
Chapter 27

At nine o’clock, Jill turned the knob to Room 409 and entered. Bare walls, floors, and 

mirrors surrounded her like a dance school’s practice room, but no balance bar. Jill wondered if 

the mirrors were two-way, as in an interrogation room.

Dr. Longacre gave a thin smile and pointed to a pile of cushions. “Welcome. You get first 

pick.”

For sitting or throwing? Practicing control of her tongue, Jill didn’t ask. She berated 

herself for her Michaels-reinforced punctuality. It made her look eager. But, by the time she’d 

chosen a russet rococo cushion, three other contestants ventured in, looking equally nervous and 

uneager.

They glanced her way then plunked down at the opposite corner. Jill looked down at the 

hardwood floor, studied its grain, and tried to remember their names—P.J., Stacy, and something 

starting with an “N.” No matter. She’d know them inside out by the time one hundred and eighty 

minutes expired.

More contestants shuffled in and sorted themselves in clumps. Sara camped on Jill’s 

right, Heather on her left. But Margot chose to sit alone. Cushions disappeared from the middle 

of the room, but no one chose to sit there. Every lady covered her back with a portion of the wall.

Emma, Tanya, and a third arrived last. They walked up, glared at the trio in the far corner 

and, without a word, got them to move. P.J. shot Jill a dirty look as if it were her fault.

The seconds ticked by in           silence. From time to time a contestant glanced at Dr. 

Longacre, but she maintained clinical detachment. Or hidden voyeur appetite. Whatever. Jill 

forgave her and Thornton for planning this game, and prayed for every person in the room one 



by one. Nothing better to do.

She sensed Heather’s eyes seeking reassurance but didn’t look her way, or Sara’s. Let 

them draw on their own reserves of courage, not tap hers this early in the session.

Bonnie slapped her thighs. “Sun-baked lizards with fried brains. That’s what we are. All 

waiting with long tongues for an insect to buzz close. Don’t you see what Thornton is doing?”

Her blue-eyed challenge panned the contestants and stopped at each one in turn. Still no 

one spoke.

“Doesn’t anyone have a story to tell? A game? A joke?” Bonnie asked.

“You start,” Margot said.

“Alright, I will.” Bonnie bit her lip for a moment. “There was this eighteen wheeler 

named Joe—”

“Mack,” Megan said. “Or Peterbilt.”

Looking at Megan’s trim frame, Jill tried picturing her in trucker’s boots, cowboy hat, 

and a western belt with ornate buckle. It fit—a kindred spirit. Although Jill had never driven a 

rig, she felt at home with those who did.

“Right,” Bonnie said. “Joe Mack, Peterbilt’s cousin. He was hauling swing beef down a 

long mountain grade.”

Megan grinned. “And a gust of wind, whistling through the canyon, slammed into Joe’s 

midsection, causing him to stagger.”

Smiles broke out. The whole room seemed to breathe a sigh of relief. Except for Emma. 

Her half-hooded eyes tracked every movement as if waiting an opportunity to strike.

N. yawned. “Boring.”

“Shut up,” Veronica snapped. “I want to hear the story.”



N. stiffened, opened her mouth, glanced about, and clamped it shut.

“Joe reached for the railings,” Bonnie said. “Struggled to regain his balance but toppled 

over and slid through chaparral and saplings.”

“Ouch,” someone said.

Megan clucked her tongue. “Broke him open and spilled his guts.”

“Yep.” Bonnie nodded. “Just like Thornton is trying to make us do.”

Contestants turned toward Dr. Longacre, but she remained silent as a sphinx.

“Forget her.” Bonnie waved as if banishing the doctor. “Stick to the story. Out of the 

woods and up to poor Joe comes…guess who?”

“Danny the Dirt Bike,” Megan said.

Tanya sneered. “You mean Jill.”

Time stood still. Tension mounted. All eyes turned toward Jill. 

Megan cast her an apologetic look as if to say, “I didn’t mean to set you up that way.” 

Sara moved her lips but no sound came out.

“Why don’t you pick on someone your size?” Margot asked.

N. snickered. Color crept up Tanya’s ample neck. She obviously felt self-conscious about 

her weight. Contestants glanced between Margot and Tanya and Jill.

Jill smiled as if unaffected. “Go on with your story.”

“Danny the Dirt Bike called 911,” Megan said. “Did her best to patch up Joe Mack and 

stop the hemorrhaging of diesel.”

Bonnie grinned. “But it burst into flames. Set the forest on fire. Sent elk and deer fleeing 

for their lives.”

“Diesel doesn’t burn,” someone said.



Bonnie snorted. “A lot you know.”

“Bykes do,” Tanya said.

All smiles ceased. Everyone turned toward Jill. She held her tongue, forced her eyes to 

remain steady—focusing on the center of the room—and tried to modulate her breathing. Yet 

Tanya’s reference to burning puzzled her. Did she mean burning in hell? Or women burning in 

passion for one another? Without answering she wouldn’t find out, but she kept her tongue.

Bonnie stared at Jill and let out a long sigh. “Aren’t you going to say anything? Or are 

you just going to sit there defenseless and let people talk about you?”

Jill surveyed her audience and tried to assess what could be gained or lost. Li-Hua smiled 

as if encouraging her to speak. A few others seemed more curious than hostile. She drew a deep 

breath and began. “So much talk. By people who know nothing about me. How did it get started, 

do you suppose?”

Curiosity registered on more faces.

“For example, who told the customs agent that there was a suspicious white powder in 

my luggage?” Jill asked.

Ladies glanced at one another.

“It had to be one of us checking through customs. Someone who knew our deadline. 

Someone who wanted to see me arrive late.”

A few nods.

“Because customs couldn’t find a single trace of white powder, not even cosmetic. It 

didn’t get me arrested, only delayed. Now, who would want to do that? Unless a contestant 

trying to reduce the competition?”

Murmurs broke out.



“Think. Of the one hundred candidates invited, only eighty-seven showed up. What 

happened to the other thirteen? Could we have a schemer in our midst who uses every mean-

spirited trick she can think of to eliminate competition?”

Wishing only to divide the pack, not accuse anyone, Jill didn’t single out Emma as she 

looked from face to face. But she could see her ruse worked. Emma appeared nervous and her 

two allies frightened.

“Who will she target next, do you suppose?” Jill asked.

Everyone started talking at once, no longer looking at Jill, but huddling with their 

companions.

Heather grabbed Jill’s arm, wonder in her eyes. “You did it.”

“No, God did. But the session’s only begun. Keep a low profile.”

***

Jokes, anecdotes, charades—the time passed uneventfully until Mordecai entered, 

clipboard in hand, and whispered something to Dr. Longacre. 

She nodded. “Megan Whitefield. Please accompany Mr. Jones.”

Megan jumped to her feet and waved. “Bye, ladies. Sorry to miss the fun.”

Her departure set the henhouse aflutter. Why her? To what was she summoned? Did her 

selection indicate favor or disfavor? Would others be pulled out? A thousand theories were 

launched, which Dr. Longacre refused to confirm or deny.

As speculation increased, Heather fidgeted with increasing signs of distress. Jill’s 

attempts to calm her down failed.

Finally, eyes darting left and right like a trapped animal, Heather leapt up, clutching her 

purse. “Excuse me. I need a break.”



She scurried to Dr. Longacre, received the nod, and took the door leading to the lavatory.

“To the head for the meds,” Tanya quipped.

That brought a couple of glances but no comments. Sara started moving her lips without 

sound again, like Hannah in the Bible. Praying, Jill realized. She glanced toward Margot, who 

leaned back against the wall, eyes closed—the perfect picture of poise. 

After Heather had been gone ten or fifteen minutes, Dr. Longacre looked at her watch but 

made no move to check on her. Jill wanted to, but the rules forbade two ladies taking a lavatory 

break at once. Give her strength, Lord.

“Li-Hua.” Bonnie’s commanding voice brought everyone’s attention. “You’ve made 

polite noises with every one of us. Inquired about our feelings, our family, our history.”

Nods all around.

“But you’ve never once talked about yourself,” Bonnie said. “Where you come from. 

What your family is like. How you earn a living. Nothing.”

Li-Hua’s equanimous smile spoke volumes.

“So, how about sharing something. Anything. I think we’d all be interested.”

After a chorus of yeses, Li-Hua leaned back, arms about her knees, and spoke in a soft 

voice that required everyone’s silence to hear. “I’m Daughter Number Three of eight children. 

My honorable father works long hours as a plumbing contractor. He dreams of putting us all 

through college.”

“What does your mother do?” someone asked.

The side door opened, Heather tiptoed in, gaze floor-ward, and retook her position at 

Jill’s left.

“Mom cares for the elderly in a nursing home,” Li-Hua said.



N. stretched her arms out in an exaggerated yawn.

Li-Hua gave a slight bow N’s direction. “So that’s me. Nothing newsworthy as you can 

see.”

“Wait, wait.” Bonnie held a hand up quelling a chorus of approvals. “You haven’t yet 

told us anything about yourself. What do you do?”

Li-Hua shrugged. “A little modeling…a little acting…whatever temporary jobs the 

agency finds for me. I squeak by.”

  “I’ll bet you do.” Bonnie sniffed, looking dissatisfied, but before she could press Li-Hua 

for more information, Mordecai entered and spoke to Dr. Longacre a second time.

“Veronica Smith,” the doctor said.

More speculation broke out. Somebody had to be monitoring their sensitivity training. If 

not Thornton, then someone who was feeding him information. Should those left behind feel 

favored or disfavored? Aisha spoke aloud Jill’s thought—Thornton observed them through two-

way mirrors. This time Jill wasn’t the only one feeling paranoid, everyone seemed affected. 

Except Margot.

Jill hoped Thornton would choose her or Sara the next time, so they could tell him the 

truth about the rumors. Then a second thought chilled her. Maybe Aaron did, and that’s why 

Thornton flew him to Bora Bora.

Heather swayed, sleepy eyed, a mass of hair shadowing her face like a tent. 

Jill nudged her to keep her from falling over or passing out. “Psst.” 

When that failed to rouse her, Jill placed her arm around Heather’s shoulders to give her 

a slight shake.

“Aw,” Tanya crooned. “Isn’t that cute?”



Contestants looked first at Tanya then to Jill.

“Cuter than your ugly mouth,” Margot said.

Tanya snarled, sprang to her feet, and headed full tilt toward Margot. But Dr. Longacre 

body-blocked her and spoke nose-to-nose. “Sit down.”

Tanya dodged but failed to push past.

“One more warning and you’re out of here,” Dr. Longacre said. “Sit down.”

Tanya stomped out the door and slammed it.

Heather snapped awake. “Wh-what? Where am I?”

Dr. Longacre came over and knelt down. “What medication did you ingest?”

“V-valium.”

“How many milligrams?”

Heather held up a two fingers. “Th-three.”

Dr. Longacre steadied her and peered into her eyes. “Three tablets?”

“Mm-mm.”

“Come with me.” The doctor assisted Heather up. “The rest of you are excused. Our 

session is over.”


