
Chapter 10

Jill slipped into her room and waited for her eyes to adjust to the darkness. Coco rose 

from her bed, put a finger to her lips, and motioned Jill back outside. 

Out in the corridor, Jill could see wrinkles in Coco’s pants and creases in her forehead. 

“What’s the matter?”

“Not here.” Coco flicked her eyes toward the security camera overhead. Hooking Jill’s 

arm, she pulled her into the elevator, punched the button for the first floor, and waited for the 

doors to close. “I’m afraid I won’t be able to watch your back much longer.”

“Why, what happened?”

“My stinking attitude wounded Thornton’s ego.”

Jill smirked. “Is that possible?”

“Yes, he takes great pride in his fair treatment of local labor.”

“Jamaicans?”

Coco halted the elevator between floors. “People here and everywhere else in the world.”

“So—what did you say to contradict that?”

“Nothing I actually said, but he could read between the lines. He saw that I regarded his 

entrepreneurial kind as exploiters of cheap labor.”

“Do you?”

Coco squiggled a clown-like smile. “With rare exception, yes.”

“But surely you excepted Thornton.”

“If I’d known how sensitive he was on the subject, I would have made a point to. But I 

rattled on, told him more and more about my work, and he smelled my class prejudice.”



“Didn’t you explain to him that your father is a wealthy lawyer serving entrepreneurs like 

him?”

Coco laughed. “I think that’s what put the final nail in my coffin. He could see that my 

dad and I stand on opposite sides of a great divide.”

Jill squeezed her hand. “That’s too bad. I’ll pray for your relationship.”

“Dad and I? We agree to disagree, no problem there. It’s Thornton. When the week’s up 

he’ll toss my fanny out on the street.”

“Is that all?” Jill laughed with relief. “Mine, too, once the week is up.”

Coco shook her by the shoulders. “No, don’t you get it? You’re destined to go far— 

semi-finals, finals, maybe even the top spot. But I won’t be here to protect you.”

“You’re wrong.” Jill sighed and recounted the evening’s disaster, how her confession of 

faith had closed Thornton down.

***

Five days later, with no further contact by Thornton, the selection-and-rejection 

notifications began. Jill sat in her room alone, waiting for Coco to return with news of dismissal 

and for the phone to ring summoning her to the same fate. Curtains danced in the breeze and 

sunlight frolicked on the paisley bedspread beside her—where Veronica bunked until she moved 

out to claim Ruth’s room.

Poor Ruth. She bailed out one day after the tennis match. Rumors flew that Thornton 

doubled her twenty-five-thousand in order to pay for counseling back home. For both their 

sake’s, Jill hoped he’d shown compassion, but she gave no credence to the rumors. A piranha 

spirit seemed to excite the ladies to slash and devour fellow contestants at the first hint of blood.

The door flew open and the smiling Coco waved a trim, gold-colored check. “I’m out of 



here.”

Jill leaped up and gave her a big hug, careful not to crush the check. “I’m happy for you. 

Maybe we can catch the same flight to Miami.”

Coco shook her head. “No, I keep telling you, Thornton’s made different plans for you.”

“Did he tell you that?”

“Thornton? He wasn’t there. His henchmen deliver the verdicts, to save him from tearful 

scenes. It was John Johnson who broke the news.”

Jill sighed. “I’m sorry.”

“Anyway, I asked him if I could pay for room and meals to stay longer—pretended it was 

Jamaican tourism that lured me. But he said no—Mr. Applegate’s hard and fast rule—all 

eliminated contestants must evacuate the grounds.”

“You were willing to sacrifice some of your prize money to watch over me?” Tears 

rushed to her eyes. “What a dear, dear friend.”

“Don’t get syrupy on me. This is cold, calculated business.” She winked. “Ten percent of 

ten million is one cool million, don’t forget.”

“I won’t—” Jill hiccupped. “Ever forget you, Coco, or your ten percent.”

The phone rang and Coco broke free. “You’d better get that.”

Jill answered the phone, only half listening. “Room Three? Yes, I’ll be there as soon as—

”

Click.

She replaced the receiver, hugged Coco goodbye, and took the elevator down to the 

ground floor. A tearful redhead, hankie in hand, darted from Room One. Jill turned to express 

regrets, but Thelma had already disappeared in the crowd. Jill sighed and tapped beneath the 



brass 3 on the door.

“Come in.”

“Good morning, Mr. Watanabe.” She feinted a bow as he rose to his feet.

Impeccably dressed in a charcoal grey suit and bamboo-green tie, he returned her bow 

and indicated a chair in front of the glass desktop. “Please be seated.”

He sat back down and fingered a paper lying in front of him on the desk. “Miss Evert, 

you received high marks for poise, honesty, determination, companionability with fellow 

contestants…”

What—how in the world?

“Modest marks for courage, sports, beauty…”

So sue me.

“Plus a high mark for…” Mr. Watanabe picked up the paper and brought it close to his 

eyes then cleared his throat. “This is a category I’m not familiar with, but it says, ‘winning loyal 

admirers who champion your cause.’ ”

Jill grinned. Thornton had a knack for letting contestants down gently, even adding a 

personal touch.

“So, congratulations. Best of luck in the days ahead.” He slid a black plastic card across 

the desk toward her.

“Huh?” Jill blinked, wondering what she’d missed.

“You’re a semi-finalist. Go to the front desk with this ID to obtain your new room 

assignment.”

“B-but—” She stared at the card as if it would vanish upon touch.

Mr. Watanabe chuckled. “Remember your poise, Miss Evert.” 



He swiveled his chair and began punching buttons on a mobile phone. Faint, Jill picked 

up the card and stood on wobbly legs. As she groped toward the door, it seemed to recede but 

she caught the knob and twisted. Outside, she gulped air and propelled herself through a tunnel 

of voices and bodies toward the reception desk.

A warm hand took hold of her elbow. “Jill, are you okay?”

Jill turned and looked into the soulful eyes of Polly Telford. “Polly, I can’t believe it. 

They—”

“I know, me too.”

“You?”

“Yeah, someone finally woke up and smelled the pheromones—I’m way too young for 

Thornton and he’s—” Polly giggled. “Way too mature for me.”

Polly’s bravura touched Jill’s heart and stopped her from correcting Polly’s 

misunderstanding. Polly had dreamed of five hundred thousand to start her own beauty college. 

If life were fair, they both would have reached the semi-finals. So, she hugged Polly and said the 

first comforting words she could think of. “God will just have to set you up in the beauty 

business some other way.”

Polly pulled back and stared wide-eyed. “Me… God… do you think…? Nah, you’re just 

saying that.”

“I’m serious. God cares for you very much. He’s waiting for you to invite Him into your 

life so He can partner with you in doing great things.”

Polly’s eyes took on wistful look. “I wish I could believe that.”

“Come, we need to talk.” Jill led her through the lobby and out onto a bench near the 

fountain, where she could share Jesus in private.



***

Forty minutes later, Jill hung the do-not-disturb sign on 317, dead-bolted the door, and 

threw herself across Coco’s mussed bed. Sign or no sign, she knew she had only minutes to pray 

before housekeeping would knock on the door and insist she leave. Eyes closed, fists grabbing 

folds of sheet—still emitting Coco’s perfume J’adore—she cried out, “Lord, tell me what to do.”

Wow, five hundred thousand would more than pay all her dad’s debts. But to collect that 

sum she had to complete her days as semi-finalist—stay two weeks past Ms. Michaels’ deadline 

for her return. That meant dismissal and a black mark on her résumé. 

Scenes from the past flashed across her memory like PowerPoint®. Grueling study in 

deserted libraries. Summers of thankless grunt work. Months of tense interviews. Then her 

miraculous appointment as assistant curator. All for nothing, if she remained for the half-million. 

She groaned.

Mom, Dad, how can I give up my dreams? 

The selfishness of that thought stabbed her heart. They sacrificed everything to invest in 

her future. How could she be so ungrateful?

“Surely there’s got to be a way, Lord. Show me what to do. Should I telephone Ms. 

Michaels and beg her for an extension?”

But I didn’t even mention her museum when I had the chance. 

What excuse could she give Ms. Michaels? That after Thornton learned of her faith in 

Jesus, she knew he would not listen to an appeal for patronage? She winced in pain at the 

memory.

No, for a woman of Ms. Michaels’ principles, an explanation like that would only add ire 

to the fire. She would demand what business Jill had to bring up religion when she was supposed 



to talk art.

“Lord, what shall I say?”

Please, Ms. Michaels, I know Thornton’s warming up to me and my ideas. Soon he’ll 

make a commitment. I’ll give you a daily update—just give me more time. 

Jill rejected that lie and tried listening to God. Muffled voices sounded in the adjacent 

rooms, plus noises of vacuums, toilets flushing, and beds bumping the wall. But nothing from the 

Lord. Heaven felt light years away, her cries pathetic breaths of helplessness.

Keys jangled at the door. “Housekeeping.”

“Be right there.” Jill grabbed her bags, unbolted the door, and exited.

A white-smocked matron backed away. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to hurry you.”

“That’s okay.” Jill waved goodbye and tried the door marked “Exit.” 

It opened to a stairwell, lit only by a tiny window at the landing. The door latched shut, 

muffling all sounds. Welcoming the quiet and solitude, she parked her bags and sat down. 

Nothing moved, not even a gecko. Her breathing quieted and heartbeat slowed to normal. Calm 

descended and a sense of the Lord’s presence. 

In this chapel of the stairs, Jill reviewed the events leading up to Jamaica. Her mother’s 

dream flashed across her mind. She pictured herself speaking before a hushed audience. But 

instead of seeing the “raven-haired witch glaring daggers,” she saw Thornton studying her—

fingers splayed across his mouth, hair tumbled onto his forehead.

With a jolt, she realized the foreseen event hadn’t happened yet. It couldn’t until 

ceremony night, when each contestant made a presentation before the judges. Did God mean for 

Jill to arrive at such a moment? Or was He warning her against it? Or was she free to choose, 

like Paul warned of chains if he continued toward Jerusalem? “Lord, what…?”



Jill couldn’t complete her question. In her heart she already knew the answer. For 

whatever reasons—pay her dad’s bills, contribute to Coco’s law center, witness to Thornton—

God meant for her to remain in competition.

Near to resignation, but still resisting, Jill sighed. “God, if I do this…” 

But her conscience wouldn’t let her add a condition. If God wanted her to stay, she had to 

say yes, even if it meant losing her job. So be it.

Close to tears, she poured out her final appeal. “Lord, you know my dreams. Don’t let my 

passion for art and all my training go for nothing. Give me another position down the road—

even if it’s only volunteer or part-time—something somewhere. Okay?”


