
Chapter 29

Jill looked in her closet and sighed. I wish I’d brought more clothes. I’m sick of 

everything here. If only I’d kept that tangerine silk Thornton offered. Oh, well…

A whirring noise informed her a helicopter was landing and she’d better decide. She 

settled for the beige pantsuit she’d worn touring Kingston with kids—at least Thornton hadn’t 

seen it—and made short work of donning it and reporting to the roof.

“There you are.” With barely a glance Thornton shepherded her toward the idling craft. 

His light touch on her back felt reassuring.

“Am I late?”

“No, but we need to lift off right away to avoid unwanted attention. Say hello to Jim Ho.” 

Thornton assisted her into the back, climbed in beside her, and gave her a moment to exchange 

nods with the pilot before signaling. “All buckled in. Let’s go.”

Something about the pilot seemed familiar—his square jaw, jutting chin, crew cut. But, if 

Jim Ho recognized her, his glance and greeting gave no indication.

Once they were in the air, Thornton inspected her head to foot. “You look lovely this 

morning.”

Jill murmured thanks, far more gratified that she let on.

“And wide awake. Rising early seems to suit you.”

You don’t have to try so hard. I’ve already forgiven you.

“What would you like for breakfast—eggs Benedict? Tex-Mex omelet? Or, you know 

what your outfit reminds me of—its delicious color, I mean?”

She laughed at the Big-Bad-Wolf leer he gave her. “No, what?”



“Croissants made with real butter, fresh from the oven.”

“You’re delusional.” She waved away his compliment in an effort to hide how much it 

thrilled her, and turned her attention to the ocean swells passing beneath them. Shimmering blues 

and greens with hints of gold.

He touched her arm. “I’m sorry I hurt you.”

“Please, it’s over and past, forgiven and forgotten.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes.” She noticed the Kingston harbor and isthmus coming into view, then the airport. 

“I thought we were going to an art gallery.”

“You gave me freedom to choose.”

“None in Jamaica interest you?”

“Don’t worry, we’ll check out some of local talent this afternoon. What did you say you 

wanted for breakfast?”

She caught his spirit of adventure. “Okay, I’m game, surprise me.”

When Jim Ho helped Jill down onto the tarmac, the cool breeze jogged her memory and 

caused her to falter. Of course, Li-Hua’s boyfriend—the shadowy figure on the beach who took 

off by boat when she chanced upon him with Li-Hua.

“Careful.” Jim steadied and released her.

She stole a second glance to make sure. Yes, same guy. Poor Thornton. So many 

intrigues involving so many contestants, what chance did he have of finding a loyal mate?

Thornton put an arm around her waist and urged her forward. “Not used to helicopters?”

She shook her head and glanced about. Only one airplane stood near—a small black jet 

with gold trim. He seemed to be guiding her in its direction. “Where are we?”



“Ten yards from breakfast.”

A platinum blonde in black-and-gold uniform emerged from the jet and came down its 

steps. She waited at the base with a placid smile. “Good morning, sir.”

“Melissa, meet the lovelier half of your passenger list, Jill Evert. She’s an art expert, so 

you may want to question her about schools.”

“Welcome, Jill. Climb aboard and make yourself comfortable.”

Jill paused before mounting. “What kind of art do you do?”

“Oh, it’s not me. It’s my teenage daughter.” Melissa glanced at Thornton, as if to gauge 

his haste, and motioned her up the stairs. “I’ll explain later.”

At the top, Jill glanced left and glimpsed a white-shirted man in the cockpit. On her right, 

four leather chairs waited empty—two facing two, with plenty of leg room between. She chose 

the one facing forward on the left side of the aisle and buckled herself in.

Thornton followed and surprised her by sitting opposite, facing her, rather on the other 

side of the aisle. “Comfy?”

“Yes.” She spread her elbows. “You’re spoiling me. I’ve never flown first-class before, 

much less like this.”

“No? I’d better have another talk with your boss.”

“Don’t you dare. You’ll make her hate me.”

“For what?” Thornton cast her a blank look. “Asking your assistance in scouting art 

treasures for her museum?”

Jill studied his innocent expression and wondered if she’d heard right. Was he suggesting 

future trips? As what—husband and wife? Or him married to another contestant yet traveling 

with her on supposed museum business yet in reality—? No, incensed over Eve’s treason, he 



could hardly contemplate any kind of dalliance.

A slow grin spread across Thornton’s face. “What are you imagining, my serious, 

thoughtful friend?”

Before Jill could think of a reply, Melissa entered, inspected their seatbelts, and strapped 

herself into the jump seat next the pressure-lock door. The whine of the engine grew louder and 

Jill felt the jet start to move. “You’re not going to let my life return to normal, are you?”

Thornton frowned. “Is that what you want—return to Cheyenne and forget all about me?”

“Fat chance. None of the eighty-seven—”

“I’m not asking the others, what about you? Did you hope to fly in, grab some prize 

money, and fly out, heart unchanged?”

“Yes, and I’m not alone.” The thrust of the jets compelled her to sit back and hold on.

Thornton held her gaze as the jet took off and found its altitude. “Go on.” 

“For me it was my dad’s bills. For others it was some project or dream they hoped to 

finance. Did you suppose eighty-seven ladies would actually set their hearts on marrying you?”

“Hardly. But I did hope to win one.” He winked. “Still do.”

“How, by playing games with their feelings? Impressing them with your prestige and 

power? Pitting them in competition against one another?”

Thornton threw up his hands. “What do you want me to do?  As I already explained, I 

launched this farce in a fit of pique. Now that I’m calmer, I’m still legally bound to see it 

through. What else can I do?”

“I’m sure your lawyers can think of something.”

He smiled. “But suppose, in the meantime, something happened in my own heart. 

Something that compels me to go forward and finish.”



Melissa reappeared, pulled out a sliding tray between them, and handed Thornton a 

maroon leather folder. He handed it back without a glance. “We’ll have croissants and coffee.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Something happened.” Jill turned his words over in her mind as she repeated them 

aloud. “You mean spiritually—like questions of faith? Or romantically—like interest in a 

particular contestant?”

“Both.”

It figures.

Jill swallowed her disappointment and searched for words to break the news. “You know 

that Sara and Aaron—”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. But as the man said, ‘It’s not over until it’s over.’”

She nodded in remembrance of how long it had taken her to recover from her one-sided 

romance. It’s not even over when it’s over.

Thornton’s face softened. “Don’t be sad. I learned my lesson after Eve. If worse comes to 

worse, I’ll handle it better this time.”

Jill forced a smile. “I’m sure you will.”

What irony. When the contest was over, she—possibly the only candidate to develop any 

feelings for him—would nurse disappointment that he didn’t see her in any romantic light, while 

he nursed the same hurt over Sara. 

Double irony that I fought such feelings from the beginning.   

Melissa returned to set the table—napkins, silverware, saucers, cups, coffee, cream, 

croissants, butter, jelly. Jill watched in silence and drew solace from the ritual predictability. 

When time came to say grace, she caught Thornton’s signal and stumbled through a brief prayer.



He spread his napkin on his lap and peered into her eyes. “What’s the matter, Jill? Don’t 

you believe I’m up to it?”

“Yes, of course, you are.” She tore at the croissant and searched for a diversion. “What’s 

the latest with your sister?”

“Crisis over, thanks to you. I’m the hero, the land baron’s the villain, and Janie’s back to 

normal—hating all environmental exploiters.” He grinned. “Only now she makes an exception of 

me. Or else believes I’ve turned into a humanitarian crusader like herself.”

“Haven’t you?” Jill teased, trying for lightness.

“If all it takes is a few million spread here and there to keep the illusion going—yeah, 

why not?”

Jill laughed and decided to make the best of the trip. Face it, she enjoyed Thornton’s 

humor, his laid-back attitude, his company. Plenty of days would remain to feel blue after he 

vanished. She didn’t have to start now.

“There, I knew you could smile.” Thornton paused, cup in hand, and cast her a 

speculative look. “So…now that you’re feeling better…I have a question.”

“Fire away.”

“Suppose I cleared your father’s debts—paid all medical expenses—before issuing your 

winnings. What might you spend it on?”

Falling out of the jet couldn’t have made her feel dizzier. “I—I—”

“Don’t get me wrong. I’m not making any promises. Just suppose—”

She rattled her cup and saucer onto the table and gripped her arm rests. “Five hundred 

thousand?”

He shrugged. “Or ten million. Think big.”



Jill glanced forward, as if the attendant could come to her rescue and help her think. But 

Melissa stood chatting with the pilot. She looked back to Thornton, who waited poker-faced.

Testing, always testing.

She rejected her first thought—buy a ranch house. Too plebian. She considered a world 

tour—not just London and Paris this time, but Vienna, Stockholm, Moscow, Tokyo—all the art 

capitals of the world. No, too predictable. The idle-rich debutantes he grew up with probably did 

that every year. What then?

Finding nothing to impress him—and kicking herself for caring—she opted for frivolity. 

“I don’t know. Send Melissa’s daughter to art school, I suppose.”

Thornton nodded. “Yep. That’s just like you. Always thinking of someone else.”

“No.” Sara’s the saint, not me. “I’m as selfish as the next person.”

“Ha. I’ve been watching. You comfort the losing candidates. You risk your winnings to 

save Sara. You make no effort to snag me, but only worry about my chances for happiness.”

“You’re wrong.”

“Oh?” He leaned forward, eyes peering into her soul. “On which count?” 

She squirmed. She couldn’t confess her feelings for him, even if he guessed. But neither 

could she allow him to imagine her to be so altruistic. Why, if it came down to her and Sara 

vying for his love, she’d sacrifice her friend’s happiness in a heartbeat.

Jill thrashed about in her mind for a safe but honest answer. “Were I unselfish, I would 

have thought of some noble cause to donate to. Like foreign missions. Unreached Kurds or 

Bangladeshis or those Amazon tribes your sister cares about.”

“See? The only difference is, instead of thinking of faceless masses continents away, you 

thought of real people up close.” He flicked his eyes toward the approaching attendant, grinned 



and leaned back, hands clasped behind his neck, as if he had won. Check and mate.

Melissa held a coffeepot aloft and looked down on their cups. “Anything I can do?”

Thornton nodded. “Tell Jill to look inside her heart and dream big.”


