
Chapter 36

Packing took a lifetime, stalled by reflections and remembrances and recriminations. 

Finally she carted her bags to the lounge, asked for the key, and lugged them back into the 

elevator.

Room 501, the Princess Suite. Could that be a hint of Thornton’s hope in her—that she 

might finish first and become his bride? With heady anticipation, she parked her luggage at the 

door, slid her key into its slot, and pushed through.

Emma glared, arms akimbo, feet planted apart. “You’ve made a fatal miscalculation, 

Stupido.”

Shock surged down Jill’s spine. She stared in denial and backed up a step. No way could 

she spend days with Emma, much less close her eyes at night with her enemy lurking in the same 

room.

Emma advanced, sneering. “Yes, run. Flee. Before I get my hands on a blunt object. Or 

sharp. Something—”

Jill abandoned her bags and ran. Pushed into the stair well. Bounded down two steps at a 

time. Arrived panting at reception. Slapped her key on the counter. “I need to talk…about a 

change of rooms…to Mordecai…the manager…someone in authority.”

 The young receptionist frowned. “Begging your pardon, Miss, but the Princess is our 

best suite. Except for the Presidential, of course, and it’s taken.”

“I don’t care. Give me a cot in the furnace room.”

“Furnace?”

“Your dungiest room. Anywhere but the Princess.”



“Just a moment.” He picked up a phone and punched a button. Turning his back, he 

spoke quietly.

Soon, to her great relief, Mordecai appeared. He raised an eyebrow and smiled at the 

receptionist. “I’ll handle this.”

Mordecai motioned and she followed him. He seated her in his office, closed the door, 

and took his position behind the desk. “Now what’s this all about?”

“I can’t room with Emma. Don’t ask me to explain. She scares me.”

“Let me guess. The ‘purple-eyed white girl’ who lied to customs.”

Jill held his gaze without blinking.

“Unfortunately, the rules require you to share the Princess with all other contestants.”

Jill gaped. “You mean, Sara and Margot will be there, too?”

“And Li-Hua. Don’t forget her.”

“Oh.” She felt like a fool.

“Both the east and west side-rooms have a lock. Perhaps, if you find yourself next to the 

wrong bed, you can switch with someone who’s not afraid to take yours.”

Relief flooded her. She rose, embarrassed for making a scene. “I’m sorry, Uncle, that I 

haven’t lived up to your expectations.”

He stood, placed his arm around her shoulder and chuckled. “You will, my dear niece, 

you will.”

She died a million deaths returning to Room 501. Now Emma knew her for the coward 

she was. All the credibility gained in her courageous bluff lost through mindless panic. Nothing 

to do now but hope Sara was there—or Margot or Li-Hua—so she wouldn’t have to face 

Emma’s scorn alone.



Remembering her abandoned luggage, Jill quickened her pace. No telling what Emma 

would do with it. Plant a bomb. Rip clothes to shreds. Oh, no, my blouse! She closed the 

remaining distance in seconds and burst into the room.

Seated on a long white sofa, Li-Hua looked up and pointed to the right. “We moved your 

stuff in with Sara.”

“And Emma?”

“She’s with me in the east wing.” Li-Hua nodded toward the left, then patted the cushions 

where she sat. “Margot volunteered to camp here in the day room. It makes into a bed.”

“Where is she? I’d like to thank her.”

“Shopping with Sara.” Li-Hua smiled as if anticipating Jill’s next question. “It’s just you 

and me. Emma said she had some errands to run, very mysterious-like, didn’t say what or 

where.”

“Thanks.” Jill opened the door to the west wing, found her luggage on the bed next to the 

wall, and unpacked to make sure nothing was missing or tampered with.

Li-Hua came in, book in hand, and sat on Sara’s bed. Her eyes tracked Jill’s every move 

as she hung clothes, checked drawers, and stored undergarments. When finished, Jill took a 

breath of accomplishment and sat on her own bed.

Li-Hua smiled. “Thank you for keeping my little secret.”

“You and Jim? It’s none of my business.” The moment Jill spoke it, another truth 

slammed home. It’s only Emma and me now. 

Of the five remaining candidates, she and Emma alone competed for Thornton’s love. 

Sara sought Aaron’s, Li-Hua cared only for Jim—evidently—and Margot expressed no desire 

except to keep Thornton from getting hurt again. 



Dizzy in shock, she stared past Li-Hua. How did this happen? Eighty-seven down to us 

two. Incredulous, she wondered if Emma were psychic and saw it coming. No, impossible, Jill 

didn’t believe in psychic powers. Yet that would explain Emma’s zeroing in—

Li-Hua laughed, breaking the spell. “Hey, where’d you go—Wyoming—Colorado? Do 

you, too, have a boyfriend stashed somewhere?”

“No, just a guy who—never mind, it’s not serious.”    

“So you’re open to Thornton’s interest?”

Something nagged at the edges of Jill’s awareness, if not suspicion. Something more than 

Li-Hua’s solicitousness. Yes, that was it—how did Li-Hua know she came from Colorado? And 

worked in Wyoming? Until this afternoon she and Li-Hua had rarely talked and never shared 

anything personal. Did Li-Hua do a background check? Easy enough to accomplish, but why?

“I’m being a snoop, I know. Sorry.” Li-Hua rose, smoothed out the wrinkle she’d made 

in the bed, and departed.

“No, that’s okay...” Jill called out, then realized she hadn’t answered Li-Hua’s question 

but made no attempt to do so. 

I’ve got to get shopping.

***

Thirty hours later, all five finalists dressed in flannel pajamas as provided and required, 

gathered around the nine-foot Christmas tree and sat in a semi-circle facing it. Emma and Margot 

on Thornton’s left. Sara, Jill, and Li-Hua to his right.  

Thornton’s gold-filigree angel adorned the top of the tree, Jill and Sara’s papier-mâché 

crèche the bottom. In between, strings of popcorn, Jamaican hand-crafted ornaments, and some 

of Dashawna’s treasures from the States loaded down the branches. Underneath the bottom 



branches waited a motley pile of gifts from Thornton, contestants, and “Santa.”

Jill sat cross-legged, her slippers tucked under her. Feeling more vulnerable in bedroom 

clothing than anything worn before, she traded wan smiles with Sara and tried to avoid eye 

contact with Emma. But Emma’s serpentine movements next to and sometimes touching 

Thornton made avoiding her gloating gaze impossible. Jill wondered what Emma enjoyed 

more—enticing him or tormenting her.

“I’m sorry I’m keeping you from your families and boyfriends on a sacred night like 

this.” Thornton sounded like he meant it.

Sara giggled. “We’ll let you get by with it this time.”

He turned toward her. “We?”

“Your underappreciated architect and myself.”

“Careful, lady, you could—” He stopped with a humble look of contrition and lowered 

his voice. “No, name your price, I’ll see Aaron gets it.”

Emma clenched her fists.

“Not money,” Sara said. “Just a bit more freedom to design things his way. You know, 

show more confidence in his genius.”

“Right, I’ll do my best.”

Even in the soft-lit room, from three feet away, Jill could see red spots appear on Emma’s 

forehead. Clearly Emma resented Thornton’s gratitude toward Sara, its influence over his 

business decisions. 

Ten million doesn’t satisfy her, she’s aiming for his billions. And she won’t let pre-

nuptials stand in her way.

“Problems, Jill?”



“Me, no.” Uncanny, his ability to read her mind. She tried to appear mystified by his 

question.

“Right. So, who has a Christmas story? Wait—” He held up his hands. “Not like we did 

yesterday, I mean something from Jesus’ birth. The original Christmas.”

Sara began singing, “O little town of Bethlehem, how still we see thee lie…”

Margot leaned back, arms wrapped around her knees, and gazed serenely at the tree. 

Emma leaned her head on Thornton’s shoulder, her dreamy look as phony as plastic pine 

needles. Jill closed her eyes, to shut Emma out as much as to concentrate on the words of Sara’s 

carol. Li-Hua hummed along.

“Anyone else?” Thornton asked when the stanza finished.

Jill opened her eyes to find his gaze upon her, as if he expected her to go next—or 

worse—tested her commitment to the meaning of Christmas. Testing, testing, always testing.

“The Bible says wise men came from the East,” Li-Hua said. “I always wondered if that 

meant as far away as China.”

“How about it? What do the rest of you say?” Thornton panned the audience but again his 

gaze seem to pause longer on Jill.

Feeling obligated to answer, she shrugged. “I don’t know. I suppose it’s possible. Many 

nations had their astrologers and wise men.”

“Maybe we’re not meant to know,” Sara said. “Only that the Savior was born for the 

whole world, not just for Hebrews.”

Thornton clasped his hands together, in a motion that jarred Emma from his shoulder, and 

beamed at Sara. “Yes, that’s it. Good answer.”

Emma blinked, made an elaborate show of yawning, and leaned back on Thornton’s 



shoulder.

He chuckled. “I guess it’s getting late. Time to open presents before we’re too tired to 

read the tags.”

Li-Hua gave Thornton a wedding cake ornament that looked like a chess king and queen. 

His eyes grew wide and he bellowed in laughter. “Wherever did you find this?”

“A local artisan made it for me.”

Margot gave Emma a coral pink swimsuit only slightly more modest than the one she 

wore on Lime Cay, but a thousand times more tasteful. Emma looked at it, then at Margot, then 

back at the suit, clearly speechless. Eyes damp with tears, she sprang up and gave Margot a long 

hug while her fellow contestants clapped. Obviously the most genuine gesture she’d made all 

evening.

Thornton gave Sara a free pass to a weeklong, all-expenses paid vacation in Fiji. “For 

you and Aaron,” he explained when she shot him a questioning look. She squealed and hugged 

his neck.

And so it went with all the presents. For a half hour Christmas reigned, all competition 

forgotten. Jill held to her bosom the book of illustrated poetry Thornton gave her and surveyed 

the wrapper-strewn area contentedly.

Sara opened her box from Santa and liberated a bonbon. “I don’t believe in Santa, but I 

believe in chocolate.” She popped it into her mouth. “M-m-m-m.”

Everyone followed suit. When Jill bit into her first chocolate, the walnut tasted slightly 

rancid, but she swallowed it without fuss, closed the box, and bid everyone good-night.

Thornton rose and helped cart her gifts to the elevator. In plaid pajamas he looked as 

manly as ever. And far too take-to-bed-able. His closeness affected Jill deeper in these closing 



moments than the whole evening of Emma’s clinging to him. She hoped the heat of her feelings 

didn’t show on her face and had no clue what she’d do if he walked into the elevator with her.

The bell rang and the doors slid open.

“Good-night, Jill.” He handed her the gifts but held the last one until she looked 

questioningly into his eyes, then leaned over the top of it and kissed her. “Sweet dreams.”

Two second later, bereft of his kiss, she stared stupidly and stammered something 

unintelligible even to herself. But he only waved until the doors closed off his smiling face from 

view, and the floor yanked her upward, leaving her heart behind.


