
Chapter 38

Monday morning the nurse brought Jill a tiny cup of ice water. “Start slow—just a sip.”

It felt heavenly on her lips but lake of fire in her belly. She squeezed her eyes shut until 

the pain passed then handed it back in defeat. “Guess I stay on the tube.”

“No problem. We’ll try again tomorrow.”

“Yes, but I’ve got to get up on my feet and out of here in a week.”

“Hmm. That sounds like rushing it a bit, but we’ll see. The doctor said you’re making 

good progress, so maybe. The important thing is that you rest and regain your strength.” She 

nodded as if to confirm the wisdom of her own words and departed.

Sara appeared at the door. Jean-Charles inspected her purse and person. She showered 

him and Jill with smiles, then flounced in and sat in the chair. “I tried my best to get here 

yesterday, but the police kept us confined to the hotel. Can you believe it, Christmas day? 

Searched our baggage, took DNA samples, and questioned everyone in sight.”

“Did they learn anything?”

Sara shrugged. “They’re keeping a tight lip. Even in front of the media. The paparazzi are 

back, storming the front gates. But none have gotten in, thanks to the extra guards Thornton 

posted.”

“How’d you get free?”

“They weren’t hired to keep us in, only—oh, you mean the contest.” Sara laughed. “You 

know what Thornton gave us for today’s assignment?”

“Can’t imagine.”

“Create the perfect get-well card.”



Jill smiled and held out her ID-braceleted hand. “Well…?”

“Well what?”

“Where’s my card?”

Eyes dancing with merriment, Sara jumped up and gave her a peck-on-both-cheeks 

embrace. “Me, I couldn’t wait to wish you well. Hope you’re not disappointed.”

“Never, Sara. Never, never, never could I be disappointed in you.” Jill’s rough throat 

swallowed in gratitude. “But what will you turn in to Mordecai or whoever collects the cards?”

Sara perched herself on the edge of the bed and smiled nonchalantly. “Nothing. Do you 

think I care? I’ve already won ten million, a two-week vacation with Aaron, and the biggest prize 

of all—Thornton’s salvation. It’s not like I’m competing or anything. Just serving out my time 

and cheering you on to victory.”

“Thank you. I need all the cheering I can get.” Jill drank in her friend’s joy, sighed, and 

confessed her own despair. “In my weakened condition I can barely stand up, much less sing or 

dance or turn a pot on a wheel. What am I going to do for a performance?”

A merry gleam appeared in Sara’s eye and mischievous grin spread across her face. 

“You’re going to steal the show and melt Thornton’s heart.”

“Huh, how?”

“You’re going to give him what he most desires. What he doesn’t have the courage to 

ask, nor any right to. But, because you love him, you’re going to bite the bullet and do it.”

Jill stared uncomprehending, willing the chemical warp in her brain to clear. “What, 

what? Don’t make me guess. My mind’s too weak to think right now.”

“You’re going to stand there on stage—or sit on a stool with a microphone—and, in front 

of the whole world, tell him you love him.”



“What!” Jill choked. “Are you crazy?”

Sara grinned. “You’re an English professor’s daughter, aren’t you?”

“Yes, so?”

“Recite him a love poem.”

A glimmer of hope broke through the storm clouds. “Yes, I could—I might—I mean, 

that’s certainly an idea worth considering.”

“Not Emily Dickenson or…or…any of those oldies they made us read in school.”

“No? Who then?”

“You, from your own heart, in words of your own making, pour out your love.”

The enormity of it paralyzed Jill’s mind. Stopped her heart. Made the bottom of her 

fragile stomach drop out of existence. Yet its genius and daring enthralled her. She checked the 

monitor to make sure her heart was beating again. Could I, could I?

“It came to me this morning,” Sara said. “When Thornton instructed us to compose a card 

for you.”

Jill looked at her with wonder. “He didn’t take off with Emma?” 

Sara took hold of the fingers of both hands, even the one with the IV, and spoke softly. 

“Yes, he did. But not before he solemnly charged Margot, Li-Hua, and me with our sacred duty. 

He loves you, Jill, but he doesn’t dare commit—take the leap of faith—to declare what he feels. 

You’ll have to leap first.”

Jill’s soul cried out yes, take the chance, while her fear shouted, no, don’t be a fool, 

you’ll die a death from which you’ll never recover. 

“Or, believe me, Emma will. She’ll lie through her teeth to sink them into Thornton’s 

hide.” Sara said. “Who knows what she’s telling him even now.”



“Then it’s too late.” Jill’s fingers fled Sara’s grip.

“No, Thornton’s cautious. The more she speaks, the more he will grow suspicious. 

Because her words won’t ring true, not to the Spirit of truth who lives inside him now. But when 

you confess your heart—”

“You mean if—” The white walls pressed in upon Jill from every side, the beep of the 

monitor growing distant and near in waves, making her question her sanity.  

“Listen to your heart, Jill. What is it saying?”

She groaned. Her heart was pounding out a steady beat, Do it, Sara’s right, as Mordecai 

was before, for such a time as this, for such a time as this…

Jill nodded in defeat, knowing the purim were cast, her fate sealed. Standing weak, 

nervous, possibly still drug-affected before the international media—with millions of people 

watching—she would make an utter fool of herself.

***

Tuesday afternoon, Jill pushed herself along the corridor with a walker. Nurse-assistant 

Cecile carried the IV-fluid bag alongside, and Jean-Charles followed a discreet distance behind. 

Aromas from lunch lingered but no longer bothered Jill’s indigestion system, so she took heart in 

that measure of progress. Plus the fact that she could walk more than a couple of yards without 

tiring.

Cecile nodded down at Jill’s feet. “You’re doing great. Keep this up and you’ll be 

running in next year’s marathon. Yes, you will.”

“Ouch. Just the thought of jogging makes me hurt inside.”

“Don’t say that. You’re getting stronger. Drank two hundred milliliters this morning. 

That’s good, powerful good. Maybe some solid food tomorrow—”



Jill grimaced, her stomach already rebelling.

“I saw that. You don’t believe me, do you? But Cecile’s seldom wrong. I may not have 

any fancy degrees, but the good Lord gives me instincts about these things. Tomorrow morning 

the doctor will test you out with some soup, a little bit of toast, maybe…and in no time you’ll be 

feasting on jerked chicken and beans.”

“As long as I can stand up to an audience Monday night, I’ll be happy.”

“Stand up?” Cecile cackled. “Sugar, you’ll be gyrating to Reggae by then.”

Jill laughed then winced. A minute later Jean-Charles darted past and intercepted Margot. 

Smiling, she surrendered her purse and visitor’s pass. “You won’t believe the security. This is 

my third inspection. Thornton’s not letting reporters anywhere near.”

“Where is he?”

“Talking to the administration. Arranging a private nurse and transfer.” Margot flicked 

her eyes in a manner that said I’ll explain when we’re alone.

Jill introduced Cecile to Margot and led the procession back to her room. Once propped 

back up in bed, with Cecile gone and Jean-Charles camped outside, Jill lowered her voice to a 

confidential level. “You mean my poisoning has made the news?”

“Big time. You’d better call your parents—here use my phone—before they hear from 

the wrong source.”

“Why am I being transferred?” Jill accepted the phone and punched in the number.

“To get you back in a five-star hotel, easier to lock down. He’s not taking any chances.” 

Margot laughed. “You should see Emma having a hissy fit, steam pouring out her ears, but trying 

not to show it. She claims you staged your own poisoning to win Thornton’s sympathy, media 

attention, and unfair advantage over the rest of us.”



Jill gulped. “Is Thornton buying it?”

Margot shrugged. “I’m not sure. Ever since his trip to Negril, he’s reverted back to his 

guarded self.”

Oh, no. “What do you think happened?”

“Who know? Emma made her big play, whatever that was—offering sex, lies, maybe 

even magic mushrooms, that’s what Negril’s known for. Whatever she thought Thornton would 

indulge in.”

Jill shook her head, desperate to shake off the fear he’d fallen into Emma’s trap. The fact 

he’d come back changed didn’t bode well.

“Hello?” her mother’s voice broke into her worry.

She clamped the phone to her ear. “Mom, I want you to know I’m alright.”

“Why, what happened—you don’t sound alright.”

“A bit of food poisoning is all. But I’m up and around and ready to check out.”

“Out of where?” her mother’s voice rose a notch.

“My hospital room, but don’t panic, everything’s fine and I’ll see you soon. The contest 

will be over in a week.”

“That’s what you said a month ago.”

“Yeah, well, thanks to the delay, I’m soon to be a few million richer.”

Her mother gasped. “Did you say ‘million’…as in dollars…American?”

“I’m a finalist, Mom. Pray for my speech next Monday. That’s when the winner will be 

chosen.”

“Father, grab the other phone, you’ve got to listen to this.”

In her parents’ excitement over the good news, they seemed to forget the bad. By the time 



Thornton entered her room with a doctor and nurse in tow, Jill had wound down the conversation 

and signed off.

“Well, young lady.” The doctor barely glanced at her before initialing the form on his 

clipboard. “Looks like you’re ready to go home. Nurse Paxton will take good care of you.” He 

nodded toward the lanky nurse, whose uniform seemed to hang lopsidedly on her body, and bid 

them adieu.

Thornton motioned Jean-Charles inside. “Here’s the plan. Margot, you will join me in the 

limo. Mordecai will drive us up to the gate, where I will invite all the news hounds for a drink in 

the lounge. Try to act as if we’re on the verge of announcing our engagement or something.”

“The moment I’ve waited for all my life,” Margot said with an exaggerated sigh.

Thornton chuckled. “Meanwhile nurse will wheel Jill to the ambulance. Jean-Charles, 

you climb in with them and fend off intruders until they’re safely installed in my guestroom.”

“You don’t mean—” Jill spluttered, but he cut her off with a dark look. The penthouse 

guestroom?

He handed Jean-Charles a black plastic card. “Then go home and enjoy a well-earned 

rest. I’ve instructed the ambulance driver to stay well behind the limo, out of sight, and lay off 

the siren. And please, all of you, don’t reveal Jill’s location to anyone. Any questions?” 

Am I to be your prisoner? Jill glanced around, wondering if she should protest, but too 

timid to say anything.

“How long will our little performance in the lounge last?” Margot asked.

“Until we hear sirens. A few minutes after delivering our patient, the ambulance will 

make a full-siren, light-flashing exit from the hotel. You and I will race to the front desk to learn 

the ‘bad’ news. Mordecai will speed us away in the limo and we’ll wait hidden somewhere until 



all the ambulance chasers are gone.”


