
Chapter 32

 

Banyans towered overhead, shading the driveway where they walked and sending aerial 

roots down to the ground, like flying buttresses from a gothic cathedral. Not at all what Jill 

expected. She gripped Thornton’s hand and wondered what kind of world he was taking her into. 

“I thought you said we could see the sky?”

“Pretty spooky, eh? But don’t worry. Margot and I checked it out as kids. No gremlins or 

goblins or blood-sucking vampires. And only a few steps to go.”

Sure enough, sunlight bathed the path ahead and made the blades of grass dazzle. A vast 

vista of vacant sky opened above them and the air temperature rose perceptibly. A Spanish villa 

loomed, shrimp pink and henna brown. Water cascaded from a three-tier fountain before the 

portico, oddly déjà vu until Jill remembered the hotel’s fountain, similar in sight and sound. 

“Lovely. But why’d you take me here if your old stomping grounds are close?”

“They aren’t.”

Jill stopped and withdrew her hand. “You said you and Margot played here.”

“Yes, when our families wintered in Florida. But we Applegates never owned any 

property in these parts, only rented.”

“Oh.”

Thornton retook her hand and guided her along a brick path that skirted the mansion. 

“Looks like the grass is still damp, let’s find somewhere dry.”

A pillared terrace jutted from the north side with a view of more lawn and hedge and 

garden. Thornton led her up on its deck and pulled a tarp off an oblong piece of furniture—a 

damask couch that held four large cushions and could easily seat eight. He folded the tarp and set 



it aside, then made a courtly sweep of his hand. “My lady…”

She sat and waited, feeling small and swamped by the immensity of the grandeur that 

surrounded her. He motioned toward the end of the couch. “Scoot down.”

Alarm mingled with anticipation as she complied. 

He stacked the pillows on the coffee table, sat down on the long stretch of couch vacated, 

removed his shoes, glanced at her, reclined, and laid his head on her lap. His eyes searched hers, 

his mouth curving into a teasing smile, as if awaiting her reaction.

Other than jump up or look away, she had no choice. She laid her right hand on his chest 

and tried to still the wild beating of her heart and return his gaze with some degree of calmness. 

Words evaded her.

“In answer to your question—” His fingers found hers, a reassuring gesture until he 

started drawing them closer to his lips.

She balked, afraid of the wildfire such a kiss might ignite, impossible to control.

“What I’m seeking, dreaming, willing to die for—” 

He gently massaged her hand, which sent shock waves of pleasure throughout her body. 

She closed her eyes but quickly reopened them, her addled brain clueless where to look or what 

to do.

“Is love,” he said.

Jill gulped and peered into the infinite recesses of his irises as if to read his soul. Had she 

heard right? Was he confessing love, or the hope of finding it, in her? Was there a future, after 

all—or the possibility of one—beyond this glorious day of undemanding bliss? “Me, too.”

The words slipped out, in a prayer-like whisper, before she had a chance to recall them.

“Scary isn’t it?” he asked.



She nodded, bound heart and soul to this man—throw away the key—as long as he kept 

her imprisoned in the hope of his love. He closed his eyes and stilled his hand but restrained hers 

from pulling away.

She relaxed. Felt the slight, slow rise and fall of his chest. Watched almond strands of 

forelock waver in the breeze. And made her peace with the ambivalence of their situation.

One thing she didn’t doubt. He feared as much as she the outcome of love’s quest. His 

search might center more on Sara than on her, but he risked just as much, and didn’t mind her 

knowing it. That open confession of vulnerability won her heart—far more than his praise of her 

appearance.

Where’d the Zandra bag go?

She panicked a second before remembering he had entrusted it to Miguel’s safekeeping 

before they set off on their walk down the driveway.

Relaxing again, she scanned the scene before her. At the corner of the lawn, nestled 

among some trees, she made out a boathouse and yacht canal.

Nothing stirred, no motor, squirrel, or bird. Perfect peace, like she’d promised, allowing 

Thornton to what? Sleep? Daydream? Didn’t matter.

As long as he didn’t come here to reminisce of Margot. As long as he came with the 

sincere desire to let all cares go and relax.

Funny how things turned out. None of the eighty-seven contestants would ever be the 

same. Or Thornton either. As crazy as his scheme seemed at first, she couldn’t regret any part of 

it. Not at this moment anyway and probably never. Better to have loved and lost than—

“Jill?” Thornton’s eyes popped open, a line creasing his forehead.

“What?”



He sat up and swept the forelock back in place. “Please don’t misunderstand about 

tomorrow.”

“You have an urgent appointment. I know.”

“It’s with Sara. I promised her a day as I did you, to make amends.”

“I understand.” She forced the word out and tried to sound convincing, but jealousy 

reared its ugly head and threatened to devour her alive.

“Do you? Do you know I’d fly you down to Brazil to see Janie if I could?”

“Yes.”

He patted her hand, smiled, and made a move as if to regain her lap. But she stood to 

prevent it, the magic gone. “Show me the garden.”

 ***

Late that evening, after an anti-climactic trip back to the hotel, Jill entered the elevator 

from the roof and punched the button for the first floor. With a long sigh, she tried to let all 

tension escape from her mind and body. Focus on nothing but the clean sheets and much-needed 

sleep that awaited.

Jolted to a stop at the second floor, the elevator opened its doors and admitted a high-

heeled guest whose eyes narrowed. “You!”

“Hello, Emma.”

“By elimination we figured out who took off with Thornton—” Emma slapped the 

emergency button and the elevator thudded to a stop. “But couldn’t believe it.”

Fearful, Jill searched the down button but Emma’s hand still cupped the emergency. 

“Please, it’s been a long day—”

“You bet it has. And it’s about to get longer.” Splotches of red broke out on Emma’s 



otherwise flawless skin. “So, if you know what’s good for you, you’ll shut up and listen.”

Jill held her breath, panic rising.

“You’ve got until Friday to clear out. You can collect your winnings as semi-finalist but 

don’t stick around for the finals.”

“Wha—?”

“Shut up, I said.” Emma thrust her face closer, breath sour with alcohol. “You think 

you’re so smart, getting Tanya booted out. But she’s expendable, I’m not. Voluntarily or on a 

stretcher, you’re the next one out of here, not me. Do you understand?”

Jill nodded, her heart pounding in her ear.

“I don’t have to spell it out, do I?” Emma snarled.

“N-no.” Even to her own ears, Jill’s quavering voice sounded weak and pathetic.

“Good.” Emma jabbed buttons, the doors sprung open, and her attacker vanished. 

Before Jill could think or catch her breath, the elevator reclosed and took her down.

Li-Hua’s face startled her. “Aren’t you getting off?”

Jill shivered, realized she’d arrived at lobby-level, and shook her head. “I missed my 

floor.”

Li-Hua stepped in and pushed a button. “Are you okay? You look a bit pale.”

“I-I’m fine…drained is all…a long day…”

“Yeah, I envy you your trip. But it couldn’t happen to a nicer person.”

“Th-thank you.” Jill fished for something nice to say in return, but her besieged brain 

couldn’t come up with anything. When the elevator stopped at her floor, she exited and gave a 

feeble wave goodbye.

Memory of Li-Hua’s worried look followed Jill into her room. She shivered again, bolted 



the door, and prepared for bed. Still trembling, she climbed in and pulled the coverlet up to her 

chin.

Fight or flight? That was the question.

Maybe she should inform Thornton, in spite of what Coco said about tattling. Surely her 

advice didn’t apply to criminal threats. But were Emma’s words criminal? Coco would know.

Jill thought of Thad and let slip a hollow laugh. If she told him, he’d come riding in with 

guns blazing.

And her dad. He’d order her home. Forget the fact she no longer lived at home, no longer 

dwelt under his authority. Dad wouldn’t hesitate to use the full weight of his influence to demand 

an immediate withdrawal from the contest.

Why me? With eighty-six competitors to choose from, what possessed Emma to target 

me?

Nothing made sense. Not her inclusion in the contest. Not Emma’s animosity from the 

start. Not Coco’s hunch Jill would go far, as true as that turned out to be. She had fallen down a 

rabbit hole and landed in a world as bizarre as Alice’s, with its own demented queen screaming, 

“Off with her head.”

Jill shuddered and pulled the coverlet tighter.

Surely Thornton wanted no part of a woman of violent passions like Emma. 

But what about a coward? “Modest marks in courage,” his first assessment of Jill read. 

He put great stock in a woman fighting for what was important. His whole attitude toward her 

changed the moment she braved his door uninvited.

Wait. The same written report also rated her beauty as modest. Why then the worshipful 

“I’m a pauper in your shadow”? Blouse or no blouse, her appearance hadn’t changed that much. 



Had he suddenly seen her in a new light?

Or had she foolishly fallen for a practiced line—something he told many women when he 

wished to charm them?

Does he care anything at all for me?

That was the rub. She longed to know. But to know she had to stick around. She hated the 

idea of quitting the field—sacrificing a chance of finding true love—simply because of an insane 

woman’s vulgar threat. 

Whatever Emma wanted, it wasn’t love.

But what about me? If I love him in any unselfish way, I should be willing to risk danger 

to save him from the likes of Emma. 

And if his words were to be believed, he no longer trusted his own judgment, but begged 

Jill to help him. Or was that, too, an act?

Her mind went round and round, chasing rabbits, always coming back to the same 

questions, no conclusions.

Talk to Sara.

Jill knew sleepiness began to overtake her mind when irrational thoughts like that crept 

in. Of all the people in the world, her rival was the last one she wanted to ask for advice. Yet, as 

she drifted off to sleep, a scene of sipping tea with Sara flitted in and out of her mind…


