
Chapter 37

A searing pain woke Jill. She clutched her gut, groaned, and struggled out of bed. 

Doubled over, she stumbled toward the bathroom but bumped into Sara’s bed. “A-ach.”

“Jill?”

She gagged, barely held the bilious substance in her mouth, flipped on the bathroom 

light, and let it come spewing out of her mouth into the toilet bowl and dribbling onto the seat.

“What’s the matter—oh, poor baby. Here, let me help you.” Sara yanked a yard of paper 

from the roll, mopped up the splatters, and managed to lift the seat before the next eruption 

came. She gripped Jill’s shoulders. “Why, you’re trembling. Want me to get a doctor?”

Jill shook her head and dry heaved.

“I’m calling 911.” The comfort of Sara’s hands departed, replaced by a plaintive voice 

from the bedroom. “Oh no, that’s not it. O Lord, please, what’s the number?”

A second light came on. Then the sound of other voices. Jill’s distress traveled downward 

and twisted her guts. She made it to a sitting position on the cold ceramic bowl, and evacuated 

her whole insides. A wave of dizziness swept over her, her trembling increased, and everything 

became a woozy blur…

 ***

Somewhere a siren wailed. Something rumbled underneath her. Someone shook her arm. 

“Miss, Miss, can you hear me?”

She forced her eyes open to see a mustached Jamaican hovering over her with a clear 

white tube spiraling upward in front of his face.

“Can you remember what you ate?”



She forced her fuzzy brain to concentrate. “Sandwich…pickle…chips…”

“What kind of sandwich?”

“Club.”

He turned and spoke to someone else. They discussed the contents of the sandwich and 

its state of preparation, then the EMT shook her eyes open again. “Anything else? Think. This is 

important. We need to know everything you ingested.”

“Cranberry punch.”

“Hot?”

“Yes. And a chewy piece of chocolate. Oh, no…” A shiver passed through her as she 

realized who Santa was.

“What kind of chocolate?”

“Dark with nuts, tasted kind of funny. How stupid, I should have known.”

“Describe the taste.”

“Rancid…like nuts gone bad…b-but it was p-poison...” 

“Don’t worry, Miss, we’ll have it analyzed and do whatever it takes to get the toxins out 

of your system. Go ahead and rest now.”

As Jill drifted off, she thought she recognized the voice of the man talking with the EMT, 

but no, that was impossible. What would Thornton be doing by her bed? She must be 

hallucinating.

***

Early to late Christmas morning, Jill suffered a succession of indignities unlike any she’d 

experienced before—needle jabs, tubes inserted, vile liquids swallowed, assisted bathroom trips, 

multiple interrogations, and being transported everywhere in a gown that exposed more than it 



covered.

When a volunteer stepped into her room in a Santa outfit, she protested so loudly two 

nurses came running and the poor man fled muttering a string of unintelligible syllables in patois.

A minute later Thornton popped in, giant Teddy bear in hand. “What’s the matter, Jill? 

Don’t you care for Santa anymore?”

She blushed and pulled the coverlet over her head, partially in shame but mainly to check 

that every portion of her body was covered. He chuckled and, from the sound of it, moved a 

chair up close. Silence followed in which it became clear he wouldn’t go away.

Taking a deep breath for courage, she reemerged to find a somber-faced billionaire and 

an equally somber bear regarding her. “Forgive me, Jill, for putting your life in jeopardy. I never 

dreamed anyone so dangerous could make it through my scouts’ screening.”

She shook her head. “It wasn’t your fault.”

“You want to tell me who did it?”

“No. Following Coco’s advice—you know, the crusading lawyer you dismissed—I prefer 

to keep my suspicions to myself.”

He didn’t laugh. “I’ve posted a bodyguard outside your room.”

Jill groaned. “No please, not Mordecai. Don’t spoil his family’s Christmas.”

“Yep, regularly conspiracy, you and Mordecai. But it’s not him. You remember Jean-

Charles, don’t you?” Thornton called, and the doorman showed his head.

In a profusion of words, Jill started thanking the kind man. But Thornton interrupted and 

shooed him back outside. “He eagerly volunteered after he heard my offer. His family will 

celebrate a late but richer Christmas.”

“Oh.”



“Now, would you like to say hi to my friend?” Thornton wagged the bear’s paw at her. 

“His initials are G.A.B.I., which stands for ‘Grin And Bear It,’ but you can call him Gabe, if you 

like. You know, the Christmas angel.”

“Wow, for a new Christian, you’ve learned a lot. I’m impressed.”

Thornton turned toward the bear. “With a little help from our friends, isn’t that right, 

Gabe?” His voice rose an octave and became child-pretend. “Yes, but Sara’s the angel, I’m just a 

bear.”

Jill croaked a laugh that hurt her throat.

Thornton sobered again, and the bear fell limp in his arms. “It’s good you stopped with 

one chocolate. All twelve were laced with Methutox.”

A chill ran down her spine. “Is that lethal?”

“If you’d eaten all twelve it might have been. But the doctors assure me you’ll pull 

through.”

“But how did anyone—?”

“Stole it from our gardener’s shed. Used a hypodermic. Police questioned the gardener at 

length. Not that they suspected him. They’re now questioning the hotel staff and...” He hesitated, 

eyes searching her face, as if testing her. “Sara, Li-Hua, Emma, Margot.”

“Good.”

“Looking for the hypodermic. Taking handwriting samples. You sure you don’t want to 

identify who you suspect?”

Jill sighed. “I already mentioned my suspicions to the officers this morning. Please don’t 

ask me to say more.”

“Mm.” He studied her so long she averted her eyes and focused on the bear. 



“Where’d you get him?” Jill asked.

Thornton grinned. “The stork brought him. Or was it an egret? I get them confused.”

A laugh started in her belly. She grimaced in pain.

“Poor darling, my bedside manners leave much to be desired. I’d better leave you in 

peace.” He started to rise.

“Please—” Am I delusional, or did he say “darling”? “Don’t leave.” 

He sat back down, regarded her for a minute, then sighed. “What shall I do, Jill?”

“About what?”

“This confounded contest. My lawyers tell me I can’t halt it. But it’s unfair to you to 

continue in your absence. Tell me what to do.”

Jill stared at him in frustration. Declare me the winner and marry me, she wanted to 

scream, now or at the end of the thirty days, whatever your lawyers advise. Just tell me you love 

me.

He sighed again. “I know, you’re a woman of principle. You wouldn’t think it fair to 

interfere in how I run the contest, would you?”

“Not unless I withdrew.” She smiled as best she could, knowing her pale, cracked lips 

must look awful. “Which I refuse to do.”

“Really?” His countenance perked up.

“Yes,” she croaked. “Trailing an IV or not, I’m determined to be there on Presentation 

Night.”

There, if you don’t know I love you now, you’re deaf, dumb, and blind.

Thornton set Gabe at the edge of the bed in a kneeling position and clasped his two paws 

together. “I’ll be praying—today and every day—until I see you there.”



Tears welled up in her eyes. Maybe she was the blind one. Maybe he was doing his best 

to tell her he loved her but felt honor-bound not to reveal it before contest’s end. Or maybe this 

was all a dream, one more trick of her drugged imagination. 

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Day-nurse bustled in, a bag of fluid in her hands. “Pardon, I need to adjust your drip.”

Thornton stood and placed Gabe in the chair he deserted. “Well, I’ve got a pressing 

engagement. But if you need anything, just holler. If nurse here won’t bring it to you—”

Day-nurse scowled.

“Tell Jean-Charles and he’ll page me immediately.”

“Thank you—” A darling almost slipped out. She watched him disappear then pulled 

Gabe into bed beside her.


