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On Sunday, May 8, 2005, my reality changed. That was the day I discovered a large handprint on the mirror of a bathroom in my home in Sacramento, California. It was not an ordinary handprint. Seemingly made of a soft, white, powdery substance, it showed all the facets of the bone structure, as if it were an X-ray. Looking closer, I could see it was the hand of a man because of the masculine shape of the fingers and the wide base of the palm. The handprint stood alone, the image affixed to the mirror and perfectly formed. It had appeared out of nowhere. Literally, nowhere.

The day the hand appeared was the first anniversary of the death of my husband, Max Besler. Max had died in the living room of our home surrounded by family and friends. We had been married for four years when he was diagnosed at the age of fifty-six with esophageal cancer. Six months later, he was gone, devastating my fourteen-year-old son, Tanner, and me. We both loved Max very much, and the three of us had blossomed as a family. On this Mother’s Day Sunday a year later, I was still working through my grief and was concerned about how Tanner was coping with his own sorrow. He was so young and impressionable, and like most young men at that age, he wasn’t a big talker. I felt pensive and alert on this one-year anniversary, vigilant in my role as mother and protector.

Tanner and I were sitting together at a small table in our backyard in the early afternoon sun. Tanner split his time between our home in Sacramento and his dad’s home in El Dorado Hills, about thirty minutes away. Divorce is never easy, but his dad, Bob Heaphy, and I were committed to keeping Tanner’s interests first and foremost in our lives. We had worked hard to provide a steady, dependable schedule for him and assurance in deeds and words that even though he lived in two homes, he was loved and supported fully in both. Max had added to that love. On this significant day, I was comforted to have Tanner, with his short-cropped blond hair and athletic physique, next to me. I loved watching him concentrate on his homework, and I smiled a mother’s smile as I noticed his habit of moving his lips while he silently read. I was catching up on my own self-imposed homework—the backlog of reading I faced each weekend in my job. After a while, we decided we were hungry, and I got up from the table to go inside and bring us a snack. Tanner was eating like any healthy teenage boy, meaning nonstop. Besides, the food offered a distraction from the sadness in our hearts on this anniversary.

Our home was designed in a U shape, with the master bedroom suite, Tanner’s bedroom, and a den on the left side of the U, and the living room, dining room, and library at the center. On the right side of the U were our kitchen, a guest bedroom suite, a laundry room, and the exit to the garage. Max had spent the last month of his life in the guest bedroom instead of our master bedroom because he was more comfortable in a bed by himself, as he was in grave pain. And he insisted I get my sleep since I was working.

Before entering the kitchen to make our snack, I stopped in the bathroom in the guest bedroom suite. That was when I saw the handprint. I knew it was fresh because it hadn’t been there when I had combed my hair in front of that mirror an hour earlier. Stunned by the sight, I stood frozen for at least a full minute. I could make no sense of what I saw. At fifty-three years old, I had never experienced anything so completely out of the human realm as this handprint. My eyes were fixed on something unexplainable. My brain was working to catch up with my eyes. Was I losing my mind? Maybe. Had someone snuck into the house to play a trick? Doubtful.

Tanner and I would have seen or heard anyone through the open patio doors. How could a human hand show the transparency of an X-ray? Slowly, my voice started to function, and I managed to shout out the words, “Tanner, come here. Quickly! Hurry!”

“Mom, what’s wrong? Are you okay?” he asked.

“Look,” I cried out. “You didn’t do this, did you?” I was sounding somewhat hysterical to myself at this point.

I knew as soon as the words left my lips that he hadn’t made the handprint because he’d been sitting next to me throughout the time we worked together and during the hour since I’d visited the bathroom. Just to double-check, I asked Tanner to hold his right hand up next to the powdery right hand print to see how it compared. I realized how ludicrous it was to think he had made the print. The image was much larger than his hand and shaped differently.

We both stared at the handprint, speechless and awestruck. Slowly we turned from the image to face each other. Our eyes locked. We knew we were witnessing something astounding, and we were a bit frightened. It was just so strange; we had no idea what it was. Our minds could not comprehend what our eyes were telling us.

“Mom, I don’t get it. What is that?” Tanner asked, turning his eyes back to the mirror.

I thought as carefully as I could before answering him. Reacting dramatically wouldn’t serve either one of us. My maternal instincts kicked in, and I resolved to calm down. I wanted to sound stable and set a good example for him. Children read us more clearly than we often realize, I had learned, and overreacting wasn’t helpful to him—or me, for that matter. But I also knew I had to be honest, and pretending it wasn’t extraordinary was disingenuous.

“I’m not sure what it is, Tanner.”

Then I ventured a question of my own: “Do you think there’s any relationship to Max since it’s the first anniversary of his death?” I knew he loved Max, so he wouldn’t be frightened by the question. I also knew it wasn’t the first time we had witnessed something strange after Max died, but nothing had been remotely close to the shocking nature of this handprint.

“Maybe, but how weird is that? And how could he make it happen if he’s gone, Mom?” Tanner asked.

Of course, I had no answer, only a sense that I needed to remain calm and inquisitive but not emotional. “I guess for now we don’t know, Tanner. Why don’t you take a break and go out to the driveway and shoot some baskets?”

“Okay, Mom, but call me if you need me,” he said, sounding very grown-up.

I gave him a hug and told him I’d join him outside in a few minutes. I grabbed my camera and took several photographs. I didn’t know what this image was, but I did know I had to document it. I should have done more, like get a sample of the powdery substance for analysis or have a forensic examination conducted of the fingerprints. But I was so stunned, it just didn’t occur to me.

What did occur to me was the implication of the timing of the handprint. It showed up on the exact date of Max’s death, immediately raising the question of whether Max was reaching out to me. Like most wives, I could recall precisely what my husband’s hands looked like. The wide palm print on the mirror, juxtaposed with the long, narrow fingers, was reminiscent of the shape of Max’s hands.

I didn’t have an explanation for the phenomenon, but it certainly didn’t fit neatly with the traditions I had been schooled in growing up. As a child, I had been heavily influenced by my father, a Presbyterian minister deeply devoted to God and his faith. But like many people, I had evolved in my thinking as I grew older. Now my faith was not as central to my daily life, so I didn’t have a tidy solution for thinking how this handprint might relate to heaven or an afterlife. What I did know was that I was experiencing an entirely foreign dimension. I was baffled by the mystery.

I had to ask myself, could this be a paranormal event? Was this a ghost? Because Max had died in our home, had a part of him remained? Was he visiting me to let me know there was more? Had he figured out a method for contacting me that was nothing short of miraculous? I’ve always been open in life, and I wanted to be open now. But I was scared, too. Entering the unknown was intimidating.

From a practical standpoint, I didn’t have time to be distracted and frightened. Instead, I compartmentalized the remarkable event, setting it aside for further thought when I could attend to it. After all, I had a son to raise and a job to do. I was overwhelmed with surviving my grief. My life had been ripped apart by Max’s death, and it was all I could do to function in my roles as mother and newspaper executive. I cherished those roles. They were what fulfilled me. Succeeding at them was imperative. I could not fail.

My upbringing influenced me, as well, in setting the event aside. My father’s role as a minister meant he was a prominent figure in our community. We were taught as children that our personal behavior represented not just ourselves but our family and, by extension, Dad’s public position. We were expected to behave accordingly and not draw outside the lines of convention. That example stuck with me as an adult.

Now as publisher and president of The Sacramento Bee, in the state capital of California, I was a public figure myself. Our publication was influential not only locally but also statewide and nationally as the flagship of the McClatchy Company newspaper chain. When I was being recruited, I remember a McClatchy executive asking me, “Are you comfortable with lots of public attention?” It wasn’t until I was further along in the job that I came to understand the wisdom of that question. My life was naturally under the microscope, and I wasn’t about to foster any criticism that could emanate from disclosing such a strange event. So I kept it private.

Not knowing what to do with the handprint after discovering it, I just left it on the mirror until Wednesday, when my housekeeper, Helen Dennis, came to clean on her regular day. Helen had been close to Max and was an enormous help when Max was going through his cancer treatments. He and I trusted her and viewed her as family. She was discreet with the details of Max’s illness and protected both his privacy and his dignity when he was ill. I walked her into the bathroom before I left for work to show the image to her. I was curious how she’d respond. She was astounded but calm as we stared at the mirror together. We both wondered if this was a sign from Max since it was tied to the anniversary of his death. After a few minutes, I knew I had to get on with my day, so I told her it was okay to go ahead and clean the mirror. I saw no reason to keep it longer than the three days it had been there. Helen later told me that Windex removed the image, but she had to scrub.

So I marched forward in my life. But in my determination to carry on, I could not escape the thought of the curious mystery I had discovered on the bathroom mirror. It was a powerful image that left an indelible imprint on my mind.
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My father had an immense impact on me as I was growing up. He was the primary influence in my life. An extraordinary man, he was self-made in every respect.

His mother was Agnes Olson, born Agnes Anderson on April 16, 1884, in Skåne, Sweden. On the day before her twelfth birthday, she sailed alone to America from Göteborg, Sweden, on a ticket purchased by her mother. Though our family history doesn’t give us the specifics of why Agnes came to America, we believe she left Sweden for improved economic opportunity, as was the case for many young Swedes immigrating to the United States during the nineteenth century. But Agnes was exceptionally young to travel so far alone under the terrible conditions in steerage aboard a ship. When Agnes arrived, she lived with a distant aunt in Brooklyn, New York, where she cleaned houses to support herself and sent money back home to her family.

At sixteen she returned to Sweden. Then she sailed back to America a second time by herself when she was eighteen. Ten years later she returned to Sweden and shortly thereafter married Axel Wilhelm Olson in January 1912.

A soldier with the Swedish cavalry, Axel received a land homestead in America as payment for his service. Agnes and Axel decided to begin their new life together in Ong, Nebraska, where other Swedes were living. Having little money or resources, they booked their tickets in third class on a ship leaving from England. But travel from Sweden to the port in Southampton, England, was tenuous, much of it on horseback. They arrived late and missed the ship they had booked. The ship was the Titanic.

When Grandpa Axel and Grandma Agnes finally arrived in Clay County, Nebraska, the prairies still had bison, wolf, antelope, and buffalo. John Frémont, known as “the Pathfinder,” had explored the area as he searched for a shorter route to the West, and the first homesteaders arrived in 1857. Now, Grandpa and Grandma were raising their family in this rugged terrain. It was a hard life. By the mid-1930s, between the Great Depression and the Dust Bowl drought, only the hardiest remained. But Grandpa scratched out a living as a carpenter, and Grandma raised six children.

They placed a strong emphasis on faith in God and insisted that education was the key to their new life in America, where anything was possible. All of the children graduated from college. The family focus on faith and learning undoubtedly influenced my father to believe, as he put it, that he had a calling to be a minister. After marrying my mother and graduating from college, he went on to earn a master’s degree from Union Theological Seminary in New York in 1946.

He often spoke of those days at Union, where he felt privileged to study under some of the great theologians of the 1950s. Reinhold Niebuhr and Paul Tillich were his professors, and Henry Sloane Coffin was president emeritus. Dad was proud of his education, and he never lost his love of theology and his deep devotion to God.

What I learned about heaven I learned from my dad and our church. The Presbyterian faith I inherited is that when you die, your soul goes to be with God. Beyond Sunday school, the sermons, and the reading, many talks with my father helped form my early conception of heaven, or an afterlife.

One conversation in particular sticks out in my memory. It must have been around 1960, when I was nine or ten years old. Dad and I were walking downtown in Hamilton, Ohio, where we lived. It was a community of seventy-five thousand near Cincinnati in southern Ohio. We were on a narrow side street next to the Front Street Presbyterian Church, where he served as the minister. We were probably headed to a church class or choir practice. I vividly remember touching his hand and asking him to stop and lean down to talk to me. I had a question. It was not whether there was a heaven, but where was heaven? He recited John 14:1–2: “Let not your heart be troubled: ye believe in God, believe also in me. In my Father’s house are many mansions: if it were not so, I would have told you. I go to prepare a place for you.”

Then he stood still and talked to me eye to eye. He gave me the example of our family and the love we have in our own home here on earth. He said it was like that in heaven. And he told me that just as he and my mother would never desert me or stop loving me, so God in heaven is the same. God, too, has a home and a safe place for all of us to be one day. And he ended our little talk by telling me that God is infinite, living with us and within us, not only here but in heaven when we die.

As I reflect on it now I am struck by how hard my dad worked when he was in his prime. He was tireless and committed, his days filled with hospital visits, sermons, weddings, and funerals. But more important was his all-encompassing faith in and devotion to God. I would often hear him praying quietly alone late at night, and I listened closely to hear the soothing whisper of his words, not really understanding everything but feeling a sense of reverence that resonates with me to this day.

My father taught me something else that has remained with me for a lifetime—that there is no compromising on truth. In my eyes, he was the living definition of strong character, and he often said, “Character is destiny.” Clearly possessed of his Swedish mother’s independence, he encouraged me to question and examine so I could form my own opinions. “You have to do the right thing, no matter how difficult,” he told me.

Looking back on it, I have come to believe that my childhood and adolescence was a period where I put authority first. And I, like a lot of us in the Midwest in the 1950s, did it willingly. In my case, my dad was a dual authority figure—my father and my minister.

In the ensuing years I gradually learned that faith is far more complicated than just “believing.” I owe that to my dad, as well. Like many people, I wanted to dig beneath the surface to ask more questions. By the second phase of my life, say, ages twenty-one to fifty, I was in pursuit of a more meaningful spiritual life just as I was pursuing a meaningful life in every respect. While I was grateful for the religious values I’d received at home and in church, I still found myself searching. I was inquisitive and curious, looking for an intellectual and philosophical framework as much as religious stimulation.

Dad again was a great resource. When I was forty-four, he recommended a list of books. While many were abstract, they launched my spiritual expedition into other realms. These books went beyond my classic Christian upbringing and challenged me to think more broadly:

Man’s Search for Meaning by Viktor E. Frankl

Escape from Freedom and The Sane Society by Erich Fromm

Man Against Himself by Karl A. Menninger

Man, the Unknown by Alexis Carrel

Man’s Search for Himself and Love and Will by Rollo May

On Being a Real Person by Harry Emerson Fosdick

Reverence for Life by Albert Schweitzer

Spirit and Reality by Nicolas Berdyaev

The Higher Happiness by Ralph W. Sockman

The Courage to Be by Paul Tillich

The Nature and Destiny of Man by Reinhold Niebuhr

I dove in and read and read. Some of the reading was beyond me. But the more I read, the more I began opening up to the idea that there was—yes, more. The exposure didn’t reduce my faith in God. It enhanced it. I was lucky because I wasn’t afraid to wander off the path and satisfy my curiosity. It was Dad who had said, “I’d rather have you search and challenge your faith than blindly follow.”

While my dad played such an influential role in my religious and spiritual development and evolution, my mother was a different story. We never really got along, and our relationship was often upsetting. It was a classic personality clash. Perhaps it’s not that unusual for mothers and daughters to have difficult relationships. I know many women who have told me about similar conflicts with their mothers. And interestingly, I often end up in close friendships with these women.

It started when I was young. My mother irritated me, and I imagine I irritated her. I don’t know why. I often thought maybe she didn’t like me because I was a girl instead of a boy. She practically worshipped my brothers. Or maybe it was competition or jealousy surrounding Dad. Whatever the reason, in my view, she was just an unpleasant person when it came to me. I’m not saying I didn’t deserve some of this treatment. I could have been more mature in our exchanges, but for some reason I often resorted to immature behavior. Over time it became a pattern that persisted throughout our lives. This wasn’t about love. I loved her, and I know she loved me. Maybe it was a power struggle.

I could write an entire book of stories involving my mother and me. One Thanksgiving when I was in my thirties, my parents came to visit. I had been working for The Los Angeles Times on the business side in advertising for at least a decade. After dinner, Mom and I were doing dishes and she said, “You know, your brothers have become far more politically conservative than your dad and I raised them to be. We’re disappointed they haven’t retained our liberal perspective. I think it’s because they’re in the business world.”

I responded, “Well, I’m in the business world, Mom, and that hasn’t happened to me.”

To which she said, “No, you’re not in the business world. You’re in advertising.”

I was speechless.

Years later when I left The Los Angeles Times to join The Sacramento Bee, I was telling Mom and Dad about my new job over dinner one night. Running a newspaper was not an insignificant responsibility.

Mom’s response: “Don’t you think you’ll need some training?”

Training? I think maybe twenty-three years constitutes a bit, don’t you? I thought.

Instead I just smiled and said, “Pass the peas, please.”

Mom was a master of guilt. One of the most hurtful incidents involved Grandpa Thorndike, her father. Harry Thorndike was a quintessential grandfather, and we all loved him. He was funny, smart, and industrious, and he worshipped and loved Ada, our grandmother, as much as I’ve ever seen anyone love another. He owned a general store in Cambridge, Nebraska, where my mother was raised. Grandpa Thorndike died when I was around thirty years old. Not long after, Mom and Dad came to visit me. We had just seated ourselves for dinner when Mom turned to me and said, “Do you know what I found in Grandpa’s desk drawer at their house?”

I said, “No, I don’t.”

“Well, I found a letter from you where you had said you’d be sending him something by a certain date. He had marked the note ‘to come from Janis soon,’ and guess what? You didn’t send it in time before he died.”

I was crushed. Like a helium balloon losing air swiftly, I felt myself falling. Why did she choose to say this to me when she knew how much I loved him and how much this would hurt? And worst of all, I had no ability to change it now. Or so I thought at the moment.

“Pass the potatoes, please,” I said.

That night, I dreamed of a long, narrow staircase leading to the third floor of a home. I looked up and saw a brilliant light at the top of the staircase. I followed the light, and holding the railing, I slowly walked up each step until I reached the third floor. I turned left and saw a short hall with several white doors. I walked down the hall and stopped at the first door.

Thumbtacked to the door was a simple index card. On it was a note. It said, “Dear Janis, you don’t have to worry about the letter. I know you love me and I love you. Grandpa.”
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I was born in Kalamazoo, Michigan, in 1951, the third of four children. My brothers, Kurt and Brian, were older, and my sister, Signe, was the youngest. We had a typical upbringing except that in the 1950s we lived in a manse, which is a minister’s home next door to the church. Routines ruled, and we were taught the value of hard work and productivity. Dad was busy with his ministry, and Mom presided over our daily lives. Each Sunday began at nine a.m. in Sunday school, and then I sang in the church choir at the eleven a.m. service. (Luckily, no one asks me to sing anymore. That is definitely not one of my strengths.) After our early Sunday dinner at home, we returned to church around six thirty p.m. for youth fellowship classes.

During the week we enjoyed spaghetti dinners in our church hall. In the summer we joined other students for Bible study and summer camp. Attendance at these events was mandatory in our home, and I was quite proud of my “Sunday School Perfect Attendance” pin. I liked the structure, the stability these activities gave me, and, perhaps even more, the opportunity to socialize. I was fortunate to have had this great experience growing up. I learned the value of community and of routine in establishing a religious foundation.

On weekday evenings our family would engage in lively dinner conversations in which all the children were expected to participate. Those meals were noisy, as all of us fought to be heard. We subscribed to both morning and evening newspapers (ah, for the good old days), and Mom and Dad would often quiz us to see if we understood what we had read.

After dinner there was no TV. Ever. Seriously. We were supposed to study, and I did—sort of. But whenever possible I would sneak phone calls to my girlfriends on my beige princess phone with the long cord, whispering in hushed tones about goofy girl stuff. This seemed far more important than studying. I did enough studying to please my parents, but no one would ever label me “top of the class.”

The Presbyterian Church placed my father in a number of communities over the course of his career. We moved from Kalamazoo to Maumee, Ohio, near Toledo, and then to Hamilton. Time was marked by the seasons, and I still marvel at the changes each season brings. My favorite was the fall, when we raked leaves and built bonfires at football games. There wasn’t a lot of organized entertainment or shopping when I was growing up. We invented our own entertainment. In the winter, we would ice-skate on the creek behind our home.

Each summer our family rented a U-Haul trailer, jammed every conceivable piece of camping equipment into it, and took off for a month, traveling throughout the states in an old Ford station wagon with wood siding. I remember the four of us kids wedged together in the backseat, with the dog behind us, barely able to breathe because it was so hot (air-conditioning in cars was still rare then). We stayed at state parks, and I loved the smell of the campfire as we gathered around it on canvas chairs and told stories. Then we crawled into the tent, which took way too long to put up, sleeping like sardines on air mattresses. In the morning we spent three painful hours breaking the camp down and stuffing the equipment back in the tiny U-Haul.

During my years in junior and senior high school, I continued my bad study habits and became quite proficient at appearing to study while primarily focusing on hanging out with my girlfriends. Piled together in the front and back seats (no worry about seat belts in those days) and with the radio blasting something like “Respect” by Aretha Franklin or “Windy” by The Association, we would cruise through the Big Boy and A&W Root Beer drive-ins after the games. I tried out for cheerleading for six years in a row and miraculously made the squad each time. It wasn’t due to any talent. Rather it was an ability to yell loudly and jump around a lot. This was not necessarily an easy thing to pull off because it involved messing up my teased and heavily sprayed beehive hairdo that I took pains to protect. In my sophomore year, the tryouts consisted of doing cheers on the basketball court in front of whoever showed up to fill the bleachers. The “audience” clapped for each cheerleader, and the one who received the loudest, longest claps won the contest. Fortunately, my brother Brian, who closely resembled the Fonz in every respect, brought all his motorcycle buddies to the event. Guess who won?

In my senior year, I was voted onto the homecoming court, which thrilled me to no end. I had literally propelled myself there by relentlessly campaigning for it. And upon graduation, I was awarded not with the title “smartest student” or “most likely to succeed” but with “most naïve.” In short, I was consumed by the superficial and hadn’t awakened to the real world. Anything with deep consequence was beyond my comprehension.

My perfunctory life changed when I left for Ohio State University in Columbus, Ohio. It was 1969. My parents could not afford to pay my full tuition and room and board. So to help foot the bill, I worked when I wasn’t in class. I waited on tables, taught swimming, and sold women’s clothing in a boutique. Fortunately, the Nixon administration offered a special loan program for students entering the teaching field, which was my saving grace. I enrolled in the College of Education and determined that one day I would teach in the secondary school system. I made my college payments with borrowed funds. It took me ten years to pay off that loan at $77.50 a month. I had a little payment book, and I can still remember the sound each perforated stub would make as I tore it off and mailed it away with my check.

College transformed me in ways I didn’t fully recognize until much later in life. Ohio State University was home to Woody Hayes, the famous football coach. But happy days of football games and cheering against rival Michigan faded by the end of my freshman year with the tragedy that took place just two and a half hours away at Kent State University. On May 4, 1970, Ohio National Guard troops shot and killed four students and wounded nine others during a student rally protesting the Vietnam War and the U.S. bombing campaign in Cambodia.

The protests were not just at Kent State during this tumultuous time. Ohio State University students joined other students at Harvard, Columbia, and Berkeley and across the entire country in demonstrating against the U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War. Governor James A. Rhodes ordered Ohio National Guardsmen onto the Ohio State University campus in an attempt to control student riots. There was chaos, confusion, and tear gas as helicopters flew overhead. Seeing troops on our campus was chilling. Terribly frightened, my roommates and I ran for shelter in our dorm and ended up stuffing big white towels under the door to our room because the tear gas was burning our eyes.

I would never again be the same naïve person who had walked onto that campus eight months before. My simplistic view of life had been shattered. Ohio State University canceled classes shortly after the Kent State students were killed, and I drove home to Hamilton with friends, confounded and confused. Like many other students during the Vietnam War era, I was grieving not only for the loss of lives in the war but also for the loss of lives on the Kent State campus.

I spent the summer before my sophomore year feeling true anxiety for the first time. Watching tensions on our campus erupt into violence forced me to confront my position on the war, on authority in general, and on what mattered in life. I could feel a shift as I was evolving and maturing. While I had a solid foundation from my upbringing, I wasn’t sure I was equipped for the broader world I was experiencing. I felt I was in a transitional space and not certain which direction to go. In the fall, instead of sticking it out at Ohio State University, I chose a safer route and transferred to Miami University in Oxford, Ohio, a smaller, far more conservative environment. Like many college students then and now, I was doing battle with myself over who I was and who I wanted to be.

After graduating from Miami University in 1973, I began teaching junior high English in Seven Mile, Ohio, a small village with a population of 751 people, just seven miles from my hometown of Hamilton (hence the name Seven Mile). I was clinging to the safety net. But I realized that if I wanted to make something of myself, I was going to have to get serious about studying. I completed my master’s degree in education from Miami in 1976. I had finally learned that studying pays off.

I had been putting off dealing with a creeping sense of confinement and restraint in my life. Something that was born in me in my college years was growing, and I could no longer ignore it. Eventually I told myself, Enough of this small-town life. Enough of ordinary and predictable. It’s time to move on. As much as I loved my teaching job and my friends, I wanted exposure to a wider worldview than a tiny town in Ohio could offer. Maybe my grandmother’s DNA was stronger than I realized.

One day in the late afternoon I was standing in the Edgewood Junior High School parking lot next to my nifty Mustang, ready to leave for the day, when a fellow faculty member approached me. She had lived in the village her entire life and had returned after college to teach. She told me she had just bought a home of her own in Seven Mile and managed to get a thirty-year loan. She said she was looking forward to spending the rest of her life right there in rural southern Ohio. Then she got in her Volkswagen bug and slowly drove away. Oh no, that could be me, I thought as I watched her taillights disappear down the country road. I knew it was time to leave.

Robin Gaylord was my best friend. We’d known each other since we were about seven years old. Our parents were good friends, and her father, Dr. Paul Gaylord, had been our family dentist. Robin and I decided to hit the road together. We picked California as our destination and said good-bye to our families and friends. We figured California was as far as we could go, and we could always come back. We bought army-green pup tents and walkie-talkies that looked like bricks (no cell phones in those days) and followed our KOA (Kampgrounds of America) map from state to state, with Robin driving her yellow Camaro and me following in my blue Mustang, my bicycle strapped to the back. Other than my clothes, books, and bike, I had sold everything, not that I had a lot to sell.

After arriving in Los Angeles in 1976, I quickly focused on finding a job. I loved newspapers, so I decided to apply at The Los Angeles Times in downtown L.A. Since I was an English major, I thought I’d start with the news department. That was naïve and didn’t work, so I made my way to the business side. I applied multiple times in advertising, but they kept asking if I had any experience other than teaching, which of course I didn’t. Then I would reply that if they’d only hire me, I could get some. Despite my failing strategy, I persisted out of stubbornness, if nothing else.

Finally, in what turned out to be my last interview, I decided to pull out the best quarter of my graduate school transcript, which I’d neatly tucked into my purse. I placed it before the interviewer on his massive walnut desk so he could clearly see my straight-A performance, something even I was surprised I had accomplished.

“I was just wondering, does this count for anything?” I asked.

Something about that impetuous act caught his attention, and he rotated his large frame in his comfortable leather chair to affix his eyes dead center on mine. I thought that I’d really blown it. But I was wrong.

He leaned forward and asked, “Where did you grow up? Tell me about your parents.”

I couldn’t believe it. The tone of the interview had shifted. I saw he genuinely cared. His name was Don Maldonado. A gregarious man who was most definitely in charge, he wielded real power as the director of advertising for The Los Angeles Times.

I told him my story. When I mentioned that my father had grown up in Ong, Nebraska, he suddenly interrupted. “You can’t be serious. I know that town. Who was your dad?”

I told him my dad was Elvin Olson.

He said, “Don’t move. I need to make a quick call.”

He picked up the receiver of his black push-button desk phone (this was 1976) and made the call. What I heard Don say was, “You have to come down here right now. Trust me.” Then he hung up. In about five minutes, in walked a handsome, glamorous, and elegantly dressed man with a deep tan. He carried himself with aplomb.

“Janis, meet Vance Stickell,” said Don.

Vance was the executive vice president of marketing, the most senior position reporting to the publisher, Otis Chandler. Vance extended a warm handshake and sat down with us.

“Janis is interviewing for an entry-level job here in advertising. Guess who her dad is and where he’s from, Vance?” asked Don.

“I have no idea,” Vance responded politely.

“Tell him, Janis,” Don instructed.

“My father is Elvin Olson. He’s from Ong, Nebraska.”

“Your father is Elvin?” Vance asked with a stunned expression. “That means your grandmother is Agnes Olson. My mother and your grandmother were friends in Ong. I know the entire Olson clan.”

He turned to me and asked about my family and how I had arrived at The Los Angeles Times. We chatted for a while as Don sat back and observed. Vance was very gracious. Finally, he slowly shifted back in his seat to speak to Don. “Let’s hire her,” he said. He then stood up, gave me a warm hug, and left the room, having altered my life forever.

What are the chances that two people sitting in an office in Los Angeles County, home to more than 7 million people at the time, would share their ancestry from a farm town of roughly 150 people? (As of the 2010 census, there were 63.)

And yet it happened. This uncanny encounter launched my newspaper career. Had he not been there, I seriously doubt I would have been offered the job. And then what? Where would I have ended up? How would my entire life have unfolded? I don’t know, but I believe it was not just fortuitous. Rather, I think it was my first experience with synchronicity. Only I wasn’t paying attention because I had no clue what synchronicity was. It would be three decades before I understood.

I stayed for three years, winning “salesman” of the year my third year. (I don’t think they had ever made a plaque
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That’s my story. My dream that I could share it openly, formulated on the beach in Bodega Bay, California, has been realized. Now I am hoping you will share your stories. My website, http://thehandonthemirror.org, has been designed to provide a framework for you to do just that. Please log on and join the conversation. Help us build the public sentiment that Abraham Lincoln reminded us that we need in order to succeed.
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The Hand on the Mirror would not exist without the helping hands of others.

First and foremost I want to thank Mary Evans, my literary agent. Mary believed in me and was able to quickly find others who shared in that belief.

I’d like to thank the exceptional people at Grand Central Publishing, especially my editor, Deb Futter. Deb’s support and passion for this book made it a reality. I also want to thank Jamie Raab, Brian McLendon, Matthew Ballast, Jimmy Franco, Oscar Stern, Dianne Choie, and Elizabeth Kulhanek.

In addition, I want to thank the researchers, scientists, academics, and spiritual practitioners I interviewed. Without them, this book would not have been possible. Thanks go to Dr. Paul Wendland, Dr. Dean Radin, Dr. Bruce Greyson, Dr. Gary Schwartz, Dr. Carol de la Herran, Dr. Charles Tart, Dr. Robin Van Doren, Loyd Auerbach, Stephen Barr, Traci Ireland, Dave Campbell, and Suzanne Giesemann. I would also like to thank Bob and Phran Ginsberg, Lynn Dickerson, and Shelby Coffey for their contributions.

I want to express my deep gratitude to my friend Carol Hanner. As a former newspaper editor, Carol’s skill in editing my manuscript and helping me prepare it for submission to Grand Central Publishing was invaluable.

I am forever grateful to the two men I love most in life, Jim and Tanner. Jim not only supported me, he joined me on my journey. Tanner never doubted me and kept me rooted during the hardest days of my life. The two of them were like the warm golden glow of a lantern lighting the path along the way. Without the light, there would have been no path, and without the path, no journey. I owe them everything.

Finally, I want to thank Max, who initially inspired this journey and taught me, before and after his passing, about the limitless nature of love.
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