
Chapter 19

The next afternoon, nineteen women squeezed into the hotel kitchen built for five chefs 

maximum in order to compete in the same assignment—prepare their own special dinner for 

Thornton. As the afternoon wore on, the air grew hotter and tempers thinner. Jill punched her 

bread dough and listened to complaints.

 “Keeps us here like slaves while he goes gallivanting off,” Emma said, “Without so 

much as an ‘Excuse me.’ ”

Veronica banged her ladle against a giant kettle. “You got it, sister. Barefoot in the winter 

and pregnant in the summer, that’s the kind of woman he’s looking for.”

“He should at least give us Christmas off,” another said. “It’s only fair.”

Bonnie paused, cleaver mid-air. “Would you take it if he did?”

“What do you mean?”

“Matter of trust. Suppose Thornton says, ‘Okay, ladies, go visit family and come back in 

two days. I’ll wait here.’ Would you leave Thornton here alone with Li-Hua—”

Li-Hua choked. “Me? Why me?”

“Or Margot perhaps…”

Margot continued cracking eggs without comment.

“Who would you trust to go home? And not lounge here with Thornton beside the 

Christmas tree?” Bonnie asked.

Emma snorted. “Not you, that’s for sure.”

“It’s an attitude check,” Aisha said.

Jill stopped, surprised that the quiet contestant had spoken.



Aisha pointed toward the ceiling. “We’re being recorded as we speak.”

Emma shook her head. “Wrong. I checked for bugs when we came in.”

“CIA devices. Undetectable. That’s why he went away. Your American proverb, ‘While 

the cat’s away—’ ”

Gasps filled the kitchen.

Aisha smiled upward. “Right, Mr. Applegate? You’ve heard it all. You can come back 

now.”

The kitchen doors swung open and Mordecai stepped through, Bluetooth®-equipped. 

“Sorry, only me.”

Was he listening?

Mordecai’s matter-of-fact tone gave no indication. “Mr. Applegate has arrived on 

schedule. He will change and come down for inspection promptly at six. Make sure your full 

presentation is on the table by then. At 5:59 these doors will be locked.”

***

Seconds before the deadline, Jill finished arranging her meal—rosemary bread, rack of 

lamb, rice pilaf, Greek salad, and mango crisp. A table away, Sara hummed as she served two 

plates with Swedish meatballs on egg noodles.

Bonnie begged Mordecai for a chance to retrieve whipped cream from the kitchen 

refrigerator, then turned on her heal and stomped back, red-faced. Aisha, Li-Hua, and Margot 

stood calmly beside their offerings. Other contestants lifted lids, straightened silverware, patted 

napkins. And hairdos. And clothing.

Thornton strode in, scowling, and without a glance the ladies’ direction, headed directly 

to Mordecai. He murmured some words that Jill strained to hear but couldn’t, nor could any of 



the other ladies if their expressions were any clue.

“Yes, sir,” Mordecai said and exited.

Shadows under his eyes, Thornton panned the room and took a deep breath. He 

approached the first table—Margot’s. “Thank you. Looks magnificent. But I think I’ll pass. 

Sorry to put you to all that trouble.”

“No problem. I needed the practice.” She smiled and departed, leaving her soufflé 

untouched. A waiter came and cleared it away.

Thornton proceeded to Aisha’s table. She backed up a step.

“Mm, lamb and pilaf. Smells enticing, but I can’t. Forgive me.”

Aisha fled and Jill’s heart sank. I should have known.

He walked up to Sara, peered into her eyes, and smiled for the first time. “Hi, let’s see 

what you’ve got.” He took a forkful, chewed, and nodded. “Jättegod.”

“Huh?”

“Tastes yummy. May I have a rain check?”

Sara’s lilting laugh ascended and descended the scale. “If you’re not afraid it’ll bounce.”

His eyes widened. For a moment Jill though he’d change his mind and stay. But he pulled 

a card from his pocket, scrawled something on it, and held it out to her. “Show this to Christophe 

at the Cabana Royal and order anything you want.”

“Thanks, but I’m not that hungry. I’ll just have a sandwich in my room.” She floated 

away with his eyes trailing.

Once Sara was out of sight, Thornton turned and approached Jill. She looked down at her 

clasped hands and waited for rejection. And waited. When his long silence forced her to meet his 

gaze, she found a pleading little-boy look. “May I dine with you and unload my problems?”



Jill gulped and nodded, dumbfounded that he’d chosen her, not Sara. Especially if he was 

looking to unburden his heart. Is his every move calculated to throw us off guard?

“That’ll be it, ladies,” he said in a loud voice. “Thank you all for preparing such tempting 

food.”

“Of all the—” Emma cried, her remaining words lost in the chatter of departing 

contestants and clatter of dishes being cleared.

Thornton pulled out Jill’s chair and waited for her to be seated. “You don’t have any 

siblings, do you?”

“No. I mean, yes, I don’t.”

He took the chair opposite and arranged his napkin. “So perhaps I’m asking the wrong 

person.”

“About your sister in Brazil?” 

He scowled. “What have you heard?”

“Nothing, except you asked me about siblings.”

“And someone told you about my sister.”

Jill had to think back. “Yes, I believe it was—” Aaron, your architect.

“Go on, who blabbed?”

She shook her head, kicking herself for opening this line of questioning, especially when 

he seemed cross.

“Sara?” he asked.

“No, it wasn’t her. Please, don’t press me.”

“Mm.” He studied her face. “People confide in you, don’t they? Even total strangers. 

Like my business associates. Aaron...”



She tried not to blink. 

“Or Lou...”

Averting her eyes, she focused on cutting into her lamb.

“I wonder why. Why did I feel compelled to stop here with my problems?”

“Is your sister okay?”

Thornton expelled a ragged sigh. “Physically but not emotionally.”

“What happened?”

“Two days ago my detective reported her missing. So, fearing the worst—kidnap, 

murder, jungle rot—I flew down there and hired scouts to search for some sign of her.”

“Your detective?” Jill asked.

“Vadim, the ex-cop I hired to watch out for her.”

“Spy on her.”

“Hey, who’s side are you on? My baby sister has no concept of human cunning and 

greed—or animal cunning for that matter.” He arched an eyebrow. “What are you smiling 

about?”

“You. Your paternal care.”

“That amuses you?”

“No, impresses me. Your determination to make up for the father your sister didn’t have. 

So, what happened to her?”

“Hmph.” He sheared a rib from the rack, then wiped at the grease spot that landed on his 

shirt. “The scouts knew where she was without looking.”

“Where?”

“Sipping lemonade on the veranda of a lumber baron.”



“Praise God, what a relief.”

He gave up on the grease spot and scowled again. “Hardly. I’ve had business dealings 

with the guy. No telling what he’s up to, messing with my sister. But whatever it is, I assure you, 

it can’t be good.”

“Maybe it’s love.”

“Nonsense. He cares no more for her than Eve did for me. But, judging by my sister’s 

dreamy-eyed behavior, she’s hooked.” Thornton groaned. “What’ll I do?”

 Jill searched her heart—desperate to offer help—but not knowing how. Why hadn’t he 

chosen Sara? Maybe he didn’t want a God-answer but simple feminine wisdom for a fool-

hearted sister. Not that she had any. For some reason, Margot came to mind. “Sorry, this is out of 

my depth...a billionaire’s sister and a lumber baron. Maybe you should ask Margot.”

“Wha...?” He gaped at her. “Haven’t you ever been in love? I mean puppy love. Mindless 

infatuation.”

“Enough to know there’s no easy fix—like a whiff of smelling salts to snap you out of it. 

Your whole galaxy spins out of control.” How’d we land on this subject?

A slow grin spread across Thornton’s face. “Who was he?”

None of your business, Jill was tempted to say but repented. After entering a wife-for-

Thornton contest, how could she exclude the question? “An MAF pilot.”

“Ah, one of those glamour boys that sail through the terminal with a half-dozen 

attendants in tow.”

“No, Mission Aviation Fellowship—carting missionaries in and emergency patients out 

of inaccessible areas.”

He pulled back, eyes widening. “You didn’t mind giving up your career?”



Jill shook her head. “No career yet. I was only a sophomore.”

“And you’d have given up your education, flown off to the jungle, and raised a batch of 

kids in loin cloths?”

“That was then.”

He grunted. “So I’m looking at a sadder-but-wiser Jill who wouldn’t act so rashly now?”

She glanced about, feeling alone and vulnerable. Where had all the waiters gone? She 

stabbed at a lettuce leaf and tried to think of a change of subject.

“Why didn’t it work out?” Thornton asked.

Jill shrugged. “What can I say? He lost interest and moved on.”

His voice softened. “I’m sorry. That must hurt.”

She couldn’t believe she was discussing something so intimate with a guy who liked 

playing games with her mind. “Could we change the subject now?”

He touched her hand. “Please, one final question, if you’ll permit.”

“I suppose.”

“How long did it take to get over him?”

She looked into haggard eyes and read only kindness. If revisiting her hurt would help 

heal his, or aid in understanding his sister... “It was a year before I dated again. Another two 

before I felt right about myself. That I had anything worth offering anyone.”

“My stars!” He dropped his fork and stared at her. “You’re a Monet, a Van Gogh, a 

Vermeer—a rare and priceless masterpiece. How could you think...?”

Such an extravagant compliment sent her mind reeling yet touched her heart deeply, 

down where healing took place. I’m not so uninteresting after all.

“Thank you,” she whispered.



And his easy reference to master painters—her mind continued in confused awe—

perhaps he hadn’t been kidding about being a patron of the arts. If so, it was her first clue to how 

she had come into consideration. But why choose a lowly curator and not a glamorous female 

artist? She could name any number of young, unmarried—

“Jill?” He snapped his fingers.

She awoke to his probing eyes, lit with amusement, and tried to cover her lapse. 

“Sorry...thank you for such kind words...but, uh...they made me think of some work piled on my 

desk.” Liar.

 “Mm.” He didn’t look convinced. “So, you suggest I take it easy on my sister. Worry 

more about her emotional recovery after this...departure from sanity...than try talking sense into 

her now.”

Jill had to regroup her scattered thoughts before replying. “I’m confused. I thought she 

hated the rape of the rainforest. Championed the indigenous people. How did she wind up with 

their enemy?”

“That’s Zany Janie. Mercurial moods and causes. Wild swings left and right. No one can 

keep track of her views, least of all her.”

Jill chuckled. “Then her feelings for this lumber baron won’t last.”

“But what will that rattlesnake do to her in the meantime?”

“There are rattlesnakes in rainforests?” she teased.

Thornton glared at her. “I’m hurting here and all you can do is crack jokes? For your 

information, there are, not your Western variety, but the Brazilian kind.”

“Sorry. You say you had business dealings with the guy. Do you think he’s taken an 

interest in your sister to gain some special concession?”



“My guess is he’s trying to unload the Cruz-Levi Airstrip.”

“How much would that cost you?”

“In U.S. currency, two or three million.”

Jill smiled. The solution seemed simple. Delighted at the opportunity to turn the tables 

and play with his mind, she waited smugly for him to ask.

He frowned. “What?”

“You throw millions away on a quixotic contest. Spend a few to bail out your sister.”

“How?”

“Buy the airstrip and convert it into a community center for the indigenous people. 

That’ll open her eyes to who’s on her side—and not.”

“Brilliant!” His eyes roved her face for a second. Then he jumped to his feet. “Excuse me 

while I put your plan into action.” And with that he was gone.


