
Chapter 9

Gently—with an awe usually reserved for a Picasso sketch or Ansel Adams photo—Jill 

fingered the dresses hanging in the walk-in closet. Silk, satin, crepe, chiffon, each delicate fabric 

cried out to be worn for its tactile thrill. She couldn’t imagine any lady leaving any of these 

treasures behind. Clearly Thornton had commissioned a fashion expert to stock his guest room.

A tangerine silk gown took her breath away. She draped it next to herself in front of the 

closet mirror. Pulse racing, she slipped it over her head and down upon her tingling shoulders. 

Perfect fit, perfect color for her autumn skin tone, she could hear the devil whispering, “Worship 

me and I’ll give you glories like these.”

Not even in her childhood dress-ups had she fantasized herself looking so elegant. She 

closed her eyes and begged God for the grace to surrender the gown—not her heart—when the 

evening ended.

A knock sounded on the guestroom door then Thornton’s voice. “Jill, are you still there?”

“Yes, be right with you.” She checked her hair.

“Good, for a moment I thought you’d gotten cold feet and fled.”

My feet, yikes. Where are my shoes?

She ran to bathroom, where her dilapidated Nikes lay tawdry on the floor, then back to 

the closet, where she pawed through a rack of clogs and flats and pumps. The gold pumps 

pinched her toes, the peach clashed with her gown, but the tangerine—miracle of miracles—fit 

perfectly. She returned to the bathroom to gather up her clothes.

Thornton tapped a second time. “Are you decent?”

“No, yes, but—”



A click sounded. He walked in, key in hand, and caught her arranging her tennis outfit on 

a chair in the bedroom. Flustered, she didn’t know where to look—not to the bed on her right—

nor at the mirror on her left—nor into his appraising eyes. She settled on the white triangle 

jutting from his navy-blue jacket.

“Lovely. René Bouchard must have had you in mind.”

“Who?” She eyed the escape route beyond his left shoulder.

“The designer who created such a perfect skin for your body.” He held out a hand. 

“Hungry?”

She swallowed and let him grasp her cold hand and lead her into the elevator. Its polished 

chrome doors closed, reflecting her nervous frailty next to his calm solidity. Whoosh—thud. She 

doubted she could digest any food with what remained of her stomach. A nudge at her back 

propelled her forward into cool star-filled air.

“Ooh.” Moonlight bathed a linen-draped table in the middle of the universe. No 

candles—only glowing coals at the far corner of the roof—and a lulling sound of surf below.

He pulled out a wrought-iron chair. “Mademoiselle.”

“Thank you.” Did they meet in France? London to Paris and back in two days, it didn’t 

seem possible. Enough of games. “Have we met before?”

“No.” Ice rustled as he lifted a bottle. “Chablis?”

She shook her head. “Sorry, I should have warned you. I don’t drink.”

“My fault for not asking.” He lowered the bottle back into the bucket and stood. “Coke, 

tonic, fruit juice?”

“Please don’t bother.”

“No trouble at all—which will it be?”



As he descended for the tonic, she studied the contours of the hills sloping down to the 

sea. A few lights dotted the lower elevations but none higher up. Was there no electrical service 

inland? Of all locations for a contest, why did Thornton pick Jamaica—or was any remote island 

suitable to minimize desertions? 

Thad’s lured-into-a-cult theory flitted into her mind and she chased it away. No 

explaining why, she trusted Thornton enough to dismiss that fear.

“Here you are.” He handed her a bubble-lined glass with lemon wedge and retook his 

seat, then filled his wine glass and lifted it. “Salut.”

“Your health.”

They sipped in silence, his gaze steady upon her. She dropped her eyes and wondered 

what to say. Did he expect her to initiate the conversation like a job applicant eager to convince 

him of her qualifications—to be his wife? Fiddlesticks. 

Or could he be shy—in spite of his mastery of gamesmanship—unable to converse with 

women in a normal, casual fashion? Not likely. 

That left one intriguing possibility. Unlike most men she knew, he was comfortable with 

silence. She stole a second look and found an enigmatic smile that convinced her.

Not wishing to flirt, she tried to hold back an answering smile, but it popped out anyway. 

Drats. She wiped her mouth with the cloth napkin to erase the damage. 

He chuckled.

She flushed. “Would you stop that?”

“Stop what?”

“Playing games. Can’t you just talk like a normal person?”

He grinned lopsidedly. “Sure, what shall we talk about?”



Coco. What did you do that sent her into hiding? Jill nixed that subject and seized the 

second. “Tell me about Mordecai.”

“My chauffeur?” Thornton raised an eyebrow. “What would you like to know about 

him?”

“How did you meet? Did you pick Jamaica for the contest because of him? Does his 

family live here?” She gave a vague wave of her hand for him to begin anywhere.

“In business, trust is everything. I have dozens of lawyers who I trust to be scrupulous 

and honest in their dealings. But that doesn’t mean their first ambition is to look out after my 

interests rather than their own. They didn’t invest years in law school for that. Mordecai is 

different. I don’t know why, but my instinct tells me that he regards caring for me his mission in 

life. Sounds weird, doesn’t it?”

“No, very possible.” Jill wondered if Mordecai was a believer who regarded his service to 

his employer God’s calling.

“Obviously, I’m no judge of character when it comes to women. But Mordecai? The 

more I put into his hands, the more invaluable he proves. He’s become my confidant, my go 

between, my right-hand man.”

“Then why don’t you promote him?”

“You mean officially?” Thornton set down his glass. “I tried, but he refused. Said he 

could gain far more useful information in his inconspicuous role as chauffeur than as a visible 

officer of the company.”

“When did you first meet?”

“Ten years ago, almost to the day—on my first visit to Jamaica—to look over this 

property. Pardon, I think the coals are ready.” He picked up a platter and walked to the grill.



As Jill listened to the sizzle and pondered Mordecai’s role, a question struck her which 

she resolved to ask at the first opportunity.

Tongs in hand, Thornton returned and set a large conch shell on her plate then a beefsteak 

beside it.

She laughed. “Is this what you call a conch steak?”

With an inscrutable smile, he served himself, added beans and rice to both plates, then sat 

down and arranged a napkin in his lap. “My cook steamed the conch meat. It’s inside the shell 

along with onions, capers, and assorted condiments. I just reheated it and added the steak—surf 

and turf. Try it.”

She did and loved the sweet, clam-like taste of conch. When they’d gotten past the 

mmms and superlatives, Jill worked up the courage to ask her question. “What did Mordecai 

think of Eve?”

Thornton rolled his eyes. “He can’t be right all the time.”

“Oh.” Not what she imagined.

“That’s what I thought, anyway, so I ignored his advice, which proved to be spot on.”

“Oh.” She smirked. Even in serious conversation Thornton loved to play games. 

“Exactly, so that’s why I picked Jamaica. Figured if I came back to the place where I 

found my most loyal and trusted friend, I might hit pay dirt and find a loyal wife also.”

Jill’s heart went out to him. He seemed so helpless, clueless, vulnerable. Or was that 

playacting born of gamesmanship? Unable to decide—even after studying his earnest 

expression—she repeated her earlier sentiment. “I hope you find the caring person you’re 

looking for.”

He set down his fork with a clack. “That’s it? That’s your pitch. You’re not going to dab 



your eyes or bat your lashes and confess how much you too are looking for love?”

“Is that the way women come on to you?”

“Some. Others hold themselves aloof and unapproachable, like Margot, waiting for me to 

pursue. But you…” He threw his hands in the air. “You act as if your only interest is helping me 

find the right woman—yourself excluded.”

Jill contemplated dissembling but decided against it. “You’re right. I’m sorry if that 

disappoints you. Sorrier still if that disqualifies me from the twenty-five thousand.”

“But why? Not that I’m any great catch—I’m not—but why aren’t you checking me out 

with an open mind?”

His candor caught her off guard. She hesitated between reasons—the unbridgeable gulf 

of money and prestige separating them—the absurdity of her competing against eighty-six 

women more beautiful than herself—the incompatibility of a believer and non-believer. Then 

settled on diplomacy. “Maybe I am, in my own way, just as you are. Do singles ever meet 

without checking each other out?”

Thornton leaned forward. “So, it’s the money.”

“What, keeping us apart? Or compelling me to enroll in the contest?”

“Both. Your mother’s cancer—”

She gaped.

“Yes, I know about that. So, the twenty-five thousand convinced you to enter. But my 

wealth pushes you away.”

“Yes.”

Thornton sighed. “That’s too bad, Jill. I’d hoped you’d be different.”

Jill couldn’t believe her ears. He spoke as if he had formed some former opinion of her, 



yet they’d never met. More incredible, something led him to believe there existed a possibility of 

romance developing between them. She regarded the foggy depths of his gray-blue eyes, so 

honest and vulnerable looking, and decided to be frank. “You’re going about this all wrong.”

“How so?”

“Don’t you know the story? To win the love of a peasant girl, the king dressed up as a 

peasant. He didn’t dress the peasant girl up as a princess. He didn’t offer bags of gold to a 

hundred women to compete for his love.”

Thornton sighed. “I was angry. Livid. Wanted to smash somebody—some warm, frail, 

female body, if you must know the truth.”

“Eve.”

“Yes, but civilized beast that I am, I controlled my anger, cooled down, and decided to 

channel it.”

“Revenge.”

“Precisely. Show Eve all she’d missed. A man for whom glamorous women competed. 

And money—far more than Eve gained by her conniving—won simply by playing fair.”

Jill nodded, touched by the hurt relived so nakedly. For the first time in her life she 

understood the Esther story from the king’s point-of-view—the humiliation Xerxes suffered 

when Queen Vashti refused him—and the relief his counselors offered through their plan. 

I wonder…

Thornton eye’s narrowed. “What?” 

“Whose idea was it to hold a contest?”

“Mine. My lawyers advised against it—too much money wasted on a fool venture.” He 

sniffed. “That’s not the way they put it, but it’s what they meant.”



“And Mordecai?”

He glared. “Mordecai, Mordecai—what’s this fascination you have with my chauffeur?”

She held his gaze without flinching. “You don’t have to tell me.”

Thornton looked down and attacked his steak. “He got religious on me.”

“You mean—?”

“Yes, he told me another woman wasn’t the answer, Jesus was.” He chewed vigorously 

as if to masticate the idea.

Jill could feel the heavens pressing in on her, angels and demons wrestling over her mind 

and will. Her mouth went dry. Witnessing always panicked her, but here an opportunity 

presented itself and begged her to say something. Anything.

Thornton swallowed. “So, to keep an open mind, I instructed my scouts to include a few 

women of faith—Jewish, Christian, Buddhist, whatever.”

“Is that why I’m here?”

“You?” He paused, forkful of rice halfway to his mouth. “Are you—?”

She nodded, humbled by her unworthiness when so many better witnesses could have 

been picked. “I follow Jesus.”

He studied her a moment, eyes shuttered a fraction. “I see.” For the remainder of the 

evening, his heart seemed shuttered also, as if earlier expectations had died. 


