
Chapter 11

As Jill inserted the key to room 107, she heard soft sobs coming from inside and pulled 

back. Too late. An audible click sounded and the sobs stopped. Looking to heaven for help to 

comfort the sufferer, she opened the door and found the room dark. Silhouetted against closed 

curtains, a young woman sat on the far bed and dabbed her eyes. 

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to barge in on you. The clerk said the room was ready.”

The stranger sniffed. “It is. Flip the switch and you’ll see.”

Light flooded the room and revealed a vanilla-skinned beauty whose  black-marble eyes 

and plum-blossom mouth looked as childlike as Polly’s. She rose, little more than five-feet tall, 

and reached out her hand. “I’m Ume Matsumoto.”

“Jill Evert, nice meeting you.” Jill glanced at the made beds and realized this was not a 

failed contestant checking out, but her new roommate. “You made the semi-finals?”

Ume nodded and brought the tissue back to her eyes.

“Then what’s wrong?”

Ume shook her head, ponytail swishing. “My boyfriend hates my being here. He 

demands I quit.”

“Do you love him?”

She nodded.

“Then maybe you should consider—”

“I can’t.” With a wail Ume cast herself headlong onto the bed and beat the coverlet with 

her fists. “My parents insist I stay.”

Jill sat beside her and laid a hand over her quivering shoulder. “A half million is a lot to 



pass up.”

“But they promised. On the seventh day I could leave. I was all packed, counting the 

hours, texting Ryuu. But they phoned and told me I have to stay ten more da-a-a-i-i-i” 

“Your parents? But how did they know you qualified?”

“Watanabe-San.” Ume spit out the name as if he were Judas Iscariot. “He informed them 

before he broke the news to me.”

A scout in league with parents…? “Do your parents know how you feel about Ryuu?”

“Yes, but he’s just a poor techie working his way through university.”

“Oh.” Jill continued to pat Ume’s back and commiserate, while reflecting on the irony. 

At Ume’s age, she would have given everything to possess the fatal allure this child-woman had, 

yet here Ume was, in the throes of misery over her fate.

Suddenly Ume sat up, her pout giving way to a impish grin. “I should have spit in his 

face.”

“Whose—Thornton’s?”

“Yes.” Ume laughed, clear and musical as a tiny temple bell. “That would have freed 

me.”

Jill laughed with her. “Maybe you still can.”

The door flung open and Bonnie Bodecker burst in. “What’s so funny?”

Ume froze. 

Jill shrugged. “Nothing. We were just discussing strategies for dismissal.”

Bonnie whooped and plopped on the first bed. “Like setting smoke detectors off with 

puffs of ganja? Or spending a wild night on the town with the tennis coach? And did you hear 

what Janice Culpepper did?”



Not eager for gossip, but relieved at the diversion for Ume’s sake, Jill replied, “No, 

what?”

“She lost half her bikini while snorkeling.”

Ume’s eyes grew wide. “In the water with Thornton?”

“Yeah—” Bonnie cackled. “She claimed a sea turtle snatched it. But Thornton wasn’t 

amused. He tossed her an oil rag and told her to cover up. Flew her out the next day.”

Ume clasped her hands together as if in prayer and whispered, “With or without a 

check?”

“Thirty thousand clams. Five extra for services not rendered, some say. But I don’t 

believe it. Thornton’s a gentleman. He wouldn’t insult Janice that way. Probably added a little 

extra out of pity.”

A pregnant silence fell, Bonnie looking down at her hands, Ume gazing far away, and Jill 

speculating about them both. What ruse would Ume devise to terminate her stay without making 

it obvious to her parents? And how deep did Bonnie’s feelings go toward Thornton? Strangely, 

the thought of Bonnie developing a tendre for Thornton troubled her.

To break the mood she tossed her suitcase on the middle bed and started unpacking.

***

An hour later, following a stressful call to her boss, Jill took a stroll seeking solace and 

solitude. She chose a footpath that meandered through palm-shaded scrub away from the beach. 

In frustration and disgust, Jill kicked sand as she walked, sending lizards scurrying. It came as no 

surprise that Ms. Michaels held to her deadline, but such intransigence galled. Why couldn’t the 

woman care for anyone or anything beyond the museum?

A warm breeze fluffed Jill’s hair and brought snatches of reggae music. She slowed her 



pace and let its rhythm relax her mood. A fruit vendor with bananas on her head, radio under her 

arm, sashayed hotel-ward along the water’s edge. 

Not wanting to be seen, Jill stopped in the shadows and waited for the vendor to pass. 

How had she gotten past security? Poor lady, she wouldn’t gain many sales with so few 

contestants left and no hotel regulars. Maybe I should have taken pity on her and called out.

Jill shrugged and resumed her walk. But the contrast of their circumstances humbled her. 

I’ve no family to feed and can move back home, if I have to. I’ve nothing to complain about.

Coming to a smooth, sun-warmed boulder, Jill sat down and surveyed the area. Waves 

lapped, insects flitted, lizards sunned, and time slowed down to an eternal calm. The lazy 

ambiance and distant drone of a prop plane made it feel like summer. Jill stretched and sighed 

and let her tensions ebb away.

Booted feet sailed down from nowhere, startling her. A man’s body, suspended by  cords, 

landed on the beach and sent her pulse racing. He tugged on the cords and brought a billowing 

white chute within his grasp then wadded it into a tiny bundle. Tall, tanned, trim in khakis, he 

turned and looked her way.

Jill rolled off the boulder and slunk down behind it, her breath ragged. Caught between 

the impulse to run and desire to stay hidden, she sent up an emergency prayer then stole a peek. 

He advanced on the wooded area but showed no sign of seeing her. She ducked back down.

Mercenary invasion of Jamaica? She strained to hear other planes, the sound of other 

boots thudding to the ground. But the invader seemed to be alone. 

A hit man sent to assassinate Thornton? She should run and warn him. But fear paralyzed 

her, the thought of being dispatched with one shot before she got anywhere near the hotel.

Calm down, think. 



Paparazzo. That must be it. She braved another look. 

Sure enough, after stashing his chute, he extracted a camera with telephoto lens and 

smiled. “You can come out now, miss.”

The camera flashed and whirred as she stood. She brushed herself off and scowled at 

him. “Stop.”

“Come, come, Shy Sheila, surely you don’t expect to enter a beauty contest and not be 

photographed.” His accent sounded Aussie.

“It’s not a beauty contest, it’s—” She stopped short, flummoxed. Nothing she could say 

sounded any better.

He lowered his camera and grinned. “Go ahead, for the Down Under Lowdown, tell Ed 

Paisley what it is.”

“No, you’re trespassing.” She noticed a thin cable connected to his ear. “And recording 

my speech without permission.”

“Sorry.” He clicked something in his jumpsuit pocket. “Better now, Miss…?”

She shook her head, trying to think what to do—run for help—or bargain—or stonewall?

He frowned and thrust out a plasticized photo. “My press pass, see—Edward W. Paisley. 

You have nothing to fear. So tell me, what’s your name and where’re you from?”

Jill glanced around, hoping to see security men running to intercept him.

“My, you are the skittish type.” He backed off a step and held up his hands palm out. “I’ll 

keep my distance. You go on ahead, back toward the safety of the hotel, and I’ll follow behind 

and ask a few innocent questions, okay?”

“No, I’m not accompanying you anywhere.” Jill wished Coco were there to defend her.

He circled round and planted his well-muscled body between her and the hotel. “And if I 



don’t let you pass until you do?”

She contemplated a scream, but no one would hear. The banana lady must be long gone. 

Jill sighed. “Okay, I’ll accompany you.”

“That’s my girl.” Ed motioned her alongside and set off on the trail toward the hotel. 

“Now, who do you believe will win the competition?”

“Marie Valadon,” Jill said with a straight face, pulling the name from art history.

Ed frowned. “Describe her.”

Jill pictured one of the models Marie painted. “Five-foot-six or seven, chestnut hair in a 

chignon, brown eyes, oval face, flawless skin, and a body the ancients would call voluptuous.”

“Why her?”

“She’s not only beautiful, but also talented, has a magnetic personality, and knows how 

to play the ingénue to perfection. The judges will love her and so will Thornton.”

“What about Sara Morningstar?” Ed asked.

“Who?” Jill feigned incomprehension. Of the twenty semi-finalists, only Sara was 

missing at the lunch table, so everyone talked about her.

“Popular Christian singer, blonde, beautiful, blabs about Jesus to anyone and everyone. 

You’d know her if you met her.”

Jill yelped as if in pain, stopped, and removed the sandal from her right foot. 

Ed turned with a look of alarm. “Stub your toe?”

“Something bit me.” She inspected her ankle as if for snakebite.

“Let me see.” He un-strapped his camera, laid it aside, and knelt down.

Jill let him have it, bare foot in the face with enough force to knock him off balance, then 

took off running. Brush whipped her legs and pebbles stabbed her sole. She paid them no heed 



but poured all her energy into gaining the safety of the hotel.

Oh, no!  The sea crashed on her right, not her left. Somehow, in her panic, she’d gotten 

turned around and ran the wrong way. Lungs in pain, she searched a hiding place where she 

could catch her breath and plot her next move. Sparse palms offered no hope, nor the scraggly 

vegetation. Lord, where?


