
Chapter 34

That night Jill couldn’t sleep. Lying restless in the dark, curtains drifting silently, she 

waited for the thwump-thwump of the helicopter’s landing. Ten o’clock passed, ten-thirty, 

eleven. And still no sound of Thornton and Sara’s return.

With every passing minute, vivid visions of Sara’s vivacity tormented Jill’s imagination. 

Corn silk cascading over diamond-blue pools of joy. Moist pink lips singing sweet arpeggios of 

promise. Tanned slender fingers weaving mesmerizing dreams of happiness.

And Thornton enthralled. His newfound hopes taking wing and soaring to the heavens. 

Caught up in Sara’s arms. 

No, please Lord, she doesn’t even love him. Don’t let Thornton get hurt that way. Or me.

When the helicopter finally arrived, it sounded like an alien armada come to destroy Jill’s 

universe. She grabbed fistfuls of sheet and gritted her teeth. And remained awake long after the 

rotors wound down to silence.

She dreamt of fighting her way through steamy jungles and woke to the sounds of her 

roommate showering. A sweet smell of bath oils competed with the bitter taste in Jill’s mouth.

She sat up, rubbed her eyes, and remembered the day—Thursday, end of semifinals, last 

day before Emma’s deadline. Worse, Jill sighed, it was the day to face Sara and learn the news of 

her trip. With fatigued fatalism, Jill pushed herself out of bed and searched for something to 

wear.

Bonnie entered, wrapped in a towel. “Ah, back in the land of the living, I see. Yesterday 

must have been quite an adventure. Want to tell me about it?”

“I took a walk on the beach is all. Then to the National Gallery.” She ducked into the 



bathroom and hurried through her morning routine, sans prayer, then down to breakfast.

Sara fluttered up, like a ballerina butterfly, arms floating in air. “There you are, you coy 

thing. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Tell you what?”

“What do you mean what? Thornton’s salvation, of course. Only the biggest event since 

we got here. Boy, you ought to see the change in him. He’s ready to dump this whole contest and 

trust God for a wife. Only his lawyers won’t let him. How’d you get him to accept Jesus?”

“Me? You’re the one that pestered him with scripture after scripture, testimony after 

testimony.”

Sara tap-danced in place and waved her arms impatiently. “Yeah, but how’d you get him 

to commit?”

Jill shrugged. “I prayed for him on the plane and God touched his heart.”

“Y-e-e-e, isn’t that wonderful? Oh, thank you, God.” Sara pirouetted. “Thank you, thank 

you, thank you.”

Jill busied herself with the fruit plate and tried not to be embarrassed by her sister’s 

public display of religious zeal.

Sara loaded a cup of tea and three envelopes of sweetener onto Jill’s tray. “Here, come sit 

down, tell me all about it.”

Following her dancing friend at a slower pace, Jill avoided many stares and concentrated 

on what Sara didn’t say. Sara’s joy had everything to do with faith, nothing to do with romance. 

Whew and double-whew.

“Remember,” hissed a voice nearby.

Startled, Jill stopped and regarded Emma.



“Twenty-four hours and counting,” her nemesis spit out. “Not a second more.”

Jill stared speechless, unable to move. Call her bluff, Coco’s voice reverberated in her 

memory, call her bluff.

Heart racing, adrenalin pumping, Jill craned her neck toward the ceiling and called out, 

“Did you hear that, Thornton?”

Emma sucked in her breath. Her tablemates gawked upward. But before any of them 

could protest, Jill hastened away and made it safely to her friend’s table.

“What was that all about?” Sara asked, frowning.

“Nothing.” Jill sat down and forced her hands to stop trembling. “Tell me about your 

trip.”

“Thornton took me to an orphanage in Haiti. You ought to have seen all the smiling 

faces. Felt the love. All I did was sing a few songs and they mobbed me with hugs.”

Jill smiled in happiness for her friend—and pride in Thornton—and relief for herself. She 

couldn’t imagine a less romantic setting than the poverty of Haiti.

“I wanted to take the whole lot of them home,” Sara cooed. “But I don’t suppose my 

business manager would approve. Or the government.”

“Whose government, Haiti’s or ours?” Jill quipped, giddy with triumph after calling 

Emma’s bluff. She couldn’t believe she’d done it. She glanced toward the gossipers’ table and 

found them staring back at her.

“You’re not listening.” Sara pouted.

Jill refocused on her friend. “I’m sorry. What were you saying?”

Sara shook her head. “What’s happening between you and Emma?”

“Please go on with your story. What’d you do in Haiti?”



“Ooh wow, what didn’t we do? Visited schools, hospitals, clinics, and missions of all 

sorts. You wouldn’t believe the money Thornton gave away.” Sara’s hands heaped invisible piles 

of cash in the air. “He wouldn’t tell me the amount. But I could see by the smiles of the doctors 

and staff it had to be huge. I mean, whole offices emptied out to shake his hand and beg his 

return.”

“Really.” Jill wondered who was happier—Thornton for salvation, Sara for ministry, or 

herself acting courageously.

“Yes. And there’s something else we did,” Sara said, “Which you won’t believe.”

“Wh-what?” Now it comes. Jill’s heart skidded to a stop. 

“Talked about you.”

Jill’s heart shot forward like a race car at a drag strip, accelerating at a dizzying speed. 

Sara took a deep breath and seemed poised to go on, but put her fingers to her lips. 

“Later.”

No you can’t do that, Jill screamed silently as Mordecai entered the room.

The chauffeur cleared his throat. “Ladies, at this moment Thornton is reading your 

journals.”

Emma turned and glared at Jill, who pretended not to notice.

“He probably won’t be finished until late this afternoon,” Mordecai said. “So, you’re free 

to go and do whatever on the Island. Spend more of those JMD we gave you. That is, if you have 

any left.”

Several contestants laughed.

“Or lounge around here, helping yourself to free food and drink. Then at five o’clock 

pick up your journals in Room One. That’s all. Have a great day.” He gave them a thumbs-up 



and departed.

Sara started to rise, but Jill grabbed her wrist and pulled her back down. “Oh, no you 

don’t.”

“Huh?”

“What did Thornton say?”

A slow grin stole across Sara’s face. “I thought so. You care for him, don’t you?”

“Please, just tell me, what did he say about me?”

“Not much, but he sure asked a lot of questions. Pumped me for everything I knew about 

you. And about love.” Sara rolled her eyes. “As if I were an expert. Heaven knows my personal 

life is a shambles, or was until Aaron came along.” She stared dreamily off into space.

“Go on, go on.” Jill couldn’t believe her friend would torture her this way.

“That’s all. He kept pressing me for information on what Christians believe about dating, 

marriage, love between a man and woman, what the Bible says, everything. I’ve never seen a 

guy so serious about it.”

Wildfires of hope flared in Jill’s heart. She tried to tamp them down, but they wouldn’t 

behave—leaped over every fire trail and set the whole forest of her dreams ablaze.

“Say, I’ve got an idea,” Sara said. “Let’s put the finishing touches on our Christmas 

present for Thornton, then shop for wrapping paper. Or would you prefer designing your own?”

***

Late that afternoon, Jill entered her room and found Bonnie packing. “What’s 

happening?”

Bonnie grinned and waved what looked like a cashier’s check. “Graduation came early. 

I’m out of here.”



“You—but why?” Dismissing a regular trooper like Bonnie made no sense. And one day 

before completing the semi-finals? Seemed downright cruel.

“Don’t worry. A half-million is all I need to launch my dream. I knew I wouldn’t make 

the finals.”

“Wait—” Jill groped through the fog in her mind to comprehend. “They’ve already 

selected the finalists?”

“Yes, you’d better go down and find out where you stand. You may be joining me on the 

next flight out.”

Jill hesitated, torn between two impulses. She suppressed her eagerness to know her fate, 

long enough to give her roommate a big hug. “I’ll miss you, Bonnie. Sorry I wasn’t a better 

roommate. May I look you up sometime?”

“Sure, search for ‘Bonnie Faye’ spelled ‘F-a-y-e.’ That’ll be my new name. I’m giving up 

half-baked hustlers and smooth-talking losers. I’m setting my sights on winners like Thornton. 

Inventing a whole new persona and heading to Monaco or Dubai or wherever the billionaires 

hang out.”

“B-but—” Jill pulled back from the embrace and tried to think how to warn her friend of 

the dangers of pursuing happiness in wealth.

“Don’t worry. Since my dad abandoned me and I watched my mom drown in alcohol, 

I’ve known how to take care of myself. So, don’t start preaching.”

“Okay…” Jill gave her a second hug and released her. “But you’ll let me pray for you, 

right?”

Bonnie laughed. “Sure, after I’ve gone, pray all you want.” She regarded Jill a second, 

grinned, and clenched her in a bear hug. “I’m going to miss you, too.”



After an exchange of tears and more goodbyes, Jill finally made it to Room One. 

Mordecai waited, leaning back in the chair, hands behind his head. He sat up, smiled, and handed 

Jill her journal. “Wondered when you’d make it. Now I can go home.”

“Sorry to keep you waiting. I didn’t know that the selections had been made until a few 

minutes ago. What’s the verdict?”

“I’m not authorized to comment. I’ll leave you in peace so you can read it for yourself.” 

He stood and patted her shoulder as he passed. “But whatever the verdict, you’ll do fine. Any 

niece of mine is sure to.”

The door clicked, leaving her alone. She sat in Mordecai’s chair and laid the journal in 

front of her on the desk. Breathing a help-me-Lord, she turned the cover.

A crisp blue note protruded from the razor-hole she’d cut. With nervous fingers, she 

pulled it out and unfolded it:

What thought might you be too shy to share as you photographed the sand? I 

hope it had something to do with our horseback ride. Not my shameful behavior on Lime 

Cay. Guess I’ll never know, will I?

Never know? Jill’s heart plummeted in shock and grief. She was sure she’d qualify for 

finals—sure, after what he’d said reclining on the sofa—head in her lap—that he’d include her in 

his determined search for love. It hurt like crazy to realize he decided against her.

Or wasn’t that what he meant? She flipped pages to make sure—find a dismissal check 

like Bonnie’s or some official notification. Below her photo of a wildflower sticking up from 

wild grasses, he penned:



Reminds me of you. A humble, hidden treasure.

Tears welled up as hope flickered alive. Heart racing, she flipped page after page, even 

the blank ones, searching for something further. Surely she deserved a definitive yes or no like 

other contestants.

A blue sheet fell from the back of the book, slipped over the edge of the desk, and landed 

on her lap. She grabbed it, heart in her throat, and read:

Welcome to the finals.

In alphabetical order, the five competing candidates are:

Evert, Jill

Huntington, Margot

Morningstar, Sara

Waters, Emma

Zhu, Li-Hua

To qualify for the ten million, you are required to complete the final ten days of 

competition, which culminate in Presentation Night, January 2nd.

Present whatever short program you wish, no pre-determined categories. If you 

need props—musical instrument, period costume, circus animals, you name it—inform 

Mordecai at least seven days prior.

I’ve invited the media to record and broadcast your performance.

May the best woman win.



Yours at the altar perhaps,

Thornton


