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 1 

May 21

“Your father is in a coma.”
“What did you say?” Marian Creighton fumbled with her phone 

and almost dropped it. “I don’t think I heard you correctly.”
“I’m sorry, Marian.” Harrison Burlington’s English accent on 

the other end was as loud and clear as if he’d been sitting at Jas-
per’s desk opposite from hers. “Unfortunately, you did hear me 
all too correctly. I’m afraid your father is in a coma.”

“My dad’s in a coma?” The words reverberated all the way to 
the cells in her bone marrow, sending chills over her skin.

“Yes. He’s here at Kent and Canterbury Hospital.”
Marian shoved away the research sprawled in front of her and 

shot out of her leather chair.
“The hospital staff phoned me about an hour ago, and I came 

straightaway.”
“What happened? Was he in an accident?”
“The doctors think not. But they’re still trying to sort it out.”
“I don’t understand.” The blue lights on the digital clock on 

her desk read 10:48 p.m., which meant it was almost four o’clock 
in the morning in Canterbury, five hours ahead of Connecticut.

“Apparently, your father arrived at the hospital and passed 
out in the lobby.” Harrison paused, and in the background the 
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beeping of  monitors was unmistakable. “They’ve been doing 
tests on Arthur, but they haven’t been able to locate any trauma 
that may have caused the coma.”

“That makes no sense.” She stared through the glass walls of 
the inner laboratory to the dark deserted offices beyond. The red 
exit sign gave off an eerie, almost haunted light that spread over 
the pharmacokinetics department of Mercer Pharmaceuticals’ re-
search lab. “Dad called this afternoon, and he sounded fine. Said 
he was feeling great.”

She didn’t talk to her dad often. They were busy with their 
pharmacokinetics research. At least that’s the excuse she made 
for them both. Plus, there was that big body of water called the 
Atlantic Ocean separating them, although truthfully at times the 
ocean seemed small and shallow compared to the deep gulf that 
stood between them.

“I saw your father in the office yesterday morning, and he didn’t 
complain of anything being awry. He acted a bit distracted. But 
there’s nothing dodgy about that.” Harrison was being too kind. 
But she supposed his ability to overlook Arthur Creighton’s glar-
ing idiosyncrasies was why he happened to be Dad’s one and only 
friend.

“So the doctors have no idea why he’s fallen into a coma?”
“None. They’re gobsmacked.”
“There’s no visible sign of an accident, fall, head trauma?”
“Not that they can find.”
“What about a brain aneurysm or cerebral hypoxia?”
“No and no.”
What other symptoms could lead to unresponsiveness? “Maybe 

he experienced some kind of poisoning, like carbon monoxide? 
Or perhaps cardiac arrest or—”

“Marian, I’ve already queried the personnel about every pos-
sible cause.” Harrison was a brilliant medical scientist, a coworker 
of her dad’s at Mercer’s Canterbury research and development 
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headquarters. Of course, he’d know all the right questions to ask 
the physicians regarding Dad’s situation.

Exhaustion hit her, and she lowered herself back into her chair. 
She regularly put in twelve- to fifteen-hour days in the lab. It was 
her life. She succumbed to sleep only when she had to.

“I’m truly sorry, love. I know the news is dreadful.” Harrison’s 
voice radiated with sympathy.

She pictured her father’s friend in his power wheelchair. A 
young man in his thirties, Harrison was stately and scholarly, his 
dark waves untouched yet by silver compared to her dad’s full head 
of gray hair. Behind thick spectacles, Harrison’s eyes contained 
kindness, and he cared about what she had to say, unlike Dad, 
who rarely tore his attention away from the one thing that mat-
tered most: finding a cure for the genetic disease that had robbed 
him of his wife.

Marian’s throat tightened. “Thanks for being there with him.”
“I’ll be here as long as it takes.”
Marian rapidly calculated the amount of time needed to drive 

to the airport and catch the first flight to Heathrow. “I might be 
able to make it to the hospital by tomorrow afternoon.”

“Go home and have a rest first. I don’t want you becoming ill 
in the process of rushing to get here.”

Her? Ill? She almost laughed. “I’ll be fine, Harrison. I al-
ways am.”

“I know you can look after yourself, but I couldn’t bear it if 
something happened to you too.”

Too. The tiny word was a glaring reminder of all that had gone 
wrong in her family.

“Marian?” His voice dropped a decibel. “Let’s not talk about 
this to Ellen yet.”

“Definitely not.”
After ending the call, Marian tossed her phone onto the detailed 

spreadsheets and charts scattered across her desk. The soft whir 
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of the laboratory equipment behind her was the lone sound in 
the office, and their fluorescent glow the only light—other than 
her desk lamp, which spotlighted the results of her recent failed 
experiment.

Harrison had no cause to worry about her getting sick. She’d 
won the lottery and inherited the good genes in the family.

Ahead, the screen saver on her laptop displayed a gorgeous 
blonde-haired, blue-eyed woman with a whitened, orthodontist 
smile—a picture of perfection. But pictures were deceptive. They 
never told the true story. They couldn’t reveal that underneath the 
beautiful exterior, Ellen was on the fast track toward death, that 
tumors were growing somewhere in her body again. If she didn’t 
die of inoperable cysts in the brain like their mom, she’d likely 
die from cysts elsewhere in her body.

At twenty-six, Ellen was two years younger than Marian but 
had already suffered more than most people did in a lifetime. It 
wasn’t a matter of if Ellen would end up hospitalized again. It was 
merely a matter of when.

“It’s not fair, God.” Marian whispered the same prayer she had 
a thousand times since the fateful day when the blood test revealed 
that Ellen had inherited the anomaly from their mom and Marian 
hadn’t. “Ellen doesn’t deserve it.”

If  either of  them had to get stuck with VHL, Von Hippel-
Lindau syndrome, Marian should have been the one with the 
mutated gene. Ellen had so much more to give the world—
more love, compassion, kindness, laughter, and beauty. What 
did Marian have to offer, other than her frantic race to find a 
cure for VHL?

“Oh Ellen.” Frustration clamored inside, looking helplessly for 
a release.

The scrolling laptop screen saver shifted to a different picture, 
this one of the two of them together from last month when Marian 
had flown to Haiti to visit Ellen, who was currently volunteering 
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in an orphanage and using her pediatric nursing skills to make a 
difference there.

Even in the humidity and blazing heat, Ellen was as striking as 
a model. Yes, she was a tad thin. But with her long legs and ample 
curves, combined with her outgoing and sweet personality, she was 
irresistible. The orphans adored her. The local workers thought 
she was a goddess. And any man who came within a mile radius 
fell in love with her.

Marian snorted aloud at the differences in their appearances. 
Sure, their oval-shaped faces contained similarities—narrow chins 
and prominent cheekbones. And they both had long lashes fram-
ing upturned eyes.

But compared to Ellen’s tanned face, Marian’s complexion was 
pale, making her brown eyes too dark and brooding. Ellen had 
pulled her hair back into a messy bun, managing to look stylish 
and casual at the same time. Although Marian had used plenty 
of straightening products and her hot iron in an attempt to tame 
her long auburn waves, her messy bun looked just that—messy.

Marian picked her phone back up. She had to reserve a flight. 
One tonight, if possible.

The phone screen lit up with a recent text from Ellen still await-
ing her response. Nothing serious, just Ellen being her usual sweet 
self and checking in to say hi. Marian’s fingers hovered above the 
message, but then she swiped it away. She had to wait to reply. If 
she ended up having a conversation with her sister, she’d probably 
spill the news about Dad.

She’d never believed in her wildest dreams Ellen would outlive 
their dad. And she’d certainly never imagined she’d have to bear 
bad news to her sister about Dad. It was always the other way 
around—calling Dad to let him know of a new development with 
Ellen.

Last year Ellen had laser surgery to eliminate three tumors from 
the outer regions of her retina. The year before, she had one of 
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her adrenal glands removed. Even now, her doctors were paying 
special attention to the tumors on her kidney, which would need 
to be taken out eventually.

Harrison was right. They couldn’t say anything to Ellen. Not 
until they knew more. Otherwise her sister would jump on the first 
plane out of Port Au Prince to be by Dad’s side. But the travel, the 
sleeplessness, the stress—it would take a toll on Ellen, weaken her 
immune system, cause high blood pressure, lead to more weight 
loss, and increase the rate and size of tumor growth.

The outer office door swung open, and the motion sensor lights 
came to life, revealing Jasper’s brown hair and athletic frame. In 
his Under Armour shorts and University of Illinois at Chicago 
sweatshirt, he’d slung his gym bag over his shoulder after exer-
cising in the company fitness center. Marian was never sure if he 
timed his nightly workouts to coincide with her late hours, but he 
was always there when she finished.

He smiled and lifted a hand in greeting.
She gave a half wave in return, too despondent to muster any 

enthusiasm at seeing him.
He wound through the hallway to the office they shared with 

several other researchers. “Hey,” he said as he entered. “Almost 
done? I’ll walk you out.”

“My dad’s in a coma.” Saying the words aloud was like having 
the wind knocked out of her. She pressed a hand against her chest 
and tried to drag in a breath.

Brow furrowing with concern, Jasper shrugged his bag off his 
shoulder and eased it to the floor. His hair, damp from his shower, 
clung to his forehead, and his body emanated the citrus of his Axe 
body spray. “I’m sorry, Marian. Does anyone know what hap-
pened?”

“The doctors haven’t found the cause yet.”
Jasper crossed his arms and leaned against the doorframe. Mer-

cer had hired Jasper Boyle at the Groton facility about the same 
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time she’d started last year. They’d been partners on several chemi-
cal analysis projects and had quickly gotten to know each other.

Over time, she’d opened up to him about her frustrations with 
her dad, especially regarding his crazy research and theories. And 
Jasper had shared his disappointment with his dad’s Lou Gehrig’s 
disease.

Jasper had hinted recently at wanting more from their relation-
ship, but Marian had been honest with him that she was married 
to her work. Besides, she hadn’t wanted to ruin their friendship 
with romantic entanglements.

Of course, she’d never had many romantic entanglements to 
speak of. In high school, she’d been a geeky science nerd and had 
happily spent Friday nights dating her books rather than boys. 
That pattern had continued through college and graduate school. 
And she doubted it would ever end. Not until she found a way 
to save Ellen.

Now her plans had to widen to include saving her dad.
“You look tired.” Jasper’s gaze swept down the form-fitting 

black Dior top she’d paired with a slim charcoal skirt. The ap-
preciative glint in his eyes assured her that while she might not 
have Ellen’s jaw-dropping beauty, she had inherited the same long 
legs and womanly form.

“I’ll be fine once I’m at the hospital with Dad.”
“Have the doctors given him a prognosis?”
“Not that I’m aware of.” She reached for the leather briefcase 

beneath her desk. “But as soon as I get there, I’ll find out exactly 
what’s going on and make sure they’re doing all they can.”

“I have no doubt you will.” His tone was amused. He knew her 
well enough to realize she was capable of getting what she wanted. 
“When are you leaving?”

“I haven’t booked a flight yet.” She tucked her laptop into the 
briefcase along with the binder filled with meticulous records of 
all her experiments.
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“You should take the company jet this time.”
She shook her head. “You know how I feel about that.”
He shrugged. “I thought you might like to get there faster.”
Since her dad’s family—her great-grandfather—had been one 

of the founders of Mercer Pharmaceuticals and her dad still owned 
a share of the business, she had access to the company jet when-
ever it suited her, but she didn’t want to be known for using the 
family perks. The other employees already thought she’d landed 
her position because of her connections. Of course, no one said 
so to her face. But she had no doubt that’s what they believed.

The truth was, she’d earned her research job at Mercer Phar-
maceuticals the same way everyone else had. She’d spent long 
years in school, excelled in her studies, and pushed herself hard 
to get where she was.

She reached for the latest spreadsheet outlining the pharmaco-
kinetic parameters, the columns of absorption rates and volume 
of distribution that were once again inconclusive. She was get-
ting close. Intuitively, she knew that. But how could she convince 
everyone else without solid evidence?

With a frustrated sigh, she crumpled the sheet and tossed it 
toward the wastebasket in the corner. It bounced off the glass 
wall and landed on the floor near the other papers she’d already 
discarded.

Jasper straightened and combed his fingers through his damp 
hair. “Let me come with you.”

Her gaze shot to him in surprise.
His eyes were warm and sympathetic. “You shouldn’t be alone 

at a time like this.”
For one brief instant, she was tempted to let herself need some-

one else. But just as quickly as the weakness surfaced, she stuffed it 
away like an item in her leather case. “Thank you, Jasper. But you 
have responsibilities here, and I don’t know how long I’ll be gone.”

“I can take off some time—”
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“What if he doesn’t come out of his coma right away?” Or ever? 
She shuddered at the unbidden thought.

“I’ll stay as long as I’m able.” His expression was earnest.
“Jasper . . .” She didn’t want to lecture him with the I-only-

want-to-be-friends conversation again. She was too tired for it.
“Just as friends, Marian.” He could read her well. “Friends are 

there for friends, aren’t they?”
She snapped her briefcase closed.
He grinned one of his charming grins that could win over even 

the staunchest of hearts. He was attractive and amiable. And the 
impish quirk of his mouth told her he knew it.

Her lips gave an involuntary twitch of a smile, but she leveled 
him with what she hoped was her most serious look, one that said 
his charm didn’t work on her—even though he was chipping away 
at her reserves. “I’ll be fine. I promise.”

He stuffed his hands into the front pocket of his sweatshirt. 
“If you’re sure.”

“I’ll let you know if his condition worsens.”
“Say the word, and I’ll be on the first plane over.”
She tidied the remaining items on her desk. “You’re too nice 

to me.”
“Friends are supposed to be nice.”
She couldn’t hold back her smile any longer. “You’re a good 

friend, Jasper. Thank you.”
He tugged the keys out of his pocket and jangled them. “Since 

you clearly don’t intend to wait for a morning flight, I’ll drive 
you to the airport.” Sometimes it was scary how well Jasper 
knew her.

She made several quick phone calls, one to reserve her flight, a 
second to her boss to let him know of the family emergency, and 
another to her landlady. With no time to swing by her place and 
pack, Marian was glad her dad had insisted on her keeping a room 
and wardrobe at his Canterbury home. She’d always felt like he 
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wanted the arrangement to make himself feel better. Maybe he 
truly had believed it would help draw them closer. But it hadn’t.

Marian switched off several machines before giving the lab a 
final survey. Her gaze snagged on the silver-framed picture on her 
desk, the last photo taken of her family during a trip to Jennings 
Beach before Mom died. The happy faces stared back at her. With 
windblown hair and their arms draped around one another, they 
stood against the backdrop of the ocean stretching out behind 
them. Even her dad was smiling, his hair still red without any gray.

That day on the beach had been the last time not only for smiles, 
but for being together. Little had they known they’d existed in a 
sinking ship without a lifeboat. Cancer had been lurking beneath 
the surface, waiting to capture Mom in its sharp teeth and drag 
her away, leaving the rest of them lost at sea and floating further 
apart with every passing year.

Even if the abyss between Dad and her felt unbridgeable, she 
had to go to him anyway. She still loved him, had always been close 
to him growing up, closer than to her mom. She didn’t want him 
to be alone during this medical crisis. Perhaps when he awoke from 
his coma, she could try harder to connect with him.

For a second, she considered snatching up the family photo 
and taking it with her, especially as a strange sensation came over 
her—one warning her she’d never see the picture again.

She shook her head to dislodge the silly feeling. Then she 
brushed past Jasper out the door and down the hallway without 
another glance at the lab or the silver-framed picture. She was 
coming back. She was on the verge of finding a cure for Ellen. 
No one and nothing could stop her from returning and saving 
her sister’s life.
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