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“He’s just expired,” said the nurse as I approached Ray’s room in the large
inner-city hospital where I work as a patient advocate. “And his wife has
just arrived. Why don’t you go in?”

I found Natalie bent over Ray’s body. His hollow cheek was drenched with her
tears.

“I’m so sor–“

“I told him yesterday to talk to Jesus,” Natalie interrupted, speaking
quickly. “I told him if the two of them decided it was time for him to go,
then it was okay with me. I guess they had their talk,” she said, glancing at
Ray as though expecting an answer.

“I stayed with him all night,” she went on. “This morning, I went home to
take a shower. When I got back, Ray had just taken his last breath.” She
looked down at him almost accusingly.

Natalie was petite and stylishly dressed. Her black hair fell sleekly to her
shoulders. Around her neck, swinging from a long gold chain, was her
husband’s wedding ring. It looked just like the one I wore all through high
school, signifying that I was going steady.

I thought back to when I’d first seen Ray. A strikingly handsome man in his
mid-fifties, he had only recently been diagnosed with advanced liver cancer,
and his eyes were still bright despite the illness that was stealing his
flesh and stamina. Gripping a walker, he walked slowly alongside a nurse. His
rich purple robe, far too large for him, nearly grazed the floor, giving him
an aura of royalty, or holiness.

As we chatted, he told me about his family–especially his wife, Natalie.
They’d been married for twenty-seven years.

“We walk to work every day,” he said. “I’m a tailor, and she’s a beautician.”
During one walk, he’d suffered severe abdominal pain and had come to the
emergency room, where his cancer was diagnosed. The ensuing chemotherapy had
made him very sick and weak; he’d been admitted for rehydration and blood
transfusions.

“I’d like to meet Natalie,” I said.

“Oh, she’ll be in later,” he said.

I left her a note asking her to contact me, but she never called. I wondered
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if, like many families, she and Ray were dissatisfied with the rehab
facilities covered by their limited insurance and so preferred to have Ray
stay in the hospital. I hated these situations; I sympathized both with the
patients’ desire for a high-quality rehab facility and with the hospital’s
need to discharge patients who no longer qualified for acute care.

Ray finally went to rehab, but a few weeks later he was back in the hospital.
His clinicians asked me to join them for their conversation with the family
about end-of-life decision-making.

I felt a bit hesitant, but as I entered Ray’s room, Natalie approached and
introduced herself.

“It’s so nice to finally meet you,” she said. I hadn’t expected her to be so
warm and charming.

Ray lay in bed, eyes closed. He’d gotten even thinner. An oncologist, a
palliative-care physician, a social worker and several residents and interns
crowded around the bed.

The oncologist spoke quietly and matter-of-factly: “Unfortunately, the
chemotherapy hasn’t stopped the cancer from spreading, and there are no
further treatment options.”

After a silence, the palliative-care physician began, “We have medications
that can be used to keep you comfortable in the time remaining–“

“You didn’t listen to him!” Natalie interrupted sharply, jabbing her index
finger at the oncologist. “You forced him to get more treatment. You took
away the little time we have left together!”

I’d thought Ray was asleep, but he opened his eyes.

“That’s right,” he said. “Everyone was telling me I had to have the
treatments. But they didn’t help; they only made me sick. You didn’t tell me
that was going to happen.” He closed his eyes again.

The oncologist’s face was impassive. I couldn’t tell if he felt disappointed
over the failed treatment, upset at being yelled at, or simply eager to end
the conversation. I could appreciate that he found delivering the news as
hard as Ray and Natalie found hearing it.

I blinked hard to keep the tears from spilling over, remembering my own
devastation when my mother’s doctors had told me that she was dying of lung
cancer. I understood Natalie’s impulse to blame someone, just as I had blamed
my mother’s surgeon. I wished the oncologist would speak; Natalie needed
solace, not silence.

The doctors filed out. I stayed behind, struggling to find something
comforting to say. “I understand how upsetting this must be for you,” I
finally managed.

Now, just days later, Natalie and I stood gazing at Ray’s lifeless body



swathed in the purple robe.

“He kissed me three times last night,” Natalie told me. “That’s how we always
said goodbye. Whether we were happy, sad or angry, it didn’t matter.” She
made the sound with her lips: smack, smack, smack.

Laughing and crying at the same time, she said, “Ray and I first met at a
friend’s barbecue. She never stopped reminding us of that day.”

Feeling her emotions wash over me, I felt an answering surge of feeling.
Almost instinctively, I tried to stifle it. Although I’ve always tried to
hide my responses, Natalie’s uncensored grief touched something inside me.

I want that, I thought suddenly. I want to love and be loved as fiercely and
deeply as she loves him. I want to express my feelings that freely…

I recalled the day my mother died. Like Natalie, I had arrived just moments
too late. I’d felt that raw pain when the nurse told me my mother’s last
words, but I’d just nodded and said “Thank you.”

Now, more than ever, I envied Natalie her unrestrained grief.

“Does the hospital help with funeral arrangements?” Natalie asked. I told her
that I’d have the social worker come talk with her.

Now it was time for me to go.

“Can I give you a hug?” I asked Natalie. Part of me wanted to comfort her;
part of me, in truth, also craved a bit of her emotional power for myself.

When she hugged me, I felt the strength beneath her pain.

“Do you think you could style my hair?” I asked. The words just popped out.

Have I overstepped a professional boundary? I wondered, wishing that I could
take them back. Natalie looked sharply at me, clearly surprised.

There was a long pause.

“Of course,” she said. She stirred the contents of her purse and fished out
her card to give me.

Thanking her, I took the card back to my office and put it in my desk drawer.

Since then I’ve often wondered, Did I cross a line between being
compassionate and being unprofessional? And I’ve reflected on my wish to hold
onto the intense connection I felt with this strong, vibrant woman–perhaps as
a way of healing myself.

I’ve thought how challenging it can be to connect on a human level while
still maintaining a professional distance. In opening my heart to Ray and
Natalie, I also opened it to my own hurts.

Months later, I see her card whenever I open the top drawer. I’m still



embarrassed at having asked for it. And I’m wondering if I will ever call.
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