
Chapter 15

I can’t believe I’m doing this. Jill sipped her ginger ale, toyed with the napkin, and 

listened to a complete stranger talk about Thornton.

Aaron’s well-trimmed  fingers rotated his glass of melting ice. “It was so unlike him to 

pursue a project then stop monitoring it—no calls asking for an update, no surprise visits, no last-

minute modifications. When we ran into a problem and called the emergency number, Jonesy 

stonewalled—”

“Mordecai?”

“Yes, told us to handle it ourselves, said the boss had a personal matter that required his 

undivided attention. Personal matter?” Aaron shook his head. “The man had no close friends 

other than Jones, no family except a younger sister lost in the Amazon jungle—”

“Oh-h-h...that’s too bad,” Jill said, stricken by his loss.

“Huh? No, not lost lost. She’s an anthropologist fighting mosquitoes and lumbermen up 

the Amazon, trying to save the rain forests for the natives. You know, one of those ivy-league 

do-gooders interfering with progress.”

Poor Coco, no wonder she turned Thornton off—too much like his sister.  

Aaron continued, “You can imagine the rumors. Thornton on a binge. Or checked into an 

asylum. Or snared by a gold-digger. Or spirited away by a cult.”

Jill nodded, remembering the headlines.

“I figured those couldn’t be true. But kidnapped by terrorists and held for ransom? That 

one troubled me.”

“How did you finally locate him?”



Aaron stopped fidgeting with his glass. “Are you kidding? News of Jamaica broke a 

week ago. CNN, BBC, Reuters, you name it. Everyone in the world knows where Thornton is 

now.”

“Oh.” Jill grimaced as she pictured her parents’ reaction, and Thad’s.

“Now that the secret’s out, Jones tries to protect him even more. The only reason we were 

allowed to come here and bother him was because of a military coup that jeopardized the entire 

project.” His face flushed, as if he’d shared too much.

But Jill had no interest in tracking down some hush-hush business project. Something 

else piqued her curiosity. She hesitated on the verge of asking.

He smiled. “Go ahead ask, I won’t tell Thornton. I’m on your side.”

She smirked.

“I mean it. Eve knocked him out of orbit. Lou and I and everyone who cares about him 

want him back safe and sane, the old Thornton. Looks like the only way that will happen—now 

that he’s launched this crazy contest—is by choosing the right woman.” Aaron twirled his glass 

without looking down on it. “You, for example.”

Jill choked. “What? You know nothing about me.”

“True, but after getting an eye and earful of the women who stopped here to gossip 

before heading into Kingston, my money’s on you.” He glanced down at his drink and said 

softly, “Only loyalty to Thornton stops me from asking your phone number.”

Heat suffused Jill’s face. “Thank you.” She floundered for a change of subject before 

remembering her unasked question. “How well did you know Eve?”

“I didn’t. Rarely saw her. And on the few occasions I got the chance, she breezed by with 

hardly a hello.”



“Oh.”

Aaron motioned to the bartender then continued, “Thornton played his cards close to his 

chest. No one guessed his feelings for Eve until they announced their engagement. Even then, 

with his continued obsession with business matters, we figured it a marriage of convenience, 

nothing more. Shows you how little we knew him.”

Ironic. Thornton wondered whether I was a people-person or recluse, yet he exhibits the 

same ambivalence.

Aaron ordered refills. “Then bam, he disappeared off the map. Didn’t show for the 

opening of his Saturn Satellite in Malaysia. Nobody knew his whereabouts. Not his sister, not his 

business associates, not the press. Only Jones and a select group of lawyers certifying Jones’ 

authority to relay our instructions.”

Jill nodded, filing away one salient fact. However impulsive or quixotic Thornton’s 

decision to run this contest, he was dead serious about finding a wife, as serious as any billion-

dollar deal. “How does he seem now?”

“Funny you should ask. From the moment Lou and Bonnie left me here alone, I’ve been 

contemplating the same question.”

“And?”

Aaron shrugged. “He seems freer. More whimsical. Almost indifferent to the state of his 

business. In the middle of a conversation, he’ll fade away, and I don’t know whether he’s 

contemplating the answer to my question or forgetting it entirely.”

“Mm.” 

Aaron leaned in, his eyes intent upon her. “So what’s your guess?”

Jill waited until the bartender finished pouring their drinks. “Are you a believer?”



“Yes and you?”

“Very much so, so pray for Thornton. My guess is he’s contemplating life and love and a 

multitude of questions he has never asked before.”

Aaron grinned, an exultant light coming into his eyes. “I knew you were the right 

choice.”

“No, I’m not the one witnessing to him. It’s a Christian singer—perhaps you know her—

Sara Morningstar?”

He whistled. “Wow.”

“Wow is right, so pray for her also, that God will bless her testimony.”

“I will.” Aaron took a sip and peered over the rim of the glass. “And what about you?”

“Me?”

“Would you like me to pray for you?”

Embarrassed by the implication of the question yet unwilling to deny it, she nodded.

“Lord,” he began, startling her. “You know our hearts and the plans you have for each 

one. Draw Thornton to yourself and reveal your love. Use Sara, Jill, and myself in whatever way 

you choose. And protect our hearts from being needlessly broken. In Jesus’ name, Amen.”

Aaron’s perceptivity jolted her even as his boldness to pray in public impressed her. She 

fought to rein in her thoughts. “Thank you.”

He picked up the bill. “Well, I don’t know about you, but for me it’s been a long day on 

top of a long week. I need some rest. Good-night, Jill. Sweet dreams.”

***

Nine o’clock Sunday morning came and went. Jill paced the lobby and wondered what 

had detained Mrs. Jones. If Dashawna didn’t arrive soon, Thornton would find Jill waiting there 



and conclude she was chasing him. About to give up and hide in her room, she checked her 

watch for the umpteenth time—9:17.

Tires crunched gravel in the driveway. With a sigh of relief, Jill rushed out the doors, 

only to have her heart plummet. Mordecai’s gleaming black limo halted under the portico. He 

stepped out and smiled. “Sorry, change of plans.”

“What happened?” Jill glanced over her shoulder, afraid to see Thornton and Sara bearing 

down on her.

“Too many paparazzi hovering outside the gate. So, I’m taking a couple of decoys in the 

limo. Dashawna will transport you and Sara and the boss.”

“But—”

Mordecai held up a gloved hand. “Don’t panic. Thornton knows you didn’t plan it this 

way. None of us did. Ah, there they are.”

Jill turned and recognized Matt Spafford in a yachting outfit and Veronica Smith in a 

flowery tunic. Neither paid any attention to her, but grinned at each other as they sauntered past 

and jumped into the limo. Mordecai winked, clamped his cap back on his head, and drove off. 

That’s when Jill noticed the vintage Chevy parked underneath a palm tree twenty yards off, with 

a crimson-frocked lady standing nearby.

Jill walked over. “Hi, you must be Dashawna.”

“That’s me, and meet Theo. Theo, say hello to the nice lady.”

A young boy, ears flat against his narrow head, leaned out the window and waved. “Hi, 

Nice Lady.”

Jill smiled. “Hello, young man, where’s your snake?”

“Sleeping. He doesn’t like daylight or riding in cars.”



“Then when do you play with him?”

“In the evening before he goes out to hunt.”

“After he finishes homework,” Dashawna said.

Before Jill could ask who did the homework—snake or boy—Dashawna stood straighter 

and smiled wide. “There they are. Jill, could you sit up front...thanks...I’ll seat Thornton and Sara 

in back next to Theo.”

“Uncle Thor, Uncle Thor,” cried Theo, waving.

Jill shut herself in. She heard a back door open but didn’t turn to look.

“Morning, sir,” Dashawna said. “Sorry about the cramped quarters.”

“Quite all right, Ma’am. Morning, Theo. Morning, Jill. You know Sara, don’t you?”

Obliged to turn, Jill smiled apologetically at the famed singer. “Hi, please forgive me. I 

didn’t mean to barge in on your outing.”

Radiant in a golden sundress that matched her hair, Sara hopped in and scooted next to 

Theo. “Don’t be silly. We’re the ones crashing your barbeque. Hope you don’t mind.”

Thornton sat next to Sara and sorted the seat belts. “What she means is, since the 

paparazzi have staked out every restaurant, we begged Dashawna for a dinner invitation and she 

graciously gave us one.”

   With a nod and pasted-on smile, Jill turned and faced forward, mute with despair. What 

had started as a spiritual retreat away from the pressures of the contest, had turned into a 

command performance at close quarters. No trial for Sara—she thrived on public scrutiny—but 

an ordeal for Jill, outclassed in every way. Claustrophobia closed in as on the first day. She 

gripped the seat and set her mind on a single relaxing scene outside the window—a butterfly 

hovering over a hibiscus.



Dashawna’s weight landed in the driver’s seat. “All settled?”

“Like barnacles on a boat,” Thornton quipped.

“Like warts on a toad.” Theo chortled.

“Then we’re off,” Dashawna sang out.

The Chevy roared to life and moved onto the circular drive. A Jamaican gardener angled 

his hose’s spray away from the car as it rolled past.

“Can I open the gate? Pretty please?” Theo seized the remote his mother held out. “Open, 

Sesame Seed Bun.”

The gate opened a fraction.

“Mayo, please,” Thornton said, bringing a hee-haw from Theo.

Fully open, the gate revealed a straw-hatted man patching a bicycle tire. No paparazzi. 

The ruse had worked.

“Jill, what’s it like working in a museum?” Sara asked, startling her with the closeness of 

her voice.

Jill gave a genuine smile and her standard reply. “Tedious detail cataloguing thrilling 

treasures.”

“Sounds fascinating. So, what’s the most exciting piece of art you’ve ever handled?”

Try as Jill might to pick a painting, sculpture, or piece of pottery, the image of the 

butterfly flitting over the hibiscus remained foremost in her mind. “A Monarch butterfly. Two 

silk-like wings that can flap non-stop across the Gulf of Mexico. And a pin-sized brain that can 

navigate by the stars to its ancestral home.”

Sara clapped her hands. “Oh, that’s precious—thank you. You’ve just given me the song 

I’m going to sing.”



“Ode to a butterfly?” Thornton asked.

“You’ll see,” Sara purred.


