But why couldn’t she 

have given him encouragement sooner, back when it counted, back when dreams of love were 

possible? “You’re not due back at work?” 

“Nope. I’m on a month’s—” She winced. 

“Say it. A whole month, one sixth of my allotment, just to fritter away any way you 

choose, with thousands more to come. If we’re going to brain storm, we’ve got to speak frankly 

without fear of offending.” 

Anne did a little skip-like hop with a twinkle in her eye. “Okay.” 

*** 

The caffeine went to Cy’s head and so did Anne’s earnestness in suggesting ways to 

maximize the time remaining. Snorkeling in Hawaii. Wild-boar hunting in Algeria. Hot air 

ballooning over the Himalayas. She almost sounded like she’d share an adventure or two with 

him during the first month. 

But he couldn’t work up the courage to ask. Even when there was nothing to lose. It was 

more pleasurable to fantasize the alluring possibility than be crushed by the disappointing reality. 

How stupid was that? 

After one hundred and one wild ideas, Anne fell silent. Her expressive fingers came to 

rest on the ceramic mug. She regarded him somberly, jade turning to forest green in her eyes. 

Cy returned her gaze. “What?” 

“If it were me, if it was my life…” She flushed. 

“Coming to an end.” He reached out to lift her chin but lost courage. “What would you 



do?” 

She faced him squarely without his help. “I would consider two options besides the 

bucket list.” 

“Name them.” 

“One, explore every possible means of getting healed.” 

“No.” Cy scowled. “There aren’t any. Not a single avenue of treatment. I cross-examined 

the doctor thoroughly. Laser surgeries. Sound waves. Chemicals. Controversial procedures at the 

frontiers of experimentation. Anything that could offer the slimmest hope. But there’s nothing, 

nada, rien de tout.” 

Anne shook her raven locks. “I don’t mean medical science. It can only go so far, to the 

limits of the natural. You could explore beyond—into the supernatural—chants, meditations, 

gurus, shamans, healers.” 

“What?” He drew back, astounded and more than a little disappointed. “I can’t believe 

you’re suggesting such a thing. You’ve always seemed a rational, sensible person.” 

“Are you saying the supernatural doesn’t exist?” 

“Name one thing supernatural you’ve ever experienced.” 

Anne hesitated, glanced left and right, leaned close, and whispered. “A vision of the 

Colorado school bus crash before it happened, the one that killed thirteen students.” 

A chill ran down Cy’s spine. What was she, some kind of witch? Impossible. Powers like 

those didn’t exist. 

“You don’t believe me.” 

“Oh, I believe you. I’m sure you had some kind of experience that was real to you, but I 

hardly know what to make of it.” 



“You think I’m crazy.”  

Great. Now he’d offended her. ““No, please. All I’m saying is…whatever it was…I’m 

not seeking any experience like it. Okay?” 

She still looked hurt. He racked his brain for a peace offering. “You said there was 

another option.” 

Anne frowned. 

“You said if you were me, you would consider two other options. One was this 

supernatural stuff. What’s the other?” 

A rueful smile returned, her eyes dancing. “I would search to know the meaning of life 

before I checked out.” 

He smiled back, more teasing than believing. “How do you know it has any meaning?” 

“Oh, I’m sure it has meaning. It has to. It’s too intense…too awesome, beautiful, terrible, 

tragic…don’t you think…not to have any meaning.” 

 Cy sipped his latte, eyes intent upon this unpredictable creature, and considered the 

awesome, terrible quality of the day’s events—a total experiential overload. What if she were 

right? What if Shakespeare were wrong? What if there was some meaning to all this sound and 

fury about to fall silent forever? 

 


