
Chapter 7

Awoken by a nudge, Jill blinked her eyes open and found Veronica’s knee protruding 

onto her bed. Jill propped herself up on both elbows and looked around. Pre-dawn light stole 

through cracks in the drapes. Shadow hills and valleys outlined the sleeping Coco, curled under a 

bedspread. Cool air floated down from a humming air-conditioner overhead. 

Eager to start a new day alone in prayer, Jill rose quietly and tiptoed into the bathroom. 

Minutes later, fully dressed and armed with a Bible, she slipped out of Room 317 and down to 

the lobby.

No one manned the front desk and only a sleeping guard the entrance. At the sound of the 

sliding doors he snorted and shifted his body but didn’t wake. She hurried past, into fresh cool 

air and down the curved ramp toward the beach.

Totem-pole geckos lit her path with flickering red tongues. Her sandals hit sand, quieting 

her steps. A concert of lapping water played to a row of deserted lounge chairs. She scanned the 

seats then decided to stroll instead. Tucking the Bible under her arm, she set out at a leisurely 

pace along the glistening sand toward the dawn.

A tiny bird flit past in a flash of iridescence, like the first ray of sunrise. She smiled and 

was about to call out a friendly greeting when shadows moved in front of her. Embarrassed to 

have intruded upon a couple, she halted in her tracks. A petite silhouette—vaguely familiar in 

outline—waved to a man retreating in shirt, trunks, and sandals. He jumped into a long, narrow 

boat, pulled a cord, and roared off.

“Good morning,” said a soft voice, approaching.

“Forgive me—” The sight of Li-Hua threw Jill into confusion. Did she pass the night 



with—no, the guy was far shorter than Thornton—who was he?

“Are you one of the contestants?” Li-Hua smiled, showing dimples but no sign of 

embarrassment.

“Yes, Jill Evert. I was there last night, at a back table, watching you and Mr. Applegate 

up front.”

Li-Hua nodded and set an unhurried pace toward the hotel. “Perhaps he’ll honor you 

next. Where are you from, Jill?”

Jill followed, re-crossing her earlier footprints. “Fort Collins. I mean, that’s where I grew 

up. I live in Cheyenne now, Wyoming, and work at an art museum as an assistant curator.” Calm 

down, stop blathering.

Li-Hua smiled again, her dark eyes shining like reflected moonbeams. “That must be 

interesting and rewarding work. Do you have any ink drawings from Chinese masters?”

“A few, mostly as backdrop to a display of porcelain from the Ming Dynasty.”

“So, what’s your favorite?”

Li-Hua’s unflappability amazed Jill—no explanation for the early-morning rendezvous—

only polite questions. Or was this a diversionary tactic? Jill  decided to play along. “My 

favorite’s a blue three-clawed dragon on a white vase.”

“Humbling, isn’t it? Centuries after our beauty turns to ashes, people will still be 

admiring a simple work of baked mud.”

“How true, and yet…” Jill hesitated, seeing an opportunity to speak of eternity but afraid 

she might offend.

“Yes?” Li-Hua pivoted short of the hotel entrance, her hand flicking strands of hair away 

from her eyes, her expression open and inviting.



Jill gulped down her fear. “I believe Jesus will give us resurrection bodies that remain 

forever young.”

Li-Hua glanced at Jill’s Bible. “I see you have a belief that gives you hope.”

Jill nodded, relieved that she’d gotten the words out and even more by Li-Hua’s response.

“Good, then maybe you can cheer Thornton. Best of luck.” With a wave and smile, she 

disappeared into the hotel.

A tsunami couldn’t have swept Jill off balance more thoroughly. What was Li-Hua’s 

relationship to Thornton? How did she know he needed cheering? Why didn’t she care that Jill 

saw her on the beach with another man? And what in the world would cause a billionaire to lose 

heart, anyway? Clutching her Bible, Jill moved to a padded lounge chair and plopped down, 

desperate for a talk with God.

Thirty minutes later, at peace but no less mystified, she rose and headed for breakfast. A 

leggy blonde in cutoffs, motorcycle helmet in hand, skipped down the front steps, a tall man 

right behind—both laughing. Jill’s greeting died in her throat. Thornton.

He breezed by with a wink. “Good morning.”

Jill turned in spite of herself and watched the blonde mount a cherry-red hog, start it, and 

beckon with a cleft-chin smile. He hopped on, held her midriff, and tossed his head back with a 

Geronimo yell as the bike sped away. 

Yeah, plain as day, he really needed cheering up. But whose bike is it and how did it get 

here?

“There you are.” Coco waved as Jill moped into the dining hall, then pointed to a 

steaming food bar. “Load your tray and bring me a blueberry muffin.”

Must be a rental.



Jill absently filled a cup with coffee and piled a plate with scrambled eggs and sausage, 

then remembered the muffin.

“Room number?” asked a Jamaican matron in white uniform behind the cash register.

She mumbled three-seventeen and made her way toward Coco’s table. Margot 

Huntington nibbled an English muffin at a nearby table—alone. At another, five ladies conversed 

animatedly, including Veronica.

When she arrived at Coco’s table, her friend removed a jacket from the back of a vacant 

chair and pulled it out. “Here, we saved you a place. Everyone, say hello to my roommate, Jill 

Evert.”

A thin redhead with hollow cheeks smiled and scooted her chair, making more room. 

“Hi, I’m Thelma Unger.”

“Nice meeting you.” Jill nodded and sat down.

“Ann Dumont.” A buxom brunette with long flowing hair and wire-rim glasses returned 

Jill’s smile.

“We’ve met,” Li-Hua said in turn. “Glad you could join us. But you missed the 

morning’s excitement. Thornton whisked Bonnie Bodecker away.”

“Blonde, blue-eyed, cleft-chin? I saw her. Looked more like she whisked him away.”

Ann snickered but Thelma scowled. “Yeah, clever girl. She waits until she’s sure 

Thornton’s seated at breakfast, then struts in whistling and toting a motor-cycle helmet.”

Coco produced a banknote from her wallet and slapped it on the table in front of Thelma. 

“All’s fair in love and war. A thousand Jamaican says you’ll try something equally bodacious 

come lunchtime. Or sooner.”

Laughter died and all eyes fixed on Thelma. She stared at the note, her jaws moving but 



hands immobile, then shrugged. “Maybe I will, maybe I won’t.”

“Not me,” Ann said.

“No?” Coco refolded the note and stuffed it into her slacks. “Why not?”

All heads turned toward Ann. She lowered her gaze and squirmed. “Well, I don’t 

believe…it’s just not…something I would feel comfortable doing.”

“Mm.” Coco turned to Li-Hua. “And what about you?”

“You forget Thornton’s already noticed me. But if you’re looking for a bet—” Li-Hua 

hiked her head toward Jill. “One thousand says your friend here won’t make a play for Thornton 

either. Not today, not tomorrow.”

“Woah.” Thelma grinned and studied Jill with dancing grey-green eyes.

Coco shook her head and chuckled. “Smart girl. No bet.”

Jill relaxed yet puzzled over Li-Hua’s assessment. Is she psychic? A master of 

psychology? How does she read me so well after one encounter?

Before she could reach a conclusion, mingled male-female laughter and the tap of steel-

tipped boots brought Jill’s attention to the dining room entrance. All conversation stopped save 

Thornton and Bonnie’s. Back so soon? 

They strode to the food bar, the helmet now in his hand, her hair sunbursts of gold 

highlighting glowing cheeks and sparkling eyes. He hovered over her and murmured things, her 

replies more laughter than words. Then he turned and his steely blue eyes scanned the room. An 

unearthly silence descended—broken only by the occasional chink of a serving utensil against 

Bonnie’s plate.

Jill couldn’t tear her eyes away. If Thornton wanted eighty-six women panting for his 

attention, he certainly had achieved it in one master stroke. Reward the first woman who makes a 



play. Return quickly to tempt all others to break the rule—or make an obvious play—or wait 

with bated breath for him to choose. Who would move first?

Thornton’s gaze landed on Jill. He abandoned Bonnie and moved closer. Jill had never 

fainted in her life, but if she continued to hold her breath, she might. She sucked in air and 

watched him draw close. At the last second, he averted his eyes Coco’s direction and smiled. 

“Do you ride?”

“No, I jog.” Coco’s voice sounded amazingly calm. 

Figures. Coco could probably stand next to a defendant accused of murder, wait for the 

jury’s verdict, and keep the same sangfroid.

“You’re on.” Thornton laid the helmet on a vacant chair and took off running, Coco right 

behind.

Like switching on the sound of Niagara, eighty-six voices spoke at once.

“I don’t believe it. What does your friend have that we don’t?” Thelma asked.

Jill shook her head. “Nothing. I mean, she’s a wonderful person, but I don’t think that’s 

it. My guess is Thornton purposely chooses at random just to keep everyone off balance.” She 

balled up her fists, angry at herself for acting so paralyzed and helpless when he approached, as 

if the destiny of the universe depended on his choosing her. “For him it’s a sport. Like chess. 

And we’re the pawns.”

“That’s not fair,” Ann murmured.

Jill sighed. “No, it’s not, but every one of us came willingly. And we’ve all got return 

tickets. So who wants to call it quits and go home?”

She looked at her tablemates. They exchanged glances, but no one moved. Clearly, 

Thornton had aligned his pieces well. Everyone would see it through to the bitter end.


