
Chapter 25

“What do you think of the appaloosa?” Margot asked.

Jill assumed she referred to the breed of horse not the Marlon Brando movie. “Scary.”

“Oh? I thought somebody told me you were a cowgirl.”

“I grew up in cow country—but that’s as far as it goes. I’d rather paint a horse than ride 

one.”

“In that case, when you come to Aruba, you can paint me on Bucephalus.”

“Gladly.” Jill peered into Margot’s amber eyes and marveled again at the kindness she 

saw there. True class. “It’ll be my gift as your houseguest.”

“Mm. You won’t get far if you give away your art.”

Jill laughed. “If I painted for a living, I’d starve.”

“You wouldn’t be the first. Tell you what. I’ll hang your painting in my office and let 

admirers know where they can commission one like it.”

Office? Before Jill could ask, she noticed Thornton rising to his feet and coming their 

way, no plate in his hand. She quickly looked down at her food, heart racing. Had he changed his 

mind and decided to talk to her—give her a chance to explain? She gulped and prayed for the 

right words.

When his shadow passed without stopping, a fresh wave of desolation washed over her. 

She couldn’t help but turn and stare, fighting down the urge to jump up and chase after and tell 

him off. How can I have feelings for such a man?

With a debonair smile—no sign of caring what she thought or did—he shook hands with 

the head cook and pointed down the shore, past the dinghy. There Aaron and Sara walked hand 



in hand barefoot, back from a seaside stroll evidently.

“Good for Aaron,” Margot said. “May Thornton turn green with envy and regret.”

“He won’t fire Aaron, will he?”

“Not his best architect in the middle of a crisis. But after the project’s complete—” 

Margot quirked a wry smile. “Depends doesn’t it?”

“On what?” Jill watched the head cook load two plates of food and hand them to one of 

his assistants, who set out toward the barefoot pair.

“Whether Thornton realizes he misjudged Sara and makes amends before Aaron steals 

her,” Margot said.

“Oh.”

Jill found her heart awhirl with conflicting emotions. She longed for Sara’s reinstatement 

in Thornton’s esteem. But revolted against the prospect of Sara conquering his heart. Hope 

warred with fear, sisterly love with envy. Why must Sara have everything? Beauty, talent, 

celebrity, plus Aaron and Thornton both. Unfair.

As Thornton turned and plodded Jill’s way, she studied his downcast expression with a 

fatal fascination, unable to look away. Was he seeing Sara in a new light? Regretting his 

mistake? Sending food to apologize?

His gaze lifted and met Jill’s. She froze, blinded by a flash of realization. It’s Thornton I 

care about. I don’t begrudge Sara her effect on Aaron. Let them fall madly in love. I only care—

no, stop this madness, stop these feelings.

Before she could recover, Thornton passed again, so close that sand kicked up by his 

sandals landed close to her skirt. Yet he said not a word.

Too much. Jill balled up her fist and grit her teeth.



“Careful.” Margot laid a restraining hand on her wrist. “Don’t move. Don’t say it. He’s 

testing you.”

“I could kill him.” Jill seethed.

“Yes, so could I, but remember, ‘Happiness is the best revenge.’ ”

“Do I look happy?”

Margot chuckled. “No, but you’ll soon have the chance to fake it. Aaron and Sara are 

heading this way, eager to share their delight in one another. Let’s indulge them.”

“Room for two more?” Aaron asked, plate in hand.

“By all means.” Margot favored them with a wide smile and wider sweep of her hand.

“Thank you.” Aaron then looked into Sara’s eyes and softened his voice. “I’m afraid I 

don’t have a blanket.” He smoothed a place in the sand and removed a couple of pebbles. “Will 

this do?”

“Perfectly.” Sara sat where bidden, her eyes never straying from his.

“Did you see any dolphins?” Margot asked.

Sara knit her brow. “Did we?”

“No, but we found this Jamaican dollar.” Aaron set his plate aside and showed them a 

seven-sided coin. “Sara got all excited—”

“I thought it was pirate treasure—” Sara giggled. “A piece of eight or doubloon.”

Aaron gave her a hug. “I had to restrain her from running for a shovel and digging up the 

whole beach.”

“He’s going to clean it up for me.”

“May I?” Margot received the coin and examined both sides. “Too bad you didn’t find 

two of them. For earrings.”



“Yes, what a wonderful idea.” Sara clasped a hand over her mouth, fingers splayed, and 

turned wide-eyed to Jill. “You could do it, couldn’t you?”

“Do what?” Jill pulled her mind off the budding romance and tried to fathom what was 

asked of her. Dig for more coins?

“Cut the coin in half—zigzag—you know, artistic like—and mount each half.”

“A jeweler could.” Margot handed back the coin with a mischievous light in her eye. 

“But why don’t you get two in mint condition from the bank?”

“Oh no.” Sara gasped. “It’s got to be this one.”

“Right.” Margot winked at Jill.

Jill smiled. “Don’t worry, Sara. I’ll show the jeweler where to cut it and pick out the right 

mounts. Okay?”

The rest of the afternoon passed uneventfully—Sara and her friends telling stories, 

laughing, wading, building sandcastles—Thornton and his elect ignoring them. When the captain 

of the Black Queen brought coolers full of bottled drinks to shore, Margot ventured into the 

elect’s territory in hopes of gaining an audience with Thornton, but he sailed away on the Black 

Queen.

***

Six-thirty the next morning, as Jill reentered her room from a sunrise stroll, the phone 

rang. Bonnie groaned, mumbled into it, and held it out. “For you”

Jill rushed to catch it before Bonnie could drop it on the floor and return to her pillow. 

“Hello?”

“Miss Evert, this is Mordecai Jones. I need to see you in my office right away.”

“Office, sure, where is it?”



“Ground floor, Room One.”

Jill gulped. “Be right there.”

With a stoic set of her jaw, Jill took the elevator down. Scenes from the first selection 

flashed through her mind. A smiling Coco waving her golden check. A tearful Thelma, hankie in 

hand, running from Room One. And a shell-shocked Polly pouring out her woes. No, it wasn’t 

yet time for the second selection, but evidently Thornton didn’t want to wait.

I should have told him off when I had the chance.

She sighed and entered. Mordecai rose from behind the massive desk and reached out his 

hand, his expression as sober as Mr. Watanabe’s had been, but no printed report lay on his desk. 

This dismissal would be short and sweet, no high marks for poise or modest for beauty. Just bye.

“Sit down.” He indicated the chair.

“Thank you.” She stared straight ahead, noticing the broadleaf pattern on the drapes.

“Are you familiar with Mordecai in the Bible?” he asked.

“Wasn’t he the uncle who adopted Esther?”

“Precisely.” He smiled. “My mother, bless her departed soul, told me someday I would 

have plenty of nephews and nieces to care for, adoptive or otherwise. She admonished me to be a 

wise uncle, a generous uncle, and live up to my name.”

He’s trying to break it to me gently.

“You’re my first niece. I knew that the moment I laid eyes on you and your tabby cat. 

Don’t ask how I knew. Intuition maybe. I just knew.”

Jill nodded humbly. “I appreciate all you’ve done for me.”

“Now comes the hard part—the part you were destined for.”

Destined?



“God sent Sara here to witness to Thornton,” Mordecai said. “And he sent you here to 

save her reputation.”

“Huh?” Jill blinked. “I’m the reason Sara’s accused. If I weren’t here, if I hadn’t spent so 

much time with her, she wouldn’t be in this mess.”

Mordecai shook his head. “No, her accuser would simply have picked someone else to 

implicate in this lie. But God picked you—as a woman of faith, as Sara’s dear friend—to speak 

up and save her witness.”

“How? Thornton won’t listen. He won’t even give me a chance to speak.”

Her adoptive uncle folded his hands, leaned back in his desk chair, and grinned, an 

expectant light in his eyes.

Jill stared back then blushed. Yes, from the story of Esther, his meaning was clear. “You 

want me to violate the Xerxes rule—the very rule you insisted was paramount—and approach 

him unasked.”

“There’s no other way. Thornton fears Sara has had a history of unseemly relations, so he 

won’t listen to her. But he knows your heterosexual past. He’ll believe you if you tell him that 

Sara made no such approach.”

Jill gritted her teeth. “Then why doesn’t he just ask me?”

“Believe me, I’ve urged him to. But he’s adamant. ‘If they’re innocent, they’ll protest. If 

they’re guilty, they won’t.’ ”

“B-but…”

“I know, it’s unfair. He ties you hand and foot, gags your mouth, then expects you to run 

to him and speak. But I’ve been around Thornton enough to know that’s the way he is. From his 

heroes and heroines he expects the superhuman.”



That jostled a memory—Thornton saying the woman he sought would be willing to battle 

dragons for the man she loved. Could his snubbing her and Sara be a deliberate challenge? 

Daring them to fight back—risk losing millions to protest their innocence? 

Jill sighed, all the steam gone out of her. “I’ll pray about it.”

“Don’t take too long. Rumors grow deadlier and spread like cancer. Already there’s talk 

of Sara composing a love song for you.”

Jill felt the jaws of destiny closing in on her like a steel vice. But before she succumbed 

to moral pressure, she had to assure herself of one thing—she wouldn’t be risking her mother’s 

health. “You know about my mother’s cancer treatments, don’t you?”

“Yes, may God speed her healing.”

“And my father’s finances?”

“Yes.”

“Then tell me. If I approach Thornton and he refuses to see me, will I lose my twenty-

five thousand?”

Mordecai shook his head. “No, only your standing in the contest. You will keep whatever 

you’ve earned up to the time of breaking the rule. I think I can convince Thornton to make it five 

hundred thousand—your full amount as a semi-finalist. But I can’t promise. He may deduct for 

the number of days you left early.”

“Okay.” Jill felt her resistance crumbling. “I’ll ask God for courage.”

Mordecai beamed. “Bravo! See, I knew you were my niece. Now, there’s one thing more 

you need to know—”

What now? Jill gripped the arms of the chair, preparing for the worst. 

“The entry code to his penthouse elevator.”



“What? You want me—” Jill had a hard time ejecting the words from her throat. “To 

invade his most private sanctuary?”

Mordecai smiled, pulled a bottle of “Jamaican courage” from behind the desk, uncapped 

it, and handed it to her. “You want to be bold, don’t you?”

“I—I—”

 “And speak to him alone where none of your accusers can interrupt, right?”

Jill stared back, feeling close to Esther, but far from her courage.

“Good,” Mordecai said. “Now, go fortify yourself with breakfast and come back a true 

Esther.”

Jill nodded and stumbled from the office, clinging to her security bottle.


