
Chapter 4

A gaggle of contestants, noisy as geese, milled in and out of the “Nothing to Declare” 

line. Two male customs agents in white shirts with chevrons seemed more interested in engaging 

pretty women in conversation than inspecting their luggage, but occasionally one would unzip a 

bag and pat down its contents before waving on its bright-eyed, sugar-smiled owner. Only one 

contestant—the silk princess—held herself aloof and silent. Jill nudged Coco. “Who’s the blonde 

with the red pearls?”

Coco pursed her lips and took a hard look before replying. “If I’m not mistaken, that’s 

Margot Huntington. I wonder what she’s doing here.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, she clearly doesn’t need the money—her father could give her ten million out of 

petty cash.”

“You think she’s interested in Thornton then?”

Coco shrugged. “As a sensible match, perhaps. But in a romantic way—what do you 

think? Does she strike you as someone who could get passionate about anything or anybody?”

“Well, yes…when the right man comes along.”

Coco arched a finely penciled eyebrow. “Love conquers all, even melts glaciers?”

Jill blushed, her romantic notions suddenly sounding naïve.

Coco flicked her eyes toward Emma, who was glancing their way and speaking to a 

female customs agent. “What about Emma—will love melt her heart?”

When the agent’s gaze locked onto Jill, she shuddered.

“What’s the matter?” Coco asked.



“I-I think Emma sicced customs on us.”

“So? We’ve got nothing to hide.”

Fear seized Jill, the vivid imaginations of scary possibilities that plagued her all her life. 

Arrested for possession of explosives. Thrown into solitary confinement. Convicted of terrorism. 

“M-maybe she planted something.”

“Wow, your mom’s dream really freaked you out.” Coco grasped her arm. “Take a deep 

breath, calm down, and be rational for a moment. Could Emma have crawled into the hold with 

the ground crew watching? Could she have opened the overhead—shh—looks like you’re right. 

Let me do the talking.”

Two unsmiling agents came up, the young woman to whom Emma had spoken—pretty 

with tight corn rows—and a silver-haired gentleman in a crisply pressed uniform.

“Is there a problem?” Coco asked.

“Move along,” the man growled, shooing Coco away and turning his broad back on her. 

He kept unwavering eyes on Jill, his expression as stiff as the crease in his trousers.

The woman pointed to Jill’s suitcase-and-carryon combo. “Any bags besides these two?”

“Just my purse,” Jill squeaked, her mouth gone dry.

“Come with me and bring them along.” She set off at a brisk pace across the shiny floor.

With a sinking heart, Jill rolled her luggage out of the line and followed. Chatter quieted 

to a hush, punctuated by heavy footfalls behind and the beat of her own heart.

Mind reeling, Jill found herself enclosed in a small, stale-smelling room with the male 

agent standing guard at the door. His partner searched Jill’s purse and arranged its contents on a 

stainless steel table—passport, coin purse, currency, credit cards, photos, envelopes, aspirin, 

mirror, gum wrappers, everything. The young woman inspected each object carefully then set it 



aside. When every last item lay on the table, she scrounged in the depths of the bag and looked 

up quizzically. “Where do you keep your face powder?”

Jill shook her head. “I don’t use—haven’t any.”

After peering into Jill’s eyes for a minute, the agent attacked the purse itself. She flexed 

the leather strap between her fingers, frowned, and tested other surfaces. Every few seconds she 

looked up and studied Jill’s face, as if to read the reaction in a game of hot/cold/getting warmer.

As time wore on, Jill’s panic increased. When she’d joined the customs line, only forty 

minutes remained before the contest-appointed van took off from the airport. If it left without 

her, all hope of reaching the destination in time to qualify would evaporate. How many of those 

minutes had already elapsed? She longed to check her watch but feared such a move might be 

misinterpreted as pushy—or worse—guilty. So, she stood motionless and endured the search 

with growing dismay.

Finally, the agent piled everything back into Jill’s purse. Without comment, she attacked 

the carryon in the same meticulous manner—examining appointment book, Bible, blouses, and 

plastic bag full of travel-sized liquids. When she flipped through the museum brochure and 

started studying some of the pages, Jill stole a glance at her watch—1:41 PM. Nineteen minutes 

before the van’s departure.

She did a fevered calculation. Guessing she’d waited five minutes in line before being 

taken aside, she figured the search of her purse had taken sixteen. Another sixteen for her 

carryon would leave only three minutes before departure—barely enough time to catch the van. 

But the suitcase remained with more items than both purse and carryon combined. Hopeless. 

Unless she did something desperate. But what? She sent up an emergency prayer.

“What’s this?” The agent held up a wooden boomerang, Aboriginal art carved into its 



side.

“An artifact from the museum where I work.”

“Oh.” Miss Corn-Row held it up to her ear, shook it, then frowned. “Wait here.” 

Boomerang in hand, she darted out of the room.

Jill stared helplessly at the remaining agent. He pointed to a plastic chair. She slumped 

into it and managed a weak smile. “Thank you.”

Five minutes passed. Ten. Where had the agent gone? And what did she want with the 

boomerang? Was it illegal to import art objects into Jamaica and compete with local street 

vendors? Was it being ex-rayed for possible contraband inside? Explosives—money—drugs?

Powder. That’s it. Emma convinced her I’m carrying cocaine.

Jill buried her head in her hands and wept. All this trouble for nothing. By the time 

customs discovered she was clean, it would be too late. So unfair. And so unnecessary. All Emma 

had to do was wait seven days and I’d have been eliminated.

“Miss, do you want to tell us the truth? It will make you feel better.” His gravelly voice 

sounded kind and sympathetic.

“I haven’t done anything wrong,” she sniffed.

“Then why do you cry?”

“My mother’s got cancer.”

He moved closer and placed a hand on her shoulder. “And you thought you could buy her 

some treatments?”

“No, my dad’s paying but—”

“He ran out of money.” His hand felt comforting.

“It’s complicated. Insurance doesn’t cover everything. He took out a second mortgage 



before the health-care bill passed. All kinds of bills and debts piled up.”

“And you thought you could help.” He held out a handkerchief.

She took it and dabbed her eyes. “Yes.”

“Selling a few ounces.”

Comprehension ripped through her. “No-o-o-oh.” It came out a long, mournful wail.

The female agent returned and closed the door. “What’s happening?” She placed the 

boomerang on the table and glanced between them.

Jill handed the handkerchief back. The man stuffed it into his pocket. “She was about to 

tell me how she hoped to gain money to pay her father’s debts.”

“Well?” Corn-Row’s brown eyes bore into Jill as if to burn a hole in her retina.

“I—I—” How much could she confess without violating Thornton Applegate’s gag 

order? Not that it mattered anymore. Surely by now the van driver had given up and left, even if 

Coco had pleaded for him to wait. But for some unfathomable reason, she wanted to protect the 

billionaire’s privacy, reward or no reward.

“Things will go easier on you, if you cooperate,” the gray-haired agent added. 

Jill sighed. “I haven’t done anything wrong. I’m not carrying contraband. A rich man 

promised me money—” She knew how bad this was going to sound but continued, “If I showed 

up at his luxury hotel in time for the party.”

“Bringing what?” the female agent prompted.

“Myself, just myself.”

“I see.”

“No, it’s not that.” Jill shook her head. “No sex is involved. Just—” Beautiful girls. She 

hiccupped on the verge of hysteria, knowing she’d laugh herself silly if she said that.



“And who is this rich man?” Again the man’s voice sounded kind. But that was his 

interrogation technique, wasn’t it?

“Thornton Applegate.”

The two agents stared at each other in evident alarm, as if they were under interrogation, 

not she. The woman spoke first. “Can you prove that?”

“Prove what?”

“That Thornton Applegate invited you.”

“Sure. With your permission.” Receiving her nod, Jill dug in her purse, sorted through 

plastic cards, and held out a black one embossed with gold numbers—her contest-issued gate 

pass. “See the M.E? That’s Mimas Enterprises—”

Corn-Row’s eyes grew wide as poached eggs. “Why didn’t you tell  us before?”

The elder agent snatched the card. “We’ve got to check this out.”

Both disappeared before she could protest. She stared at her watch and groaned—2:23 

PM. Van gone, gate pass gone, all gone. No, not everything. At least she was free to leave when 

they came back. To heck with permission, she stood and repacked the carryon.

A gravelly voice sounded outside the door—the agent talking with some unknown 

party—on a walkie-talkie perhaps. Yes-sirs peppered his speech. He popped in, returned the 

black card, and grabbed her combo. “Forgive us, Miss. I’ll guide you through.”

Within seconds, he deposited her curbside. “Have fun at the party.” And disappeared.

Weak with relief, Jill inhaled the warm Caribbean air and looked around. Coco rushed up 

and hugged her. “Thank God, you’re safe. I tried everything, but Ohio lawyers don’t pull much 

weight here.”

Jill blinked in the sunlight. “Where’s the van?”



“Long gone, but don’t worry, I hired a taxi. Come on, we can make it, but we’ve got to 

hurry.”

“Good afnon, Mess.” A T-shirted young man with scraggly goatee grabbed her bags and 

stowed them in the back of a beat-up hatch-back.

Coco guided her onto the lumpy back seat—one hand on Jill’s head as if she were a 

criminal lowered into a squad car—then creaked the door shut and jumped into the driver’s seat. 

No, passenger side of a British vehicle. The taxi roared off, radio blaring and four windows 

down, with blue smoke trailing out the back.

The driver shot a toothy smile over his shoulder. “I tek yo to da beg mon, qwek qwek.”

Jill nodded and closed her eyes in thanksgiving, then snapped them open in shock. “You 

risked your winnings for me?”

“We’re partners, remember?”

“B-but, they could have held me overnight. You could have lost everything.”

Coco shrugged. “Life’s a risk.”

“But one percent of zero is zero.”

“And one percent of infinity is infinity.”

Pressing her fingers to her temples, Jill tried to clear her mind of confusion. “What’s that 

supposed to mean?”

“You can’t put an upper limit on friendship.”

For the second time that day, tears sprang into Jill’s eyes. Money couldn’t measure a 

friendship like Coco’s. Somehow, Lord help her, she’d find a way to show her gratitude.


