
Chapter 13

Jill entered the dining hall to find it abuzz with a dozen contestants, none seated. Two 

Jamaican waiters, looking amused, lounged against wall. In the place of the head table, bare 

floor. In the place of rows and columns of large tables, a circle of seven smaller ones—each with 

white linens, a vase of orchids, and four set places.

From the anxious whispers—“No names?”—“Anywhere?”—and nervous glances, Jill 

zeroed in on the problem. No place cards directed the ladies where to sit. To sit four to a table 

shut Thornton out. To sit alone looked friendless. Who would sit with whom at what advantage? 

No one wanted to commit.

Forget this. Jill pulled out a chair at the nearest table and sat down.

“May I join you?”

Jill turned and smiled her welcome to Ume. “Please do.”

Margot arched a brow and walked over. With the barest of nods before pulling out a 

chair, she took the third place. “Ladies.”

This precipitated a rush toward the neighboring tables. At the table to their left, Emma 

Waters and Bonnie Bodecker tussled for possession of the third chair, but Emma hissed 

something and Bonnie backed off, cheeks flaming. Within seconds all seven tables were 

occupied.

Jill held out her hand to Margot. “I’m—”

“I know who you are.” Margot clasped Jill’s hand briefly and nodded toward Ume. “And 

you, Miss Matsumoto.”

Ume giggled and thrust out her hand. “But I don’t know who you are.”



Margot conceded her hand and her name.

“Oh my goodness—the Margot Huntington—the millionairess everyone is talking 

about?” Ume brought both hands to her mouth. “I can’t believe we’re sitting at the same table.”

Lips compressed, Margot arranged her linen napkin in her lap. Jill glanced around, 

wondering if Ume were playing to the wrong audience. But no, Thornton entered the dining hall 

as if on cue.

“Too bad there’s not a photographer around,” Ume trilled. “How will I ever prove to my 

boyfriend—oops, I shouldn’t have said that. Thorny Apple’s spies might hear me.”

A hush fell, eyes turned, and Thornton approached their table.

Ume continued full volume on as if unaware of his presence, “Can you believe it—a man 

his age—imagining he could—”

“Could what, Miss Matsumoto?” Thornton stood over her.

Eyes wide, Ume sucked in her breath. “Nothing, sir. Beg your humble pardon, sir.”

“How old are you, Ume?”

She shook her head, tight-lipped.

“How old is your father?” Thornton persisted.

“Forty-five,” Ume whispered.

“Ah, then I’m closer to his age than to yours, aren’t I?”

“I—I—wouldn’t know, sir. I’m not that good with numbers.”

“Hmm. Well how’s this for a number? I will send you home with two hundred thousand 

if you will not leak to the media how young you are.” Thornton chuckled. “Or how old I am. Is 

that fair?”

Ume jumped up, squealing, and hugged his neck. “Thank you, kind sir. You are truly a 



knight in shining armor. I will never forget—”

Conversation erupted, drowning out the rest of her words. And Jill sat awestruck. The 

man had a heart. In spite of her first impression, he harbored no ill will against womankind.

Thornton pried Ume’s hands from his neck and clapped a phone to his ear. “I’ll arrange 

your flight out tonight. You’d better get packing.”

As Ume fled from the room, Thornton spoke instructions to an unseen agent then sat 

down between Jill and Margot at the place Ume had vacated. Waiters rushed up and switched 

dishes, carting off Ume’s untouched utensils.

Thornton glanced between Jill and Margot. “I trust I’m not overreaching my age 

limitations with you two?”

Margot took a sip of ice water and eyed him soberly. “I was show-jumping horses while 

you were still in knickers.”

He grinned. “You must have broken a thousand hearts before I discovered mine.”

“Boys are fools.”

“And men?” Thornton asked.

Jill watched in fascination, not lifting a fork to touch the greens that appeared magically 

before her.

Margot thanked the waiter and shrugged. “Men are only grown boys.”

Thornton turned his granite-blue eyes on Jill. “Is that your opinion, also?”

“I… uh…” Jill’s mind went blank, or rather froze on one unbidden scene from her 

sophomore year of college—a teaching assistant in mop hair and elbow patches who lectured on 

quantum mechanics. His passion for the mysteries of science had fascinated her and tempted her 

to seek his help in understanding physics. Only she feared exposing her total ineptitude. So, 



she’d asked her dad instead.

“Out with it, Jill. I see the synapses firing.”

“Men blaze trails for civilization to follow.” Jill looked at Thornton in shock at what had 

popped out of her mouth. Is that really what she felt? What would he make of such rank 

glamorizing the roles of men?

“Yes they do.” Thornton said, a twinkle in his eyes.  

She speared a clump of greens and stuffed them into her mouth to hide how much his 

approval had affected her. It more than compensated for Margot’s look of disdain. Chewing self-

consciously, Jill studied the bits of strawberry, cranberry, and walnut in her salad. 

I don’t believe I’m here having this conversation.

“Well, Thornton, it appears you don’t have to search any further,” Margot said. 

Jill could feel herself blushing. She could not believe Margot championed her cause. Nor 

could she fathom Margot’s motive in uttering such words, unless it was to belittle her for 

flattering Thornton, or tease him for lapping it up.

“And what are you searching for?” Thornton asked, the heat of his gaze shifting off Jill.

Margot paused, as waiters removed her salad and served roast beef and gravy, then 

replied. “If I knew that, I wouldn’t be here.”

Jill blinked at Margot, caught off guard by the seriousness of her tone. Could her blasé 

manner hide a world-weary woman trying to make sense of life?

“Why are you here?” Thornton asked Margot as he cut into his roast beef and paused 

with a forkful. “Certainly not for my money, nor likely—as much as I’d like to flatter myself—

for me.”

“Oh, but that’s where you’re wrong.”



Thornton raised an eyebrow and took the first bite.

She softened her voice and patted his hand. “I’m here to protect you. And try to make 

amends for my friend Eve. She treated you shamefully and I’m sorry.”

Feeling like an intruder, Jill looked down at her roast beef without making a move to cut 

it. She had clearly underestimated the depth of friendship between these two. 

“I never blamed you,” Thornton said, barely audible above the background chatter.

Jill scolded herself for listening in, then glanced around for a vacant chair. Spotting two 

openings next to Bonnie at the far table, she started to get up.

“Hey, where’re you going?” Thornton laid a hand on her arm. “It’s not polite to desert 

your host in the middle of a meal.”

“I—” She glanced apologetically at Margot.

“Don’t mind Margot and me. We’ve known each other since childhood. Awfully nice of 

her to keep an eye on me so I won’t make the same mistake twice. But that wouldn’t be you—” 

Thornton turned toward Margot with a questioning look. “Would it?”

Jill squirmed, unable to face either one.

“How should I know?” Margot replied in a dry tone. “We’ve only just met. But if 

intuition is any guide…”

“Yes?” Thornton asked, as Jill slid back down, embarrassed to be the target of every eye 

and tongue. She busied herself with her food in the hopes of becoming invisible.

“She’s too ingenuous to feign any love she doesn’t feel,” Margot said.

“Yep, my assessment, too.” He turned back to Jill. “There, that wasn’t too painful, was 

it?”

Jill swallowed and strove for her best sarcastic tone. “No, I love to listen to people 



analyze me.”

Thornton chuckled. “Okay, now it’s your turn.”

She scowled. “No, I don’t play your game.”

“What game is that?”

“You know very well what game. The game you’ve been playing with a eighty-seven 

women ever since we arrived.”

“Go on.”

“I call it psychological chess. You study the board, every piece, every possible move. 

Then you do something unexpected and watch the reaction. Chop, chop, toss, toss. Doesn’t 

matter how many feelings get hurt or people eliminated. Just as long as you—” She stopped, 

appalled at how much rancor she’d vented.

“Don’t stop now and leave me in suspense. Just as long as I what?”

Jill slumped in shame. “I’m sorry, please forgive me. After what you promised to do for 

me, I have no call—”

“You have every right, so does every contestant here. As for your job, don’t worry your 

pretty little head. I had Pauline eating out of my hand.”

Jill gasped. “Ms. Michaels?”

“Your boss asked me to tell you to take as many days as you want. But please come back 

when you’re ready. She can’t get along without you.” He chuckled. “She probably feared I’d 

whisk you away to some remote castle and lock you away forever.”

Indignant energy spent, she looked at him in mute confusion. How could a man hold so 

much power? Power to make you hate him, love him, feel grateful, feel resentful. Margot could 

negotiate the rapids, Jill couldn’t.



Thornton leaned close, his voice tender. “Aren’t you going to tell me?”

“Tell you what?”

“Doesn’t matter how many feelings I hurt, how many contestants I eliminate, just as long 

as I what?” His gray eyes seemed to soften and beg.

She sighed. “Lay bare their heart.”

“Do you blame me, after the way I was deceived? I couldn’t stand loving someone again 

whose true feelings I’m unsure of.”

“But your methods might scare away the woman with the tenderest feelings toward you, 

maybe already have.”

Thornton thrust out his jaw. “Not a chance. The woman I seek isn’t so easily frightened. 

She’s ready to battle dragons for the man she loves. And for his children.”

“Bravo!” Margot said. “That’s the kind of man I’m looking for.”

Jill glanced between them. Childhood friends. Looking for the same fierce love. Maybe 

they needed to wake up and look no further.

Margot shook her head with a wry smile, as if reading Jill’s mind. “No, I don’t think so. 

Thornton’s like a brother to me. I’m here to observe and learn from his experiment. Might try 

something like it myself, if it works.” She shot Thornton a smile Jill couldn’t interpret. “We’ll 

see.”

Margot’s disclaimer notwithstanding, Jill detected a spark of interest in Margot’s glance. 

Were Jill a betting woman, she’d put her money on Margot having a winning strategy of 

patience—play it cool, bide her time, and be the last woman standing. 

For some strange reason the thought didn’t thrill her.


