
Chapter 35

Rising early Friday morning, Jill prayed for courage and hurried down to the dining hall 

in hopes of eating and vanishing before Emma appeared. But the giant hall stood empty except 

for four rectangular tables, arranged in a square in the middle of the room, with white linens, 

crystal glasses, and antique-silver flatware.

She pivoted in confusion, wondering if she’d made a wrong turn. No, the bulletin board 

remained where it always had been—on the right side of the entrance. She came closer and 

checked its announcements. Outdated postings. No word of a room change. What gave?

A white-clad waiter burst through the kitchen doors with a pitcher of ice-water in his 

hand. “Take a seat, Miss, we’ll begin serving in a minute.”

Still feeling like an intruder, Jill approached the tables and searched for a name card that 

would verify she belonged. She heard the click of high heels and turned. Margot surveyed the 

area and smiled. “Ah, a more intimate setting. Lovely. Will Thornton be joining us?”

“I have no idea.”

Margot counted the place settings. “One, two, one, two—six total—looks like he will. 

Hmm, my guess is he’ll sit there.”

She pointed to the table closest to the kitchen, with one place setting, whose water glass 

the waiter filled first. Smiling, she sat down at the adjoining table, two places to the right of 

Thornton’s presumed place. “Join me?”

Jill marveled that Margot offered her the closest seat to Thornton’s. “Be glad to. But let’s 

switch, you deserve—”

“No thanks. If I wanted to jockey for position and shut the others out, I’d leave you here 



at his right and sit over there at his left.” She pointed to the place opposite Jill’s. “But it’ll be far 

more entertaining to remain here and watch.”

Jill laughed, loving Margot and her sense of fun. The waiter filled their glasses and 

continued around the square.

Emma strode in, the military claque-claque of her step announcing her approach long 

before the haughty sound of her voice. “Five little Injuns on a cellar door, one tumbled in and 

then there were four.”

A shiver passed through Jill. Too frightened to trust her voice, she couldn’t even say 

good-morning.

“Top of the morning to you, too, Emma,” Margot said.

Giving no sign she’d heard, Emma continued to the strategic spot Margot had indicated at 

Thornton’s left and sat down. Li-Hua and Sara followed. Li-Hua joined Emma across from 

Margot, and Sara took the lone place at the foot table, farthest from Thornton’s. Everyone 

arranged napkins in their laps and eyed each other.

Thornton sauntered in, humming. He stood at the head table and scanned his audience. 

“Well, isn’t this cozy? Let’s make it cozier. Pardon me, George, for disturbing your beautiful 

arrangement.”

With Emma glaring and the waiter grinning, Thornton scooped up his plate and glass, 

headed around the square, and set them next to Sara. George hustled to bring Thornton’s chair, 

then his silver, napkin, and coffee cup. “Quite alright, sir. Be back in a jiffy with hot coffee and 

tea.”

In dismay Jill watched Thornton move further away. Though she took perverse pleasure 

in Emma’s frustration, it was at the expense of her own—his choosing Sara. Again. 



 Adding salt to the wound were Jesus’ humbling words. When you seat yourself at a 

banquet, take the lowest place… Sara had, she hadn’t. She forced herself to smile and accept her 

chastisement with as much grace as she could muster.

With wide, eager eyes—not the habitual chess-playing glint—Thornton panned the 

square. “Isn’t this a beautiful morning? Who would like to give thanks? No one? Then I will. 

God, bless this breakfast and help us to make the best of our remaining days together. Amen.”

George poured coffee, and a second waiter came behind with tea.

Margot leaned close and whispered, “I’ve never seen Thornton like this before. He seems 

freer…happier...more relaxed…wouldn’t you say?”

“I…uh…you know him better than I do.”

“Yes, but you and Sara have been pumping him with religion.” Margot took a sip and 

peered over the rim of her coffee cup “You don’t suppose that has something to do with it, do 

you?”

“You’re right,” Jill confessed, ashamed of timidity’s return so soon after her first taste of 

courage. “I’m sure Jesus has everything to do with it.”

“Good. I’m glad he’s found something that makes him happy. He’s been through a lot. 

And I don’t just mean Eve. You have no idea how much he suffered growing up under the 

shadow of his father.”

“No, I’m sure I don’t,” Jill said. “But why are you confiding all this to me? Don’t you 

have any ambition to win Thornton for yourself?”

Margot shook her head. “Only his happiness. That’s why I came. To watch over him and 

make sure he doesn’t wind up with another—” Her eyes flicked toward Emma. “Predator.”

By implication, Margot was endorsing Jill as safe. Did she intuit Jill’s strong feelings? 



Jill leaned close and lowered her voice. “Thank you for being such a friend. I’ll never forget you. 

Or all you’ve done.”

“What are you ladies plotting?” Thornton asked.

Margot grinned. “Your abject and total downfall.”

He turned toward Emma. “And you?”

Blood-red lips curved into a feline, mouse-come-hither smile. “Take me to Negril and I’ll 

show you,” Emma purred.

Jill’s breath deserted her, and so did all thought.

“Deal,” Thornton said. “But wait until Monday. Today we’ll all decorate the tree and 

prepare for Christmas. Tomorrow night exchange presents and celebrate. And Sunday dine and 

relax.”

Panic tumbled over panic. She hadn’t purchased any presents. Only one day remained to 

do so, and possibly no free time. But all that paled next to the calamity of Emma spending time 

alone with Thornton. Deserted beach, isle, tide pools. Swimming, sunbathing, seducing. 

Jill looked at Margot for empathy, but Margot’s expression remained serene as always. 

She tried Sara next, but her sister seemed lost in dreams a world away—Aaron on Bora Bora, no 

doubt. Unable to keep her eyes from peril, Jill stole a peek at Emma and died inside. Like a cat 

licking cream off whiskers, Emma personified triumph. And her midnight eyes shone with 

cunning cruelty.

Lord, no, don’t let Thornton fall prey again.

Li-Hua reminisced aloud about Christmases past. Margot, Sara, and Emma added their 

own stories, as Thornton plied them with questions. From time to time, he shot Jill a troubled 

look but directed no questions her way.



Finally, when Jill could stomach no more, she laid her napkin on the table. As if that were 

his cue, Thornton rapped a spoon against his water glass and said, “Ladies, make sure you check 

out of your room by noon and pick up the key to your new suite. My staff will have the tree up 

by five and we’ll start decorating at six. If you have any last-minute shopping to do, or calls 

home, I suggest you get them done. That’s all.”

Jill rose and headed down the corridor. She heard steps behind her but didn’t glance back.

“Something bothering you, Jill?” he asked when she reached the elevator.

She pressed the up button and turned to face him, grateful for his concern but unable to 

answer.

“Yes, I can see there is.” The doors opened and he followed her in. “Care to tell me about 

it?”

Never had she been more tempted to throw herself into a man’s arms and confess all her 

longings and fears. She looked at him helplessly, afraid to say anything, lest it loose a torrent she 

could not stop.

“Is it the money? I can relieve you of a few million if that would lighten your load.”

She laughed, hiccupped, and laughed again.

“That’s better.” He hugged her to himself until the elevator came to a stop, his arms so 

comforting she didn’t want to move, even when the doors opened. But he gently guided her to 

her room.

“Jill, wait.” He said as she fumbled for the key.

She paused.

He made a throat-cut gesture toward the security camera, which swiveled away. “Don’t 

go in without telling me—”



She peered into his soft gray-blue eyes and willed her heart to calm enough to listen.

“How can I make the rest of this contest easy as possible for you?”

Jill sighed, too fatigued to resist. “Tell me where I stand. One tiny word of what you feel 

toward me. That wouldn’t break the rules, would it?”

He raised his right hand up to her forehead and softly brushed some hair away, as if open 

a curtain to her soul. “Didn’t you read my note? You’re a rare flower hidden humbly among the 

weeds. Every day I take great delight in discovering more about you. And I hope to find out 

much, much more—as much as our time together will allow.”

Like sipping a heavenly ambrosia, Jill savored every word. Then felt bereft of life when 

they stopped. “Then why…?”

“Why did I give Monday to Emma and not you?”

She nodded, knowing he’d have to be blind not to see the yearning in her heart. He 

leaned down and kissed her gently. All reason and resistance fled. She yielded her lips to the 

wondrous pressure and pleasure of his, and clung seeking more.

“That’s why.” He broke away, his gaze soft yet probing. “Coward that I am, I have to use 

every means to know what you’re desiring in your heart of hearts, before I commit all of mine.”

She thrilled, ready to believe all that he’d said and much more, if only he go on.

“And you’re no different,” Thornton said.

Jill blinked. “Me?”

“You don’t think so? Then tell me—” He gave her a quick peck on the nose, his eyes 

dancing. “What did those words say—the ones you cut from the journal?”

“Oh, them. Only what you guessed. I remembered our horseback ride on the 

beach…fondly.”



He leaned in again, lips parted, an indulgent smile about to engulf her.

She pushed him away. “Enjoy your outing with Emma.”

He laughed and departed.


