
Chapter 39

As feared or hoped—Jill didn’t want to examine her heart too carefully which—she 

wound up in the luxurious guestroom where she’d modeled the tangerine silk weeks before. Only 

now Jill lay tucked under the bedspread in a robe far less flattering. Not to mention her sunken 

eyes, punctured skin, glossless lips, and frightful hair.

“Nurse Paxton?” Jill looked around the spotless room. “Can you find out what happened 

to my purse and belongings?”

“Safely stored in the closet.” Nurse put down her novel and rose from her chair. “Is there 

something you wanted?”

Jill patted her tangled mop. “My comb and mirror.”

“Mm, expecting company, are we?” Nurse clucked her tongue then brought the purse. 

“Here you are.”

“Thanks.” Jill got busy repairing the damage.

Nurse returned to her chair. “Seems like Mr. Applegate is terribly protective of you. 

Won’t let anyone come anywhere near. You don’t suppose that’s to keep you all to himself, do 

you?”

Although the words spoke aloud the wild hopes galloping in Jill’s heart, she kept her eyes 

trained on the mirror and off Nurse Paxton. “He’s keeping all contestants away from the public.”

“Mm. But, what I hear, one of them got so worried about you winning that she gift-

wrapped poison with your name on it.”

“Yeah, lucky me,” Jill croaked. “Singled out by a lunatic.”

“Wish it were me.”



Jill started to speak, but found the nurse lost again in her paperback, a bare-chested hunk 

on its cover. Oh, well. Jill resumed her touchup and private thoughts.

A few minutes later an outer door opened. Her heart sped up as steps came close. She hid 

her comb and mirror under the covers and moistened her lips. Someone rapped on the guestroom 

door. Nurse jumped up and opened it a crack.

“Our patient comfortably settled?” Mordecai peered in. “Good. Just checking. I’ll leave 

you in peace.”

Nurse reclosed the door and returned to her reading. Jill slumped in bed, disappointed, 

then perked up at the sound of voices. She strained to make them out. Thornton’s, Mordecai’s, 

and a third man’s, whom she couldn’t identify. All sounded hushed, not intended for her ears. 

Compose a poem for him?

She resigned herself to the pillow and pursued dark thoughts…

Waking in the dark, she sat up and searched her room. No nurse, no sound, nothing but 

moonlight filtering through curtains and the glow of a bathroom nightlight. Now what? She 

hadn’t intended to fall asleep so early, knocking her whole sleep-and-wake schedule out of 

whack.

Fumbling, she found the controls and switched on the bed lamp. Silent drips continued, 

bag half-full. That meant that Nurse Paxton—or a night nurse—was up and about somewhere. 

She resisted the temptation to push the call button just to have company.

How do I love thee, let me count the ways…

Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s poem came to mind. Jill never composed a poem in her life, 

but now she must. She sighed, resigned to lonely hours with nothing better to do. She searched 

for her purse, then a pen, then a scrap of paper. Lincoln wrote his Gettysburg address on the back 



of an envelope, but she couldn’t even find a torn flap. That left memorizing it. Sighing again, she 

wracked her brain for words...

Knock, knock. Jill woke a second time to find morning light streaming through the 

window, no nurse in sight. “Come in.”

Thornton entered carrying a tray with legs. “Care for some breakfast?”

Jill’s hand flew to her hair then to the neck of her hospital gown. “S-sure.” 

She wiggled into a sitting position, arranged the pillow behind her and looked for the IV-

tree. Gone. Somehow the nurse had removed her drip line without waking her.

Thornton set the tray over her legs and himself down in the chair. “Go ahead. It’s safe. I 

stood over the chef as he prepared it. And taste-tested to make sure.”

Did all that for me? She stared unbelieving, blinked, and kept staring.

He smiled. “Tastes better when it’s warm.”

She dragged her eyes away and inspected the tray, in hopes of finding something she 

could keep down. Melba toast. Chicken noodle soup. She giggled. “Your grandmother is 

Jewish?”

“Ah, you finally did some research.”

“She is?” Jill picked up the large silver spoon, took a sample of the broth, allowed one 

tiny noodle in, and tasted.

“Helena Rosen, my father’s mother. She spoiled me every chance she got. Lectured my 

father on his parental duties.” Thornton chuckled. “When I wasn’t supposed to be listening.”

“Is she—?”

His face clouded. “No, a heart attack took her my first year of boarding school. Dad 

didn’t tell me until after the internment.”



“Oh, no.”

“He didn’t want me distracted from my studies, I suppose. I knew better than to ask.”

She looked into his pained gray eyes. “Have you forgiven him?”

“He’s dead.”

“I know, but the bitterness can linger.”

“Jill, Jill.” Thornton sighed. “What am I going to do with you?”

“Sorry.” She upbraided herself for presuming to preach. Sara can, I can’t.

He brightened. “Here’s some news that should please you.”

“What, what?” Jill took a second spoonful, amazed how well the first one went down.

“Janie’s flying in. Should arrive around noon.”

Jill squealed, almost upsetting the tray.

“News reached her of our little contest. So, she’s rushing to prevent my making a fatal 

mistake.”

 A noodle caught in Jill’s throat, causing her to choke.

“Careful.” Thornton shot out of his chair and raised his hand. “Lean forward.”

“I’m…” Cough, cough. “Okay.” She shook her head, swallowed, and coughed again. “I 

just need to slow down. This soup’s the best thing I’ve tasted in days.”

“Are you afraid of what my sister will think about you camping in my apartment? I can 

arrange a different room, I suppose.” He frowned. “Although it would be less secure.”

“No, this is fine.” How could she explain her real anxiety? So unfair the way he 

concealed his feelings and did a vivisection on hers. “It’s just…I’m not at my best at the 

moment.”

“Don’t be silly. Janie will walk in here in jungle boots—a sight to make fashion gurus 



cringe—and love you just as you are. In fact—” He chuckled again. “If you put on airs, it’d put 

her off, so relax.”

“I love her already.” Jill took a third sip and a fourth.

“Now, don’t be hasty. Janie’s an acquired taste. Few people take to her right away. Some 

never.”

“So are you.” It popped out without thinking.

Thornton laughed and slapped his thigh. “Yep. You’re feeling better, I can tell. Well…” 

He stood to his feet. “I’ve got a financial empire to run. Holler when you’re finished.”

Jill searched the covers. “Where’s my remote?”

“No nurse, no remote.” He brought a walker in view. “But I’ll put this here in case you 

need it.”

Tingles of delight and panic swept over her. Her conscience told her she should protest 

the arrangement, but she didn’t pay heed right away. “Thornton,” she called out weakly, then 

insistent, “Thornton!”

He returned with an air of innocence. “Yes, my dear?”

Testing, always testing. Is that what our marriage will be like? She stopped, appalled at 

where her mind had flown.

“You need something?”

“I can’t room here…not without…”

“A chaperone? Janie will serve admirably. Never fear.” His voice took on a smooth, 

seductive timbre. “I wouldn’t think of doing anything to compromise your conscience, Jill.”

It’s already troubled. Jill watched him depart and finished her soup, then struggled up out 

of bed to set the tray outside the door and lock it. Yes, he might think her a prude. But that scared 



her far less than her own temptation to call him back for a long, bedside chat.

***

A woman’s raspy voice broke into Jill’s noontime famine. “What do you mean I don’t get 

the guest room?”

“I’ve got a recovering patient in there. No, nothing contagious. Please, Janie, can’t you 

camp here in the dayroom for a day or two? If you don’t, she’ll—”

“She? You, sneaky little monkey.” The brass handle rattled. “Hey, what do you have her 

quarantined for, if she’s not contagious.”

Jill smothered a laugh and made it to the door. The moment she opened it, a rusty-haired 

young woman with deep tan and freckles—wearing battered brown jungle boots as promised—

dropped her backpack and stared. “I don’t believe it. You look nothing like—”

Thornton cut her off. “Don’t say it.”

Jill smiled meekly. “Sorry, I’m not at my best, still a bit weak.”

“You’re downright human, not—”

“Janie...” Thornton’s voice took on a menacing edge.

His sister smiled, her perfect white teeth contrasting with her scuffed, stained khakis. She 

held out un-manicured fingers. “I think I’m going to like you.”

Jill shook the callused hand and smiled into Janie’s grass-green eyes. “Me, too, you.”

“Sorry, big brother, we need to get acquainted.” Janie booted the door shut and hustled 

Jill toward the bed and pulled her down beside her. “What’s your name and how long have you 

known him?”

“Jill Evert. Only twenty-some days. I’m one of the contestants.”

“Ha!” Janie hooted. “Just twenty days and you beat out all those fashion plates I saw on 



the news?”

“You’ve gotten the wrong idea. The contest is far from over. I’m only here because 

someone tried to kill me and your brother thinks—”

“Uh-huh,” Janie said, clearly skeptical. “You have to watch my brother. He has a devious 

mind. He’ll feint one direction then charge the other and sink a basket.”

“Tell me about it.”

“So, what do you think of his ravaging the wilderness to build luxury hotels?”

Jill blinked at the switch of subjects. “I know nothing of his business.”

“Mm.” Janie posed two fingers over her chin and studied Jill. “You couldn’t be the one 

who convinced him to build a community center, could you?”

“How are the locals taking to it?”

“They love it. Clambering for Thorny to come pay another visit.”

Jill gaped. “What did you call him?

“Thorny. Why, doesn’t everyone?” Janie stilled her dancing eyes and peered into Jill’s. 

“What do you call him?”

“I only heard Ume—one of the other contestants—call him that.”

“Yeah, but what do you call him?” Janie leaned close. “Surely by now, you’ve picked a 

pet name.”

“No, please, you got the wrong idea.”

“It’s just between the two of you, eh?”

Jill looked at Janie in frustration then hugged her. “Tell you what. The moment he 

chooses a new name for me, I’ll let you know.”

“Deal. In the meantime, call him ‘Thorny’ and see how he reacts.”



“Are you kidding? Maybe you’re willing to throw away ten million, but I’m not. I’ve a 

mom at home—” Jill’s voice caught as she thought of Mom childless at Christmas. “Who needs 

expensive cancer treatments.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Janie gave her a quick hug. “Me and my big mouth.”

“That’s okay, tell me about your projects in the Amazon.”


