
Chapter 2

Jill tapped on the glass pane marked “Curator” and entered the cluttered office to face her 

boss.

Glossies of Australian Aborigine art littered Ms. Michaels’ massive oak desk. She 

dropped the one she was examining and pushed her thick black frames back onto the bridge of 

her nose. “Yes?”

“Sorry to disturb you, but I need to talk to  you about my vacation schedule.”

Ms. Michaels scowled. “Can’t it wait? This is only November.”

“I know, but something’s come up. Instead of Paris next summer, I need to go to Jamaica 

right away.”

“Out of the question. Our Folk Art Expo starts February first. I can’t spare anyone before 

then, least of all you. You know that.” Ms. Michaels turned back to her glossies as if to dismiss 

her.

Disheartened yet determined, Jill stood her ground and softened her voice to a level of 

pleading she hadn’t used since high school. “Please, Ms. Michaels, hear me out. I’ll just take 

eight days—not the full two weeks—and I’ll make them up to you. I’ll rise early and work late 

every day before and after my trip, even come in on New Year’s. I’ll pour out my heart and 

soul—a hundred and fifty percent—to make sure everything’s perfect opening day.”

Ms. Michaels lifted her gaze and studied Jill with the same look of intensity she’d given 

the photo, then sighed. “It’s a man, I suppose, impatient and demanding…although frankly, Miss 

Evert, when I chose you out of dozens of applicants, you struck me as a true professional, willing 

to forego distractions. Was I wrong?”



Jill shook her head. “It’s not a boyfriend. It’s twenty-five thousand dollars my parents 

need, all for participating in some crazy billionaire’s contest—someone I never heard of.”

Her boss blinked. “Billionaire?”

“Yes, Thornton Applegate, perhaps you’ve read—”

“Wowsers! I’ve tried everything to get an audience with the man. How did you—no, 

don’t tell me. Yes, take eight days to establish contact.” She dug through the glossies, fished out 

the Cheyenne Art Museum brochure, and thrust it out like a sword. “Just don’t forget who you 

represent.”

Light-headed with relief, Jill received the brochure reverently as if it were a signed 

Picasso. “Yes, Ms. Michaels.”

“You land him as a sponsor and we won’t count your days off. You can still spend two 

weeks in Paris. Yes, go to Jamaica and reel in that barracuda.” Ms. Michaels’ gaze grew distant 

as if dreaming of millions for the museum.

“Thank you, Ms. Michaels.” Jill scribbled the days of absence on a pink Stick-it and 

pasted it on her boss’s Rolodex, where Ms. Michaels could find it after returning from la-la-land. 

“Here are the dates. I can’t promise you Thornton’s patronage, but I promise you a well-prepared 

Expo. Thank you.”

She slipped out of the office and down the stairs to her cubicle, in awe of God’s 

providence and Pastor Bill’s wisdom. Pastor said maybe the Lord had plans for blessing 

Cheyenne through Thornton. Of course, Pastor thought in terms of advancing God’s kingdom, 

not the art world, but wasn’t it all interconnected?

Packing her briefcase with work, she contemplated the trickier challenge—informing her 

parents of the trip without letting them suspect anything. Of course, they would question her 



about the sudden change of plans—she who had never acted on impulse. But by God’s grace, she 

would manage to pull it off somehow. She zipped the case shut, shrugged into her winter coat, 

and made for the exit, only to collide with a padded wall of flesh and bone.

“Whoa.” His arms steadied her. “I was hoping to run into you, but not this way.”

“Sorry, my mind was elsewhere.” Jill looked up into the range-weathered face of Thad 

Parker, sought-after scion of the Ᵽ-Ranch Parkers.

“Where’re you headed in such an all-fired hurry?”

She pushed free but a hint of mesquite smoke lingered. “Fort Collins to visit my mom.”

His grey eyes narrowed. “Not a turn for the worse, I hope.”

“No, thank heaven, but I’ve got to say goodbye before going off on a week-long trip.”

“Ah, the High Priestess finally trusted you to represent her sacred temple of art.”

“Mm,” Jill replied noncommittally and turned toward the end of the corridor.

He relieved her of the briefcase and took her arm. “So what’s your destination? Perhaps 

the cattle business will beckon me down the same trail.”

Jill laughed. “I doubt if the Caribbean has any open range.”

“Car’bean, eh? For your information, American beef sells very well down there. So, as 

you chomp into an oil-drum steak, remember the folks at the One-Eyed Ᵽ who shipped it.”

His easy-going charm made her feel homesick already. “I will.”

“Y’know—” Wisps of snow swirled in as he pushed open the security door. “One word 

from you and I might cut a couple of days loose from my fence-tight schedule.”

Jill squinted into the sun’s glare, tightened her collar, and headed into the chill of the 

parking lot. “Tempting but the rules don’t permit it.”

“What Ms. Michaels doesn’t know—”



She cut him off with a shake of her head and pressed the remote to her Civic. “Not this 

time, but thanks.”

He opened her car door and stood watching as she stashed her briefcase and climbed 

behind the wheel. When she reached for the handle, he held fast. “It’s not Ms. Michaels’ rules 

stopping you, is it?”

“What do you mean?”

“Your whole manner is guarded. Not like your trip to England, when you gushed over 

everything—what you planned to see, who you hoped to meet, all you hoped to accomplish. If I 

didn’t know better, I’d think you were meeting some guy down there.”

“I—I—” She stabbed twice before her key slid into the ignition.

“What’s happening, Jill? What aren’t you telling me?”

She sighed. “It’s nothing illegal or immoral—nothing my pastor disapproves of—but I’d 

rather not talk about it.”

He released the door and stood back, his tone sounding hurt. “Okay, have a nice trip.”

“Please, Thad, when it’s over, I’ll tell you everything. In the meantime, pray for me. And 

if things start coming out in the newspaper—”

“Newspaper!”

“Yes.” She sighed at the inevitability. “Please believe me, I didn’t choose this situation, it 

chose me.”

Thad shook his head. “I don’t like the sound of it. Your sudden change of plans and 

secretiveness, it’s like you’re going off to join a cult or a terrorist group. Didn’t Jim Jones lure 

his victims down there in the tropics somewhere? I have half a notion to come along and ride 

shotgun.”



“No, please—” She hesitated, tempted to reveal more. But leaking information could cost 

her the twenty-five thousand. “I know what I’m doing, trust me.”

“If you say so.” He didn’t sound convinced.

“Really.” She pulled the car door shut and waved.

***

As Jill drove south, she mulled over what to say to her parents. Should she bill it as a 

business trip—a meeting with billionaire Thornton Applegate in hopes of gaining his patronage? 

True, but hardly the whole truth.

Or should she bill it as a romantic vacation—a week of getting better acquainted with an 

eligible bachelor—whose identity she preferred keeping to herself? Equally true, but far more 

misleading. Once her parents learned of the hundred contestants, they would judge her terribly 

naïve, if not downright delusional.

Maybe she shouldn’t give any reason at all. Tell them it was a secret she was charged not 

to divulge—completely true—then refuse to confirm or deny their suppositions. Or would that 

arouse even greater suspicions as it did with Thad?

A gust of wind, sweeping across the foothills, buffeted her car. She gripped the wheel 

tighter and turned the heater up a notch. Patches of snow remained on the range. Cattle huddled.

Jill shivered. Sooner or later, the news was bound to break out of Thornton’s imposed 

silence. Certainly after the first week, once eliminated contestants received their checks and had 

nothing else to lose. She could then telephone her parents and explain everything. 

So what should I tell them in the meantime? If I were them, what approximation of the 

truth would I want to hear prior?

An hour later, fatigued from indecision, she pulled into her parents drive beside their 



dated Buick. Strudel barked and bounded up, his nose nuzzling her pant leg the moment she 

opened the door.

“Hi, big fellow, what are you doing out in the cold?” She patted his head and looked 

around.

Her father appeared, looking like a hunter in his plaid jacket and ear-muffed hat. 

“Working off the extra calories before Thanksgiving. Speaking of which, we didn’t expect you 

until Thursday, not that I’m complaining. Welcome home, sugar.” He gave her a warm hug, 

accompanied by Strudel’s pawing.

“Thanks, Dad. How’s Mom?”

“In good spirits but exhausted from the chemo. You’ll find her reading or asleep in bed.”

Jill nodded and withdrew her briefcase.

“Pop the trunk and I’ll get your luggage.”

She handed him the case and braced for his incomprehension. “This is it. I’ll only be 

staying the night. Sorry, Dad, but something’s come up that changes my whole schedule. And 

the worst of it is, I’m not at liberty to discuss it. All I can say is I’ll be out of the country from the 

third to the tenth of December. And I’ll be working Thanksgiving to help make up for the time 

lost.”

He pursed his lips and eyed her speculatively. She met his gaze and awaited the verdict.

“I imagine you’ve prayed about this,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Then we’ll trust God to bless your trip and bring you back safely. Come on, Strudel.” 

He patted the mangy mutt’s head and lugged her case toward the bungalow without another 

word.



Relief gave rise to hope. If Dad didn’t question, maybe Mom wouldn’t either, although 

she was a harder person to keep secrets from. 

A warm aroma of cinnamon rolls enveloped Jill the moment she stepped into the house. 

Yes, some things couldn’t be hidden, she realized as she removed her coat. Mom would smell 

her anxieties—discomfort of being thrust into the limelight, inadequacy of performing in a social 

setting where she didn’t belong, humiliation of a man critiquing and dismissing her.

“I’ll take that,” her dad said. 

Jill handed him the coat and made her decision. She would confess to Mom her emotions 

but not reveal the events producing them. That required no playacting or dissembling or cover  

up—only stonewalling on particulars. With renewed energy, Jill climbed the carpeted stairs and 

entered the master bedroom.

“Darling, what a pleasant surprise.” Her mother closed the library-jacketed book and 

reached out her hands.

Jill leaned down and gave her a gentle hug. “Hi, Mom—”

“Hey, I’m not that fragile…that’s better.” Her mother held on tight for a moment then 

pushed her an arm’s length away and peered deep into her soul. “Now tell me about your 

command performance.”

“My what?” Jill gasped.

“I had the strangest dream. You stood before a hushed crowd and spoke softly from the 

heart. A black man and blonde girl smiled, but a raven-haired witch glared daggers. Has 

something like this taken place?”

“No,” Jill whispered, shaken. Her mother didn’t dabble in visions or premonitions, nor 

did Jill put stock in such. But this eerie coincidence sent goose bumps head to toe.



Her mother smiled and patted her arm. “Don’t worry. It may not happen, but just in case, 

I’ve been praying.”

“Thanks, Mom, I can always use more prayer, especially yours.” She hesitated. “How did 

the dream end?”

“That’s all there was to it. But the raven-haired girl’s hatred seemed so real it woke me 

up and got me praying. Who is she?”

Jill shook her head, having no clue, but a vivid picture of the smiling Jamaican chauffeur 

stuck in her mind. “I don’t know.”


