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  Chapter One




  “No response,” I repeated, staring numbly at the upside-down chart on the doctor’s desk. “None.”




  “I am sorry,” Dr. Robeson said. “There is really no point in keeping you on the alemtuzumab any longer.”




  “But you said that it’s the only thing that could help,” I protested. “It has to work.”




  “Cora, I have your latest lab results right here.” She tapped the open folder. “Your lymphocytes are continuing to climb. Right now, the only thing the alemtuzumab is doing is decreasing your quality of life.”




  I could see my name at the top of the chart: Cora Ann Shaw. There I was, summed up in black and white. My height—a little less than average. My date of birth. My weight, which had fallen from I’d-like-to-lose-10-pounds to terrifying double digits. And, of course, my diagnosis: T-cell prolymphocytic leukemia.




  Cancer. To me, it had meant pink ribbons, surgical scars, and middle-aged women without hair. I hadn’t even heard of T-cell leukemia then. I hadn’t realized how the cancer could steal all my strength, burn through my fat and then consume even my muscle to feed itself as I wasted away.




  “There must be other things to try,” I pushed. “Some other chemotherapy.”




  “I’m very sorry,” the oncologist said again. “The older therapies were ineffective. That’s why their use has been discontinued. They simply don’t prolong life—in fact, on average, they shortened it. Alemtuzumab was our only realistic shot.”




  I should get a second opinion, I thought. Except Dr. Robeson was my second opinion. I’m at Johns Hopkins, for godssake, I thought bleakly. Where else can I go?




  “So,” I said. “Five months, then.”




  “It could be that long,” Dr. Robeson said carefully.




  I felt the tears burning my eyes, and I blinked them away. “You promised me seven months. That wasn’t even two months ago.”




  Dr. Robeson had a bulletin board on her office wall. It was full of the happy pictures and notes from those she’d cured and even a few grateful letters from those she hadn’t. Mine wasn’t going to go there. I wouldn’t know what to say. Thanks for trying didn’t seem quite generous enough. Anything more would have been fake.




  “Cora, cancer has a different rate of progression for everyone—”




  “I know,” I said, cutting her off. I was being unfair. I knew it, and it made me squirm inside.




  But I don’t want to be fair. Damn it, I just want to live!




  “I’m turning twenty-two in two months,” I continued. “I’m graduating—supposed to be graduating—from the University of Maryland in six months. I’ve applied to grad school.”




  “I know, Cora.” And there was genuine sympathy there, behind the professional wall that kept her insulated from all the people she couldn’t save.




  I took a deep breath and pushed to my feet. My hips hurt from the institutional chair, my buttocks too thin now to cushion them. “Sorry. I was just hoping for better news.”




  “So was I.” Dr. Robeson opened a drawer and pulled out a brochure. “This is an excellent hospice program. Your student insurance will cover all the costs beyond the deductible, and there are many people there who will be happy to help you.”




  It took all my will to force myself to accept the shiny trifold of cardstock from her. I squeezed it a little too hard, and it creased in my hand. “Thank you,” I heard myself say.




  “I can, of course, continue to treat you, addressing symptoms as they arise, infections and the like, making sure you’re as comfortable and healthy as possible for as long as possible. I’m happy to do so. But I can’t slow the progress of your leukemia.” The oncologist hesitated. “There is one other possibility. A chance in thousands. If it works....” She cocked her head sideways as if she were gauging me, then gave a shrug so small I almost missed it. “Anyway, here’s his card. You can hear him out, at least. Decide for yourself if the risk is worth it.”




  She extended a small, linen-colored business card with a discreet black border. On it was a phone number. No name, no details, just a simple copperplate number inscribed in the center of the card.




  “Thank you,” I repeated, blinking at it.




  “I’ve already filled out the referral,” Dr. Robeson said. “All you need is to give hospice a call, if that’s what you decide. Or the other number—he’s expecting your call, too.”




  “Yeah,” I said. I swallowed. “Goodbye.”




  “Bye. Enjoy your Christmas,” the doctor said with reflexive pleasantry.




  “Yeah,” I said again. I shoved the brochure and the card in my jacket pocket and stumbled from the office.




  The carpeted halls of the professional wing were dotted with brisk nurses in scrubs and plastic clogs. I hated them all. Blinking hard, I willed them not to look at me and measured the distance from the oncology department to the nearest exit in my mind.




  Keep it together for just a few seconds more, Cora. You’re almost there.




  Head down, I blew past the bank of elevators and burst through the heavy fire door into the stairwell, forcing my tired legs to keep up as I flung myself down the stairs to the ground floor.




  At the bottom, I ducked out the side door and into the cold. I found myself in a small, semi-concealed alcove between two wings of the building. No one could see me, at least for the moment. I let my legs give out, sinking to the sidewalk with my back against the institutional brick, half-gasping and half-sobbing.




  Five months. Or less.




  It wasn’t fair!




  Finals were next month. I’d already picked out my classes for the next semester. Sent in my tuition.




  I wondered if I should withdraw. But why bother? It wasn’t like I’d live long enough even to owe payments on my student loans.




  Enjoy your Christmas. The last Christmas I’d enjoyed had been two years ago, before Gramma died. Now there was no one left. I’d gone home with my roommate Lisette and her sister the last year, but I’d been miserable with missing my Gramma and even more miserable trying to pretend that everything was fine. I didn’t think I had the strength to try to smile through the season again with the specter of my death hanging over the festivities. I’d already decided that it would be better for everyone if I stayed in our university apartment alone.




  I dashed away the betraying tears and got my phone out of my pocket. Lisette would want to know the news. My finger hovered over her name on the screen. She deserved to be told. When she’d found me crying in my room the day I got my diagnosis, she’d given me one of her huge hugs and said I was going to beat the cancer, and she was going to be there for me until I did.




  She’d held up her end of the bargain. I couldn’t tell her that I wasn’t going to hold up mine.




  I pulled the brochure out and smoothed it. There was a photograph, the edges artfully out of focus, of an elderly woman being hugged by a smiling model who could have been any age from thirty to fifty-five. The text was full of words like “care,” “comfort,” and “dignity.” The toll-free number stared at me, but I couldn’t make myself call it, either.




  There was the other paper—the card, rather, small and mysterious, with the single phone number on it. The cold from the hard cement under me was beginning to seep into my bones, and the wind chilled my wet cheeks. I shifted. What did I have to lose?




  I entered the number and looked at it for a long moment before I touched the send button. The phone rang once as it connected, then once again.




  “Name?” The voice was male, light and impersonal.




  Taken aback, it took me a moment to respond. “Cora Shaw.”




  “Please proceed to the emergent care entrance, Ms. Shaw,” the man said. “A car will meet you there. Thank you.”




  “But—” I said. I looked at the phone. The time was flashing on the display—he had already hung up.




  
Chapter Two




  Okay. Weird.




  I thought about redialing, but I didn’t really see the point, except maybe to complain about him hanging up on me—which, on reflection, seemed like a pretty stupid thing to do.




  Well, then. The emergent care entrance, he’d said.




  I pushed to my feet and looked around. The medical center I’d just left squatted in the center of the Johns Hopkins Bayview campus, a flat expanse of frost-browned lawn stretching around it to the distant street. There were other buildings scattered across the vast campus, but I figured the emergency department had to be somewhere in the main center. Where, though, I couldn’t guess.




  I could go back inside. There would be signs and directories there. But there were also too many people, too many bustling nurses and bewildered visitors. I’d just escaped the hospital. I couldn’t make myself go back.




  I zipped up my jacket and flipped up the hood. I hadn’t bothered to take it off inside the offices. I was always cold now, even inside. I picked a direction and began walking around the brick and glass monstrosity of the main hospital building.




  A car will meet me? How strange was that?




  I don’t have to go, I told myself. But I needed to do something. Something other than just wait to die.




  The wind grew suddenly sharper as I got farther from the building along the main sidewalk that circled it. I shoved my hands in my pockets. Fatigue dragged at me with every step. I would pay tomorrow for this walk—never mind the blind flight down the stairs.




  I turned the first corner of the building. There was no sign of a drive or a big entrance, only the long blank façade continuing uninterrupted for hundreds of feet.




  Crap. With my luck today, the emergency department would be all the way on the third side, and I’d chosen the long way around.




  Would I make it? And if I didn’t, how long would it take for someone to find me?




  I shoved those thoughts down.




  By the time I rounded the second corner of the medical center, I was winded and my legs were shaking. My heart clenched with relief at the sight of the circular drive and the wide canopy jutting out from the building over it.




  Emergency, the sign spelled out above it. I trudged on, shutting out pain and exhaustion as I fixed my eyes on that word.




  I stumbled under the protection of the canopy at the hospital entrance and leaned against one of the big square columns, taking some of my weight off my trembling legs and struggling to catch my breath.




  “Ms. Shaw?”




  I pushed aside my exhaustion and looked up. There, at the curb, stood a man in an old-fashioned chauffeur’s uniform, complete with hat and gloves. The car he stood next to was an understated silver color, but the elegant shape screamed money. A Bentley, I realized as I recognized the symbol on the trunk.




  Oh, really?




  “I’m Cora Shaw,” I said cautiously.




  The driver opened the rear passenger door. “Please, enter.”




  I gaped at him for several seconds. I mean, a Bentley? I didn’t know what I had expected, but it wasn’t this. Maybe a yellow cab. The man on the phone had told me that they would send a car. And here it was. But that didn’t make it seem any less bizarre. It was, I decided, more than a little creepy.




  “How do I know you’re not trying to kidnap me?” I demanded, crossing my arms across my chest.




  “I must admit, Ms. Shaw, that this is often a fear of our patients,” the chauffeur said evenly.




  I waited for him to continue with his reassurances, but he simply stood, waiting impassively.




  I shifted against the cold column. I could see the soft interior from here, and my whole body clamored for a chance to settle into the warm comfort it offered.




  What if he was a kidnapper? I wondered. What was the worst that could happen? Well, I could get brutally mutilated and murdered, I supposed. Torture would be bad, but my death was coming pretty soon, anyway.




  On the other hand, the best that could happen was, of course, a cure. I barely let myself think that for the tiniest instant before shutting it away. I’d already had my hopes dashed today. I didn’t need to create new ones only to have them destroyed, too.




  I looked at the car and its driver again. He didn’t seem like a serial killer. And as weird as this all was, the number I’d called had come from my doctor.




  Still....




  Oh, to hell with it. I sent a quick text to Lisette: The last # I called was 202-324-6475 n they sent driver to hospital to pick me up. Will txt or call in 2 hrs.




  Then I turned off the ringer and alerts even as Lisette’s first text arrived, shoved the phone in my pocket, took a deep breath, and got into the car.




  The chauffeur closed the door as I struggled out of my jacket. The interior was all fawn leather and burled wood, with two wide seats contoured into the back bench. A dark screen was mounted into the headrest in front of me. I shoved my coat down at my feet and sat back, and the warmth of the heated seat crept into my aching bones as it cradled my body. I hadn’t realized how much I hurt until it was soothed away.




  The chauffeur got into the driver’s seat, and the snap of his car door closing brought me back to myself. With a sudden pinch of guilt at holding him up, I buckled hurriedly.




  “Where are we going?” I asked.




  “Mr. Thorne is here in Baltimore today,” he said, shifting into drive. “The office is not far.”




  The leather molded itself to every muscle, and I surrendered to its embrace, letting exhaustion settle over me like a thick blanket. It was easiest to sink into the warmth and let my fears go to sleep as the buildings passed by the tinted windows in a blur.




  I roused myself from my daze as we passed the Inner Harbor. The car swung up one of the side streets, and in a moment, the driver pulled up to the curb and sprang out, swinging open my door before I had time to do more than unbuckle and gather my jacket.




  “Top floor, Ms. Shaw,” he said, giving me a fractional bow.




  A bow? Really?




  “Thank you,” I managed awkwardly.




  The old building towered from the sidewalk in front of me, half columns of white marble flanking the high arched windows before defaulting to red brick above. The great stone letters on the frieze were darkened with the grime of a century: FIRST BANK OF BALTIMORE. But there had been no such bank in my lifetime, and there was no indication of what the building was used for now.




  It didn’t look much like a clinic or a biotech company, but it had to be one of them. What else could help me now?




  I climbed the six steps up to the brass double doors, taking note of the address in gold letters on the glass of the transom above. Linen shades shrouded the glass. The right door yielded reluctantly to my pull, and I stepped inside.




  I found myself in a marble lobby, accented with brass pots and burnished mahogany. Each of the great windows had a shade drawn over it, shutting out the street, cutting the building off from the world. Elegant people dressed in sharp suits strode across the room and spoke in low, urgent tones in corners among the groves of potted ficus. None of them spared me a glance. Among pencil skirts and neat ties, my sweater and jeans were definitely out of place.




  I’d had an internship with the corporate arm of an insurance company the summer before, and it had been nothing like this. This was the kind of scene that you saw in a movie—not a real office but the Hollywood image of one, where everyone was just a little too attractive, just a little too put together, and everything was just a little too polished.




  My stomach twisted with sudden uncertainty. What was this place? Where were the other patients, the nurses, the waiting room?




  The receptionist across from the doors took note of me and raised her eyebrows. “May I help you?”




  “Cora Shaw to see...Mr. Thorne?” I asked weakly. I hoped I remembered the name right.




  The woman smiled briefly, nodding at the central elevator. “He’s waiting for you, Ms. Shaw. Go on up. Penthouse office.”




  I went to the elevator, the shaft of which was wrapped in the curve of the staircase. It opened as soon as I hit the button. A sign? I’d had such a catastrophically bad run of luck that I was ready for anything to be a sign right now.




  I hit the twelfth floor, then fumbled in my jacket pocket for my cell, texting Lisette the full address of the building that I was in. She’d already blown up my phone with texts and calls, but I couldn’t answer them. Not yet. Not when all I had to tell her was more bad news. But I was glad she’d already seen my message. Feeling safer, I shoved the phone back in my pocket as the doors opened.




  Just like in the lobby, all the windows on this floor were shaded. A striking redhead sat behind the reception desk in an immaculate cream blouse and heavy pearls that I had no doubt were real. Again, I felt distinctly grubby and out of place, like a person who had wandered onto a stage set from off the street. I had dressed for class and a doctor’s appointment, not this.




  Whatever this was.




  I had a sick feeling that there had been some confusion, some mix up. They wouldn’t be able to help me at all. No one could....




  “Ms. Shaw?” the woman asked, smiling with perfectly pitched pleasantry. “Mr. Thorne will see you now.”




  She must have pushed a button, because the tall mahogany doors beyond her desk swung open.




  I braced myself and went inside. The doors closed silently behind me.




  
Chapter Three




  Shadows crowded in the corners of Mr. Thorne’s office, spilling toward the center of the room. The marble tile of the rest of the office gave way to elegant parquet here, scattered with rugs that were worth every penny of my student loans and more. Oils of hunting scenes hung on the paneled walls, and the ceiling, at least a dozen feet above my head, was intricately coffered.




  No, it didn’t seem much like a biotech company at all.




  “Ah, Ms. Shaw.” The voice came from the shadows at the far end of the room. It was rich, low, and dark with some private humor.




  I stepped forward, feeling the heat rise in my cheeks. “Cora,” I offered.




  “Yes, I know. Please, take a seat.”




  I could make out the shape of the man behind the enormous, gleaming desk, but the discreet lighting seemed designed to conceal his face. Two massive armless chairs crouched on lion’s paw feet in the center of another thick rug. Cautiously, I took one, sitting on the very edge of the brocaded seat. The recessed light above me shone directly into my eyes. I squinted to see beyond it and could only get the impression of wide shoulders and dark hair.




  “Mr. Thorne, I’m sorry. I think there must have been some kind of mistake,” I began.




  “There has been no mistake.” That voice again—warm and amber. It was effortlessly intimate while being entirely polite.




  I shivered slightly and wished that the door to the reception room was still open.




  “I have your medical record here, Ms. Shaw,” the man continued. Hands emerged from the shadows—strong and masculine, with long blunt fingers. He flipped open the laptop in front of him with a carelessly graceful gesture, and in the sudden glow, I could make out his features.




  I swallowed hard. His black hair swept immaculately to the side, and his long jaw and broad forehead were balanced by an elegant, slightly aquiline nose. His face seemed a little too symmetrical, almost artificially so, like it belonged to the paintings on the walls instead of to a living, breathing man.




  I wished suddenly that the lush rug under my feet could swallow me up.




  “Cora Ann Shaw. T-cell prolymphocytic leukemia. Terminal. Is that correct?”




  The cold summary hit me like a blow. I opened my mouth, and for a moment nothing came out. He raised his gaze to meet mine. His eyes were icy blue, and they seemed to look right through me.




  “Yes,” I breathed. “That’s right. Dr. Robeson said you could help me.”




  “You must understand that you are first required to pass the initial tests,” he said, his brow low and stern.




  “I understand,” I said, even though I didn’t.




  Mr. Thorne opened a drawer and took out a small black case. He stood and circled the desk until he stood above me, so close that I might have reached out and touched the hem of his pinstripe suit jacket. He was, I thought, quite tall.




  He set the case on the edge of the desk and unzipped it, opening it to reveal a kind of blood collection kit. I sat up straighter. With the last round of medication, I’d become used to regular injections, but I still wouldn’t say that I was exactly blasé about needles.




  And anyhow, blood collection? In an office? That was...unconventional.




  “The results of the screening will indicate if you are a good candidate for the procedure,” Mr. Thorne said. He selected a needle from the array inside the case, locking it into a holder. “But you must know, even if the outcome is encouraging, the treatment is only successful in a small minority of cases.”




  “How small?” I asked, as much to distract myself from his preparations as out of a desire to know the answer. I could always Google for details later.




  “One in a hundred,” he said. “Perhaps less.”




  “Oh,” I said in a little voice. “That is small.”




  “And if the procedure is unsuccessful, it always results in death,” he continued.




  “Wait, what?” What the hell kind of procedure was that? “So a one percent chance of cure, and a ninety-nine percent chance of death? That doesn’t sound like smart odds to me.”




  He looked up from the needle. His gaze pierced me, his eyes deep and hollow under his straight black brows. As handsome as he was, he didn’t exactly look the picture of health, either. “What are your chances now?”




  I opened my mouth, then shut it. My chances were exactly nil. Put that way, gambling on an outside chance didn’t seem quite so insane.




  “That is why we only select terminal patients,” he said, pulling out a glass blood collection tube.




  “What about relapse?” I demanded. As a cancer patient, I’d learned that the disease could lurk in my body for months or years, undetectable until it spread out again to kill me.




  “There is no risk of relapse. If you are cured, you are cured.” That mesmerizing gaze caught me again. “Forever.”




  He dropped to one knee next to my chair, and my heart did an unexpected backflip. Oh, God, he was a beautiful man, more beautiful than he had any right to be. I tried to think about something else, anything else, because this certainly wasn’t the right kind of response of a patient to her doctor. But this close, I could smell his cologne, all sandalwood, leather, and musk, and my mind refused to obey my order to find something else to dwell on. Pink elephants, pink elephants, pink elephants....




  How old was he? I wondered. He carried the authority of an older man, but this close, I could see that his pale skin was almost inhumanly flawless, not so much young as...perfect.




  Damn.




  At least it was too dark for him to see my furious blush.




  He held out a hand. I stared at it for a moment before I realized that he wanted my arm.




  “Shouldn’t you be wearing gloves?” I asked.




  “I am not at risk of blood contamination,” he said, sounding unaccountably amused.




  For some reason, I believed him, even though I had no reason to. I gave him my arm, inner wrist facing upwards. His fingers touched my skin, cool and commanding, as he slid the sleeve of my sweater up to bare the crease of my elbow. It sent a deep shiver through me, a tightening in my center that made me blush even harder. My jacket slipped from my lap to crumple on the floor between us. I tried not to look at him, but I could not stop myself from staring at the top of his head with such intensity that I was half-surprised that his impeccably combed hair didn’t combust.




  He’s about to stick you with a needle, you idiot, I snarled at myself. Don’t you have any sense or dignity at all?




  He looked up at me, one side of that delicious mouth quirking, and my breath tangled in my lungs. No, no I don’t, I thought distantly. No sense or dignity at all.




  Mr. Thorne wiped the inside of my elbow with an alcohol-soaked swab. The smell of evaporating ethanol turned my stomach a little.




  “It won’t hurt,” he said, discarding the swab and taking up the needle. “I promise.”




  I started to protest such an absurd claim, but just then, the needle met the skin above my vein. Something else happened at the same moment—some sensation that came from the touch of his hand against my wrist. It spiraled outward, up my arm and deep into my center, rippling back up into my head so suddenly that I gasped. The needle pushed through my skin at the same moment that a heady wave welled up to carry the pain of the needle and turn it into a deep, twisting sensation that sent my heart racing as heat flooded my groin.




  I stared at the needle in my arm as the shivering reaction swept over me. My skin was burning, my body flushed against the impossible coolness of his fingers. The blood collection tube was almost full. Swiftly, Mr. Thorne pulled it free, then slipped the needle from my vein.




  “No—” I said involuntarily as the sensation was cut off. I needed—I needed it back. I needed him.




  What was wrong with me?




  I turned my bewildered gaze to Mr. Thorne. His face was still as pale as ivory, but there was a dark glitter in his hooded eyes that matched my need and sent my heart skittering out of control.




  “What did you do to me?” I whispered.




  “You would say yes,” he said, the dark hunger of his voice tinged with an infinite sadness as he stood and discarded the used needle, setting the blood collection tube upon the desk. “If I told you right now that I knew you would die, you would still say yes.”




  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, even as my body said, I would—to anything, anything at all...




  He bent over me, and I tried not to notice the scent of him. He touched the bead of blood that had formed upon the needle’s exit. I could hear his breathing now—irregular as mine had become. With the tip of his forefinger, he scooped up the droplet, holding it suspended just as he held me with the force of his regard.




  A shudder went through his frame, and he curled his fingers into a fist, smearing the blood across his palm. Suddenly, he seemed to grow, as if some darkness were uncurling inside him, extending past the limits of flesh and bone.




  “Go,” he ground out. “Go now, before I damn my best intentions.”




  It was as if some invisible bonds that had been holding me to my chair had been broken. I sprang up, snatched up my jacket, and fled, banging through the tall mahogany doors and not stopping until I jabbed the down button on the elevator.




  “Goodbye, Miss Shaw,” the secretary said unconcernedly from behind her desk. “You can expect the results within a week.”




  The door slid open, and I stumbled into the elevator compartment, slapping at the ground floor button frantically until the doors finally, reluctantly closed.




  
Chapter Four




  The elevator began to move, and I let out a breath of air I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.




  What the hell had just happened?




  That man—Mr. Thorne—clearly he’s some kind of perv. He’s dosed me, roofied me or something.




  How? I asked myself. With the power of his hands? Oh, God, that was what it had felt like. I lifted my hands to my cheeks. Even now they were flushed. And he had felt it, too. I knew what desire looked like, and that impossibly handsome man had desired...me.




  It wasn’t that I thought I was unattractive. But I’d come there as a patient seeking medical advice. What was his game? What did he want, other than patients for his trial? And why?




  I stepped from the elevator back into the lobby. The receptionist looked up and greeted me with another bright smile, a jarring counterpoint to the man who lurked in darkness in the office above. “The car is waiting for you, Ms. Shaw. You will be taken back to your vehicle.”




  I nodded to her and went outside. The Bentley hummed at the curb, and the chauffeur opened the door at my approach. Dumbly, I sat inside, and the car rolled away.




  My body ached, but it ached with a far different kind of pain than that which had become my constant companion in the last few months. It was a part of me that I had thought had died, stolen by the sickness months ago. Now all my nerves were awake and singing, and I had nothing to tell them because they only wanted one thing.




  Him.




  I hardly noticed when the chauffeur pulled up behind my battered Ford Focus in the parking garage. I didn’t even think to ask him how he knew where I was parked or what my car looked like. I was far beyond wondering about those kinds of things.




  I ducked out of the car, fumbling for my keys as I stepped unsteadily onto the concrete. By the time I had opened the driver’s side door of my Focus, the Bentley had purred out of sight. I collapsed into the chill of the driver’s seat. I wondered if I had just imagined everything. Already, it seemed as insubstantial as the clouds that materialized with my every breath, evaporating before I drew the next. I pushed up my sleeve and stared at the tiny needle prick there. I shivered as a shadow of sensation went through me again.




  I closed my eyes, leaning my head against the edge of the steering wheel. My phone dug into my stomach, which reminded me—Lisette.




  Abruptly, I opened my eyes and started the engine, the car coughing to life in the cold.




  What the hell was I going to tell Lisette?




  ***




  At the door of our campus apartment, I stopped and tried to rub some color into my cheeks, dredging up my last reserves of strength before I went in. Lisette was already worried sick about me, and I didn’t have much good news to give her. She didn’t deserve to be burdened more.




  I unlocked the door and pushed it open in the same movement.




  “I’m back!” I called as I headed down the short hall to the living area.




  Lisette looked up instantly from her laptop. “Hey, Cora’s here,” she said to the faces on the screen. “Gotta go.”




  “Hi, Cora!” the faces chorused, waving with forced cheer. “Bye, Cora!” Hannah and Sarah hung up.




  Lisette opened her mouth—to scold me for my strange texts, no doubt—but taking a look at my face, she seemed to change her mind and treated me to a brittle smile instead.




  I never was very good at fooling her.




  “I grabbed some extra dinner for you at the dining hall,” she said, patting the foam takeout box. “Eat. Chelsea and Christina are already gone.”




  For our senior year, Lisette, Chelsea, Christina, and I had ditched the dorms, which were dominated by underclassmen, for an on-campus pre-furnished apartment. There were four tiny bedrooms, two bathrooms, and a common kitchen and living area.




  I felt a stab of guilt. Chelsea and Christina were probably already out drinking, but Lisette had put her own plans on hold to wait for me to come back.




  “You don’t have to stay in because of me,” I said. “It’s Friday. Sarah and Hannah will probably have a dozen people in their apartment by now.”




  “Maybe we’ll go later.” She shrugged and tossed her blonde hair over one shoulder. “So, what did the doctor say? Your texts didn’t tell me anything.”




  I flopped onto the couch, kicking my feet up on the coffee table. I buried my chin in my jacket. “It didn’t work.”




  “What?” Lisette’s smile froze on her face.




  “The alemtuzumab. It didn’t work,” I said. Saying it aloud seemed to make it more real. More hopeless. “The cancer’s getting worse.”




  “Oh, Cora,” Lisette said, her face crumpling. “What’s she going to try now?”




  I shook my head.




  “Cora?”




  Dammit. I blinked hard. I hadn’t cried the whole trip from Baltimore to College Park. I wasn’t about to start now. “She told me to call hospice.”




  “Hospice?” Lisette’s voice rose. “But you’re not—”




  “Right,” I said, cutting her off, not wanting to hear the word. “But she gave me another number. To a...” I hesitated, not sure how to describe it. “...a clinic.”




  That wasn’t too much of a lie, was it? I wasn’t quite able to explain the truth—I wasn’t even sure what the truth was. I wanted to tell her more, but I didn’t know what to say. Certainly nothing that would make her feel any better. Lisette saw black and white, right and wrong, and all I had for her were shadows. I tried to reach into the strangeness and pull out the facts.




  I said, “They’re working on a—a trial of sorts, I guess. The doctor drew some blood. They’re going to run some tests, see if I’m a good candidate.”




  I realized I didn’t have the name of the drug or the procedure. So much for Google.




  “Gosh, I hope that you are!” Lisette said. She never swore.




  “So do I.” The significance of it all came crashing down on me all of a sudden, and I struggled to breathe against the weight in my chest. I wished that my Gramma was there. I wished I could put my head in her lap like I was a little kid again and have her pet my hair until I felt better.




  But Gramma was gone, and it was selfish of me to want her here, to see me lose everything she’d worked so hard to give me as the cancer took it all away.




  I took a deep, shuddering breath, and Lisette’s face creased in deeper concern.




  I stifled a groan. She deserved to deal with my illness even less than I did.




  Lisette glanced at the door, then back at me. “You up for Hannah’s place?”




  I recognized the offer for what it was—a distraction—and I seized upon it.




  “What’s the plan for tonight?” I asked.




  “They snagged Mike’s Playstation again and have Netflix hooked up to the flat screen. Movie marathon. 1980s high school classics. Everybody’s supposed to wear leg warmers and frizzy hair, but I think most of us are just going to show up in pajamas.”




  Hannah and Sarah lived in an apartment just down the hall. They threw a movie marathon at least once a month, and it always lasted well into the next day.




  “What’s showing?” I asked.




  “Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, The Breakfast Club, Pretty in Pink, Risky Business.”




  I grinned. “Yeah, I think I’m up for that.”




  “Honestly?” Lisette lowered her voice in mock confidentiality. “I’ve only ever seen The Breakfast Club.”




  “Me, too,” I said.




  “Finish your dinner, and then we can go and party like it’s 1985,” Lisette said.




  I groaned and pulled the foam container over to myself, popping the lid.




  “Philly cheesesteak. You like it,” Lisette said encouragingly.




  “I do, I do, and I swear I will eat every bite.” I knew she’d stand over me until I did. I gave a half-shrug. “Well, now that I’m off the alemtuzumab, at least I’ll be able to enjoy my food again.”




  “Maybe put some meat back on your bones.” Lisette’s voice was light, but she couldn’t hide her worry.




  “Sure thing,” I said around the first bite of the only slightly soggy sandwich. “No problem.”




  ***




  An hour later, I sat in Hannah and Sarah’s darkened living room, nibbling on a piece of pizza they’d bullied me into taking and leaning against a beanbag chair, wrapped in a hideous but surprisingly soft afghan that Sarah’s grandmother had sent her.




  And I felt normal again, if only for a little while.




  Sarah was curled up in Mike’s lap on one of the bland institutional chairs, not-quite-making-out and playing with the diamond ring on her finger. The rest of the girls and a couple of guys—boyfriends and wannabes—were sprawled around the room in various boneless poses.




  I was suddenly, intensely glad that I was there and that I had them to be around me. If I’d stayed home that night, I would have probably cried and maybe puked and maybe cried some more. And at some point, Chelsea and Christina would have stumbled back in, probably drunk and almost certainly with at least one guy between them, and then I would have had to listen to them all night through the thin apartment walls.




  It wasn’t that I’d forgotten my grief. I was still dying, and I knew it. It was that, right now, I wasn’t alone.




  I dropped the greasy slice of pizza on the paper plate and let my eyes sag shut. For the moment, I was watching corny movies with my friends, and that was enough.




  It was all I had.




  
Chapter Five




  “So, remember—Spence says that school’s primary value isn’t to make you smart or even well-trained but to signal that you already have the qualities of intelligence that an employer is looking for,” the professor said, summing up. “See you next week.”




  “So, basically, she’s saying that what she teaches us doesn’t really matter,” said a guy two rows below me. His friend snorted.




  I gathered my coat and shoved my notebook into my bag. I thought of the distance to my next class with a sick feeling in my stomach.




  It was Thursday, six days since I had left Mr. Thorne’s office bewildered and confused. Six days since the doctor told me that I had five months—maybe five months left to live.




  I had tried very hard to keep all thoughts of that day out of my mind, and now that I didn’t have to go in for an intravenous injection three times a week, I found that it was just possible to pretend, most of the time, that nothing was wrong.




  Most of the time. As the one-week mark approached, though, I waited for news of the test with mounting anxiety. My last chance. As strange as the meeting with Mr. Thorne had been, and as much as I suspected a hidden agenda, I still believed he might be able to save me.




  “Spence’s job market signaling is only the first type that we will cover as applied to economics,” the professor continued, raising her voice as we all clattered to our feet. “Next week, expect to cover the other applications discussed in Osborne, and don’t forget to check the course site for the links to relevant online content. You will be responsible for all the material. Thank you!”




  I slung my backpack over my shoulders, the weight dragging against me, just as my phone chimed, signaling that I’d missed a call during my preset no-ring for class. I pulled the phone out of my pocket and unlocked it. My heart skipped a beat when I saw the number.




  It was the same one that I had dialed when I was first brought to Mr. Thorne.




  I braced myself and stepped into the corridor, leaning back against the wall. Other students surged past me, laughing and joking about their plans for the weekend.




  Setting my jaw, I hit the button to return the call. The phone connected, and again someone picked up on the first real ring.




  “Ms. Shaw,” the pleasant tenor said.




  Not Mr. Thorne, but the same man who had answered the phone before.




  “Yes?” My voice shook slightly, and I swallowed, trying to calm it. I closed my eyes, bracing myself for the final disappointment.




  “Your lab results are in. Good news. You are an excellent candidate for the procedure.”




  “What?” I hit a high note that I hadn’t intended. “I mean—I’m so...so pleased,” I stuttered, still not certain that I had heard correctly.




  After two months of bad news, to have something, even this small, seem to go right.... I half-considered pinching myself. Did people really do that?




  The man on the phone continued coolly. “I can tell, Ms. Shaw. A car will be sent around to your apartment this evening. Six o’clock.”




  “I—I have to make the decision now?” I asked.




  “No, Ms. Shaw. This is in the interest of full disclosure. Mr. Thorne will explain the procedure in detail, and you can decide how—and if—you wish to proceed.”




  If. A welter of emotions hit me at that word, and I remembered again the strangeness of our first meeting, the compulsion, the weird discord between what he presented to me and what he seemed to be. The light in his eyes, my blood a red smear across his hand.... I had kept all those thoughts clamped down, shut tight, because I had no choice. There could be no choice.




  Not if I wanted to live.




  “Okay,” I said, ignoring the tightening in my center that I did not care to name. “I’ll be ready, then. Six o’clock.”




  “Excellent. Goodbye, Ms. Shaw.”




  “Bye,” I said, but the man was already gone.




  I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Six o’clock. A car would be waiting.




  Okay, then.




  ***




  “Can you explain to me again why you’re wearing your interview skirt?” Lisette asked, frowning at me from the door to my bedroom. “And the blouse? To a doctor’s appointment?”




  “It isn’t an appointment, exactly,” I said. “More like a...consultation, or something.”




  “Isn’t that like a British word for a doctor’s appointment?” she said.




  I adjusted the chignon at the back of my neck one more time. The one good thing about alemtuzumab was that unlike most chemotherapy, it didn’t make your hair fall out. I still had the same ash brown waves that I’d always had, which, though not the most striking hair color, was a far sight better than being bald.




  The bad thing about alemtuzumab, I thought, is that it didn’t work.




  “Look, the last time I showed up to a consultation or appointment or whatever there, everybody was in business clothes.” I dabbed concealer generously over the dark circles under my hollowed-out eyes.




  “At a clinic,” Lisette said flatly.




  “I think the initial meetings are held at the corporate office,” I said. “Anyway, if I’m going back there, I don’t want to stick out again.”




  It was more than just being out of place. I had felt exposed in Mr. Thorne’s office wearing my jeans and sweater. He had gotten under my skin, into my head. No one ever did that.




  I wasn’t dressing up for him. Not exactly. I was dressing up against him, hiding my sickness under cosmetics and fabric.




  Hiding my weakness to him.




  My Gramma used to break out her heels and her full palette of makeup whenever she had an important meeting at work or with the school. If it was really important, she wore the only suit she owned. She’d called it putting on her war paint.




  “You don’t have to look prettier or younger than they do,” she used to say. “But if you look more put together, that’s half the battle.”




  Well, I certainly wasn’t going to look either more attractive or more put together than Mr. Thorne. But I hoped it would be enough.




  “And that’s the other thing,” Lisette said. “The car. That’s just weird.”




  “I think it’s some kind of super-rich corporation. They really need volunteers for this drug trial.” I swiped a light peach over my eyelids. It seemed to be successful in bringing some warmth back to my brown eyes.




  “It’s got to be crazy dangerous then,” Lisette said.




  Four quick brushes, and the mascara was on. Just my upper eyelashes—I looked tired enough already. “Probably. I’ll find out tonight. But even trying something crazy dangerous is better than being declared terminal, which is all I’ve gotten so far.”




  “Well, you do look great,” she said, almost begrudgingly.




  “I feel like I’m playing dress-up.” I rolled my eyes at myself. I’d had an internship in an office the last year, but I’d never really gotten used to the business clothes, and even there, I hadn’t bothered with cosmetics beyond mascara and lip gloss.




  I’m not really sure this is working for me, I thought, trying out the blush.




  “Oh, God,” I said. The rouge looked garish against my washed-out features. I reached for the washcloth.




  “No, let me fix it,” Lisette said. She grabbed a handful of toilet paper and dusted at my face. “Much better.”




  It was. “Thanks.”




  “Are you sure you’ve got enough energy for this?” Lisette fretted.




  “God, Lisette, you’re like the mother I never had. And never wanted,” I said, but I smiled as I shook my head. “I napped for three hours this afternoon. I’m going to be fine.”




  “If you’re sure,” she grumbled.




  I grabbed a safe peach lipstick and put it on. With my coral blouse, the cosmetics managed to bring some semblance of liveliness back into my face. Did I look stronger, too? I hoped so.




  If I survived this, I decided, I would make a darned fine mortuary cosmetologist.




  “Could I take your swing jacket?” I pleaded. “All I’ve got is my Columbia Sportswear coat, and it’s not exactly businessy.”




  Lisette had been a couple of sizes larger than I was even before I got sick—with curves in all the right places, of course—but we could share coats and accessories. Not that there was much in my closet that she had an interest in, though she pretended otherwise.




  “Sure thing,” she said. “And you’re taking a real purse?”




  “Already put everything in it.” I snatched her swing jacket from the sofa and grabbed my clutch and waggled it at her.




  “You’d better head down now, then,” Lisette said. “You’re going to be late.”




  I paused at the door. “Don’t wait up for me,” I warned, knowing that she would, anyway.




  She laughed. “Of course I will. Who else is going to get me through our game theory homework tonight?”




  I smiled back at her, then hurried out the door.




  The elevator down was crowded with other students I didn’t know who eyed me curiously but didn’t interrupt their conversations as they headed down. On the third floor, Geoff Nowak stepped in, all golden hair and bronze skin. He was in most of my classes—had been since freshman year.




  “Hey, Shaw,” he said, treating me to a dazzling smile. He always called me Shaw because his stepmother’s name was Cora, and he said it freaked him out to use the same name for me. “You look a bit dressed up for a date.”




  “It’s more a business thing,” I said, returning his smile.




  “An interview?” The doors opened on the ground floor, and we all spilled out. “Who’s interviewing now? If you’re holding out on me....” He treated me to a patently fake threatening glare.




  “Not an interview,” I said as we went through the double doors. “Tell you later.”




  Like most of my friends, he didn’t know I was sick. I wondered what exactly I’d tell him.




  The Bentley was at the curb when we stepped out onto the sidewalk. The chauffeur swung the door open as I approached. Unable to resist, I gave Geoff a jaunty little wave before climbing in.




  “Oh, snap,” he called out after me, standing frozen on the sidewalk. “Shaw, you’ve got a lot to explain....”




  The chauffeur shut the door and I settled back against the seat with my coat in my lap, feeling a little guilty. Geoff deserved a little teasing, but I had no idea what kind of excuse I was going to give him. Probably not a very good one, I thought.




  “Where are you taking me?” I asked the driver, worried that I would be whisked away to Baltimore again. That would make for a long evening, even if the appointment was short, and I had class in the morning.




  “Mr. Thorne has made arrangements in the District,” the chauffeur said.




  Vague but good enough, I supposed. I set my phone on silent and settled back against the seat to watch the lights of the city through the window, a yellow blur in the cold outside the car’s heated cocoon, each block running into the next in an endless repetition of cement, asphalt, and brick.




  I didn’t realize that I had fallen asleep until the sound of my car door opening and the sudden breath of cold air roused me. I blinked a few times and surreptitiously wiped the drool from the corner of my mouth.




  “We’ve arrived, Ms. Shaw,” the chauffeur said helpfully.




  “Where am I?” I ducked out of the car and stood on the sidewalk in front of a nondescript beige rowhouse, stretching my stiff muscles.




  “The restaurant,” the chauffeur said patiently. “Mr. Thorne is waiting for you.”




  I looked up, and I saw the sign: Komi. I swallowed. Even I had heard of Komi. One meal cost about the same as two weeks of dorm food. It was the current food mecca of the capital, impossible to score reservations unless you called at noon exactly one month ahead.




  The chauffeur was already pulling away, so I had no choice but to mount the iron steps to the front door. I was desperately grateful that I’d decided to dress up. If I’d arrived in denim and sneakers, I would have died of humiliation right there and spared the cancer the trouble of killing me.




  I swung open the door and stepped inside to be greeted by a black-clad host.




  “You must be Ms. Shaw,” he said, relieving me of my jacket. “This way, please.”




  I stepped forward after the host, my head still muddled with sleep and disbelief, not quite certain that I could trust any of this to be real. The narrow dining room was dim and intimate, with twelve tables that I counted as we passed.




  There was a movement in the shadows of the farthest corner, and I raised my eyes as the host led me onward, knowing who it was even before I saw him—feeling him, somehow, in the darkness. And there he was, standing, watching me with his hungry eyes, wearing another impeccable three-piece suit and a black silk tie.
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