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A decade ago, Hadley Vlahos was lost. She was a young single mother, searching for meaning 
and struggling to make ends meet while she navigated nursing school. After earning her degree, 
working in immediate care, she made the switch to hospice nursing and changed the path of her 
life. Vlahos, who is 31, found herself drawn to the uncanny, intense and often unexplainable 
emotional, physical and intellectual gray zones that come along with caring for those at the end 



of their lives, areas of uncertainty that she calls “the in-between.” That’s also the title of her first 
book, which was published this summer. “The In-Between: Unforgettable Encounters During 
Life’s Final Moments” is structured around her experiences — tragic, graceful, earthy and, at 
times, apparently supernatural — with 11 of her hospice patients, as well as her mother-in-law, 
who was also dying. The book has so far spent 13 weeks on the New York Times best-seller list. 
“It’s all been very surprising,” says Vlahos, who despite her newfound success as an author and 
her two-million-plus followers on social media, still works as a hospice nurse outside New 
Orleans. “But I think that people are seeing their loved ones in these stories.” 

What should more people know about death? I think they should know what they want. I’ve 
been in more situations than you could imagine where people just don’t know. Do they want to 
be in a nursing home at the end or at home? Organ donation? Do you want to be buried or 
cremated? The issue is a little deeper here: Someone gets diagnosed with a terminal illness, and 
we have a culture where you have to “fight.” That’s the terminology we use: “Fight against it.” 
So the family won’t say, “Do you want to be buried or cremated?” because those are not fighting 
words. I have had situations where someone has had terminal cancer for three years, and they 
die, and I say: “Do they want to be buried or cremated? Because I’ve told the funeral home I’d 
call.” And the family goes, “I don’t know what they wanted.” I’m like, We’ve known about this 
for three years! But no one wants to say: “You are going to die. What do you want us to do?” It’s 
against that culture of “You’re going to beat this.” 

Is it hard to let go of other people’s sadness and grief at the end of a day at work? Yeah. 
There’s this moment, especially when I’ve taken care of someone for a while, where I’ll walk 
outside and I’ll go fill up my gas tank and it’s like: Wow, all these other people have no idea that 
we just lost someone great. The world lost somebody great, and they’re getting a sandwich. It is 
this strange feeling. I take some time, and mentally I say: “Thank you for allowing me to take 
care of you. I really enjoyed taking care of you.” Because I think that they can hear me. 

The idea in your book of “the in-between” is applied so starkly: It’s the time in a person’s 
life when they’re alive, but death is right there. But we’re all living in the in-between every 
single moment of our lives. We are. 

So how might people be able to hold on to appreciation for that reality, even if we’re not 
medically near the end? It’s hard. I think it’s important to remind ourselves of it. It’s like, you 
read a book and you highlight it, but you have to pick it back up. You have to keep reading it. 
You have to. Until it really becomes a habit to think about it and acknowledge it. 

I was reading these articles recently about how scientists are pursuing breakthroughs 
that could extend the human life span to one hundred twenty.1 There’s some part of people 
that thinks they can cheat death — and, of course, you can’t. But what do you think about 
the prospect of extending the human life span? I don’t want to live to be 120. I have spent 
enough time around people who are close to 100, over 100, to know that once you start burying 
your children, you’re ready. Personally, I’ve never met someone 100 or older who still wants to 
be alive. I have this analogy that I did a TikTok2 on. This is from having a conversation with 
someone over 100, and her feeling is that you start with your Earth roomwhen you’re born: You 
have your parents, your grandparents, your siblings. As you get older, your Earth room starts to 
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have more people: You start making friends and college roommates and relationships. Then you 
start having kids. And at some point, people start exiting and going to the next room: the 
afterlife. From what she told me, it’s like you get to a point when you’re older that you start 
looking at what that other room would be, the afterlife room,3 and being like, I miss those people. 
It’s not because you don’t love the people on Earth, but the people you built your life with are no 
longer here. I have been around so many people who are that age, and a majority of them — 
they’re ready to go see those people again. 

“The In-Between” also has to do with the experience of being in between uncertainty and 
knowing. But how much uncertainty is there for you? Because in the book you write about 
things that you can’t explain, like people who are close to death telling you that they’re 
seeing their dead loved ones again. But then you write, “I do believe that our loved 
ones come to get us when we pass.”4 So where is the uncertainty? The uncertainty I have is 
what after this life looks like. People ask me for those answers, and I don’t have them. No one 
does. I feel like there is something beyond, but I don’t know what it is. When people are having 
these in-between experiences of seeing deceased loved ones,sometimes it is OK to ask what 
they’re seeing. I find that they’ll say, “Oh, I’m going on a trip,” or they can’t seem to find the 
words to explain it. So the conclusion I’ve come to is whatever is next cannot be explained with 
the language and the knowledge that we have here on Earth. 
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video tutorials. She has more than two million followers across social media. 
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Do these experiences feel religious to you? No, and that was one of the most convincing things 
for me. It does not matter what their background is — if they believe in nothing, if they are the 
most religious person, if they grew up in a different country, rich or poor. They all tell me the 
same things.And it’s not like a dream, which is what I think a lot of people think it is. Like, Oh, I 
went to sleep, and I had a dream. What it is instead is this overwhelming sense of peace. People 
feel this peace, and they will talk to me, just like you and I are talking, and then they will also 
talk to their deceased loved ones. I see that over and over again: They are not confused; there’s 
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no change in their medications. Other hospice nurses, people who have been doing this longer 
than me, or physicians, we all believe in this. 

Do you have a sense of whether emergency-room nurses5 report similar things? I interned in 
the E.R., and the nurse I was shadowing said that no one who works in the E.R. believes in an 
afterlife. I asked myself: Well, how do I know who’s correct? How am I supposed to know? Are 
the people in the church that I was raised with6 more correct than all these people? How are you 
supposed to know what’s right and what’s not? 

But you’ve made a choice about what you believe. So what makes you believe it? I totally 
get it: People are like, I don’t know what you’re talking about. So, OK, medically someone’s at 
the end of their life. Many times — not all the time — there will be up to a minute between 
breaths. That can go on for hours. A lot of times there will be family there, and you’re pretty 
much just staring at someone being like, When is the last breath going to come? It’s stressful. 
What is so interesting to me is that almost everyone will know exactly when it is someone’s last 
breath. That moment. Not one minute later. We are somehow aware that a certain energy is not 
there. I’ve looked for different explanations, and a lot of the explanations do not match my 
experiences. 

That reminds me of how people say someone just gives off a bad vibe. Oh, I totally believe in 
bad vibes. 

But I think there must be subconscious cues that we’re picking up that we don’t know how 
to measure scientifically. That’s different from saying it’s supernatural. We might not 
know why, but there’s nothing magic going on. You don’t have any kind of doubts? 

None. Really? That’s so interesting. You know, I read your article with the atheist.7 I feel like 
you pushed back on him. 

There are so many things in our lives, both on the small and the big scale, that we don’t 
understand. But I don’t think that means they’re beyond understanding. OK, you know 
what you would like? Because I know that you’re like, “I believe this,” but you seem to me very 
interested; you’re not just set in your ways. Have you ever heard that little story about two twins 
in a womb?8 I’m going to totally butcher it, but essentially it’s two twins who can talk in the 
womb. One twin is like, “I don’t think that there is any life after birth.” And the other is like, “I 
don’t know; I believe that there is something after we’re born.” “Well, no one’s ever come back 
after birth to tell us that there is.” “I think that there’s going to be a world where we can live 
without the umbilical cord and there’s light.” “What are you talking about? You’re crazy.” I 
think about it a lot. Do we just not have enough perspective here to see what could come next? I 
think you’ll like that story. 

For the dying people who don’t experience what you describe — and especially their loved 
ones — is your book maybe setting them up to think, like: Did I do something wrong? Was 
my faith not strong enough? When I’m in the home, I will always prepare people for the worst-
case scenario, which is that sometimes it looks like people might be close to going into a coma, 
and they haven’t seen anyone, and the family is extremely religious. I will talk to them and say, 



“In my own experience, only 30 percent of people can even communicate to us that they are 
seeing people.” So I try to be with my families and really prepare them for the worst-case 
scenario. But that is something I had to learn over time. 

Have you thought about what a good death would be for you? I want to be at home. I want to 
have my immediate family come and go as they want, and I want a living funeral. I don’t want 
people to say, “This is my favorite memory of her,” when I’m gone. Come when I’m dying, and 
let’s talk about those memories together. There have been times when patients have shared with 
me that they just don’t think anyone cares about them. Then I’ll go to their funeral and listen to 
the most beautiful eulogies. I believe they can still hear it and are aware of it, but I’m also like, 
Gosh, I wish that before they died, they heard you say these things. That’s what I want. 

You know, I have a really hard time with the supernatural aspects, but I think the work 
that you do is noble and valuable. There’s so much stuff we spend time thinking about and 
talking about that is less meaningful than what it means for those close to us to die. I have 
had so many people reach out to me who are just like you: “I don’t believe in the supernatural, 
but my grandfather went through this, and I appreciate getting more of an understanding. I feel 
like I’m not alone.” Even if they’re also like, “This is crazy,” people being able to feel not alone 
is valuable. 

This interview has been edited and condensed for clarity from two conversations. 

David Marchese is a staff writer for the magazine and the columnist for Talk. He recently 
interviewed Alok Vaid-Menon about transgender ordinariness, Joyce Carol Oates about 
immortality and Robert Downey Jr. about life after Marvel. 
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