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Chapter 44

Jill couldn’t face Thornton, not even a chance encounter in the penthouse guestroom, 

so she moved back into the Princess Suite and sent for her belongings.

“Don’t,” she commanded Sara the moment the subject of Thornton’s proposal came 

up. “You can talk to me on any subject but him. Or her. Or me.”

Sara regarded her a long while then shrugged. “Okay, if that’s the way you want it.” 

Quietly she changed into a bathrobe, fluffed her hair, and left the bedroom. Humming. Soon 

muffled voices came from Li-Hua and Margot’s room.

Emotionally drained, Jill undressed and crawled under the covers, though it was only 

nine-thirty. She covered her head with the pillow and, despairing of any chance for peace, 

sought oblivion in sleep. One more day of this charade. If only she had a twenty-four-hour 

sleeping pill.

Scenes replayed in her head. Li-Hua with Jim on the beach. Thornton with Bonnie on 

the motorbike. Veronica with Thornton on the tennis court. Herself with Thornton on the 

roof. Sara singing to Thornton. Thornton kicking sand as he passed her and Sara on Lime 

Cay. Her knocking on Thornton’s door. Her colliding with his back. His turning to grasp her 

wrists.

Thirty days of progressive entrapment. Like two fingers pushed into a woven bamboo 

tube. Unable to pull free. Only in this case, he could pull free, but she couldn’t. Yes, she 

could say yes and trap him in a marriage he wanted no part of. But she would not be able to 

pull free of her feelings for him, even after refusing his proposal and fleeing far away.

Images tumbled over images, no resolution, no sleep, until the wee hours in the 

morning, when she could hardly distinguish between dream and real. She awoke with the 

morning light streaming into her eyes and a sound of vacuum cleaners out in the hall. 
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“Bonnie—I mean Sara—?”

Jill struggled out of the tangled covers and explored the suite. Sara’s bed made, 

spotless bathroom, magazines tossed on the dayroom sofa, both beds made in Li-Hua and 

Margot’s room. She gargled to wash the foul taste from her mouth, got ready to go down into 

the breakfast hall, then escaped to the garden instead.

Familiar hibiscus blossoms wavered in the breeze. No doctor birds anywhere she 

could see, but the gardener in floppy straw hat and slouchy pants stood watering the hedges. 

Something about him seemed different, his height, his getup, even the gloves covering his 

hands. Must be a substitute, because police needed the regular gardener at headquarters for a 

more detailed statement. She approached to make the new man’s acquaintance.

He turned and slopped water on her sandals. “Hi, Jill.”

“You!” Jill stared incredulously.

“Am I clothed humbly enough?” Thornton’s gray-blues danced impishly.

“Wh-what are you doing?”

“You were right. I went about it all wrong. I should have approached you as a 

pauper.”

“Me? You didn’t even know me.” Her heart flip-flopped at the sight of him.

“No, but I wanted to.”

“When? Where? What are you talking about?” For just once Jill wished Thornton 

would stop playing his games and spell things out.

“London. Christie’s. You stood talking to Jacques Bouvier, remember?”

“I remember Jacques but—” Jill frowned trying to call to mind the people in the 

room, far too many of them, mulling around.

“No, you didn’t see me, but I saw you and asked my aide about you.”

“Mordecai?”
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“Mr. Watanabe.” Thornton took off his gloves, pushed back his hat, and whistled with 

two fingers. The gardener came running. “Say, can we finish this conversation somewhere 

more comfortable?” 

Jill nodded, overwhelmed by a stampede of hope. One question answered, partially 

anyway, maybe he could answer others also.

“Good, I’m getting sweaty in here.” He ripped off the outer shirt, popping buttons, 

and tossed it to the ground along with his hat.

She laughed thinking of Superman ripping off his Clark Kent garb. 

Matted hair clung to his forehead. He pushed it back. “How about a ride in the Rolls. 

Or must I stay in character?”

My stars, how he poured on the charm. She stared, wanting to pinch herself.

“Jill?”

“Yes, the Rolls would be nice.”

He took her arm and led her toward the waiting limo. “I’ll fix it so Mordecai can’t 

hear.”

Jill laughed again, thinking of 1800s courting and chaperoned buggy rides. It seemed 

everything this morning caused her to laugh. Maybe because she hadn’t eaten. Or maybe 

because she was high on some endorphin associated with hope. Whatever it was, she didn’t 

want to come down, she didn’t want this dream to end.

Thornton opened the passenger door, bowed, and ushered her in. He spoke briefly into 

his cell phone then joined her, closing the door and sealing them in, with the partition 

window up and the shade pulled down. “Buckle up. This is going to be a long ride over 

treacherous terrain.”

I knew it couldn’t last. 

She complied and prayed for grace to hear him out without shedding more tears.
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He sat back and patted her hand. “Jill, I want you to know something…”

His touch felt heavenly. She wanted to grab and kiss him before he could say anything 

to spoil the mood. But, whether out of cowardice or self-control, she held back.

“Of all the contestants, you were the only one I picked,” he said.

“I—” She stared at him in a hopeful daze.  “I don’t understand.”

“My scouts picked all eighty-seven of them except you. Something came over me 

when I saw you with Jacques.”

“The artist in Christie’s?”

“Mm. I turned to Mr. Watanabe and said, ‘Find out who she is and add her to the 

list.’”

Sanity couldn’t stop her. She unbuckled and landed a peck on his cheek. He grabbed 

her in his arms and drew her in for a proper kiss. She closed her eyes and yielded hungrily. 

Sweet tingles swept from scalp to spine.

Even when she heard the front door open and felt the car rock slightly, she made no 

move to come up for air. She clung and drank his kisses and explored with her tongue.

The limo got in motion and Thornton pulled away. “Jill, as much as I long to 

continue, we’ve got things to settle first.”

She willed her reason to return and nodded.

“I never loved Sara,” he said, eyes intent upon her. “You believe that don’t you?”

“Yes, if you say so.” She looked down and fidgeted with her hands. “One thing I 

admire about you, Thornton, is you never lie. Even when it’s convenient.”

“That’s right. And I always honor my contracts—no matter how hard it is.”

Jill looked up and searched his face hopefully. Could there be in those words some 

hint of explanation for his behavior the evening past—that horrible, horrible night she never 

wanted to remember?
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“Li-Hua is an actress. I hired her to play the role she did.”

“Wh—?” Jill shook her head in denial. Even Thornton couldn’t play a trick so cruel. 

“What role?”

“A competing contestant. She wasn’t. I planted her. I paid her to room with 

contestants I assigned and feed me information. Spy if you will.”

“Spy.” Jill groaned. “But why?”

“I needed someone on the inside. Someone who could befriend the contestants and get 

them to talk. Someone they’d never suspect. Someone who I could move wherever I wished 

to gain critical—please, Jill, don’t look at me that way.”

“How am I supposed to look at you? You subject us to a nightmare of tests and probes 

to expose all of our weaknesses and foibles and fears. But that doesn’t satisfy you. You—oh, 

Thornton, how could you?”

“You know why. Fear, distrust, paranoia. I was afraid of being deceived and hurt 

again, deeper than before, so deep I couldn’t survive it. Please forgive me, Jill. When I saw 

you up on that stage baring your soul, I wanted to rush up and cover you with kisses—

propose on the spot.”

“Why didn’t you? I broke the rules for you, why couldn’t you for me?”

“Was it for me, Jill?” He took her hands in his, causing a second wild desire, to forget 

all reason and kiss him all over, healing every hurt with kisses. “Or for Sara and you?”

She had to concentrate hard to recall the question, beginning to end, and make sense 

of it. “You’re right. It was for Sara, or so I thought. But later I realized it was for me. I 

couldn’t stand your having a low opinion of me. And therefore it was for you—my desiring 

the chance to love you.”

Thornton grinned. “And what do you desire now?”

“The same, if it’s possible.”
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“Why wouldn’t it be? I love you and you love me. That’s all there is to it.”

“No. You’ve played so many games you’ve got me all confused. I don’t know what’s 

real anymore and what’s pretend. You say you never lie, and you don’t. But you mislead. 

You play-act. You do things not because it’s in your heart to do it, but simply to test people’s 

reactions.” Jill remembered details of his proposal to Li-Hua and stopped.

His expression clouded. “What’s the matter?”

“Are you, too, an actor? You looked so speechless—so devastated—when Li-Hua 

turned you down. Was that all an act?”

“No, I’m not an actor, but yes, that was an act. An act she coached me in and critiqued 

several times until I got it right. For weeks and weeks in preparation for last night.”

“But why? Why did you want to carry off a convincing proposal to the wrong 

woman?”

“Because some women are so vain they would never accept being a man’s second 

choice. From the beginning, before the contest began, I planned it as the final test. I never 

dreamed that a woman such as you would fall in love with me and prove it so—so—Jill, you 

were magnificent.”

“Then why didn’t you stop the contest and declare me the winner on the spot?”

Thornton sighed. “I should have. For you I should have risked all my billions, my 

contracts, my reputation in the business community—and now it’s too late. I’ve failed you. 

I’ve failed your love.” He hung his head.

“Dear Thornton…” She looked at him with affection, not knowing whether he was 

acting again or not, but scarcely caring. She took his hand to get his attention and comfort 

him—if he needed it.

He looked up into her eyes.

“You’re right. I have no pride. I love you in spite of everything. I can’t help it.”
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“Then marry me.” He grinned and reached into his pocket.

“No.” She scowled in distaste and waved his hand away. “Not that ring. Not the one 

you offered your Mata Hari. I want a smaller one. One we pick out together. One that’s all 

our own, no one has ever been offered or worn.”

Thornton  grinned, pulled out a smaller box than the previous night’s, opened it up 

and held out its ring—the most breathtaking arrangement of stones on gold she’d ever seen. 

“Thelonius Samm designed it,” he said. “I commissioned it through Zandra after we 

visited her boutique. Hope you like it.”

“You decided then?”

“Yes, my love, you could say that. You see, from the moment I saw you in Christie’s 

I had a hunch. And all through the contest you proved yourself more and more wonderful. So, 

in a matter of speaking, it was love at first sight. You believe me, don’t you?”

“Yes, sweetheart. I believe everything you say. I’ll accompany you to the altar and 

listen to your vows and hold you to every word until death do us part.”

“And do you ever lie?”

She closed her eyes and leaned back against the leather seats in tingly anticipation. 

“Never in anything—” 

He kissed her thoroughly. 

“So important.”

The End


