
Chapter 43

As the lights waxed bright in the auditorium, Jill rose to her feet and checked her clothes 

for damage. The silk blouse from Zandra’s remained breath-taking, for all the good it did her, 

and her slacks impeccable. Nothing remained to do but search a drink of water and keep a 

credible distance from the wall of granite who sealed her out. His scouts gathered round him then 

stole him off to a side door with cameramen following.

Sara rushed up and hugged her. “Fabulous, Jill. You blew me away. I didn’t know you 

had it in you.”

“Yeah, well, I’m glad it’s over and we can all go home.”

Sara pushed back, eyes wide. “What are you talking about? He’ll whisk you away to his 

secret hideaway. Wherever that is. You won’t get close to home unless—” She giggled. “It’s to 

ask your father’s permission.”

Jill sighed in resignation. “No, Sara, don’t you see? He turned me down, in front of 

everyone, without even one tiny ‘sorry.’ ”

“No, you’re wrong.” Sara shook her gently by the shoulders. “I saw it, felt it, no more 

than two feet away. It must have taken all his willpower not to charge up there and grab you. But 

he couldn’t. He’s a man of principle. He’d never break his own rules.”

“Rules.” Jill spluttered. “He forced me to break them to clear your name. They meant 

nothing to him but a test of courage. So where’s his? No, as much as you refuse to see it, it’s you 

he wants.”

“Me?” Sara hugged her close and giggled. “Oh, you poor, silly girl. I’m his counselor, 

that’s all, someone he asks spiritual questions. And lately they’ve all been about you.”



“Please, don’t.” Jill groaned, again pushing her dear sister away. “I know you mean well, 

but you’re wrong. If he loved me, he wouldn’t have let me stand up there and die for him without 

giving a single word or sign of encouragement.”

Sara shook gold tresses, beamed blue sunshine, and grinned. “You’ll see. In thirty 

minutes, when he’s waited the prescribed time, he’ll rush back in and make the announcement.”

Margot nodded. “Yes, that was quite a performance, Jill. I’m happy for you. And 

Thornton.”

Though Margot was wrong, gratitude welled up in Jill’s heart. She searched for words to 

express it. But Li-Hua spoke first, touching her arm and leaning close. “Be careful. Things are 

not what they seem.”

Jill frowned at her. “What do you mean?”

Li-Hua glanced at the returning cameramen and shook her head. “I can’t say more.”

Mordecai approached, arms full of bottled water and green tea. “How about some cool 

refreshment?”

Jill grabbed, twisted off the cap, and chugalugged. She listened to the voices swirling 

around her and said no more. Glad when the subject moved on to Emma and the men jockeying 

for her attention. Jill considered any subject better than dwelling on vain hopes for Thornton. 

Soon it would all be over. She would return home sadder, wiser, and ten million richer. She 

choked at the thought, coughed, felt Sara pat her back, and recovered.

Mercifully, Thornton returned before the thirty minutes were up, without his scouts. Jill 

searched his face, but he seemed determined to avoid eye contact. She took her assigned seat, Li-

Hua sat between them as before, and Mordecai mounted the steps to the stage and its hanging 

microphone. Jill tried not to show any emotion as cameras panned their faces.



“Ladies and Gentlemen, I will now announce the results in reverse order. As I call each 

lady’s name, she will join me up here where you can applaud and take photos. But, please, do not 

attempt to climb up here on stage.”

Mordecai nodded left and right. Only then did Jill notice six Jamaican policemen, three 

on each side of the auditorium, in their red and black uniforms.

“That includes the press,” Mordecai said. “If any of you seek interviews, wait until this 

ceremony is over and proceed to the reception in the hotel lounge. There Thornton and his 

fiancée will be only too glad to oblige.”

Mordecai regarded the slip of paper in his hand and smiled. “The third runner-up is Miss 

Margot Huntington. Come up here, Margot, and smile for your many admirers.”

Flashes punctuated the applause. Jill clapped long and hard, vowing to herself to make 

good on her promise to visit Margot on Aruba. She may not need the ten million but she’d 

probably appreciate a friend.

When the audience quieted down, Mordecai checked his paper again. “The second 

runner-up is Miss Sara Morningstar.”

Jill gaped dumbfounded as a tidal wave of applause washed over her toward Sara. 

Not what they seem. What did Li-Hua know that she couldn’t say? Would Thornton’s 

blitz-krieg chess moves never cease? But testing time was over. These were his final decisions. 

For better or for worse. 

Jill pressed her temples in an attempt to comprehend how Sara had failed to win. 

Movement rumbled behind her. Several in the audience stood to their feet. Jill started to get up 

then sat back down in embarrassment. All contestants were expected to remain seated until 

called.



“First runner-up is Miss Jill Evert.”

A heavy weight thudded down on Jill’s heart. She struggled to her feet, unaware until that 

moment how desperately she’d held out hope for a win, in spite of all reason and logic. She 

forced herself forward, up the steps to the stage, and beside Sara. 

Sara grasped her hand and squeezed. This show of sympathy nearly undammed her tears. 

Jill fought to hold them back. For the life of her she would not show Thornton how much she 

hurt.

In avoiding him, her gaze fell on Emma’s dark eyes. They glowed demon red. For the 

first time in her life, Jill felt herself hating someone. Stop it.

“And now, the moment you’ve all been waiting for,” Mordecai said. “The winner of the 

Check or Mate Contest is Miss Li-Hua Zhu. Come up—”

“What!” Emma shot to her feet and glared down at Thornton. “What about me? What’s 

going on here?”

The audience grew silent. Li-Hua scooted out of the way.

“Yes, my dear schemer, what about you?” Thornton remained seated, his voice calm. 

All six officers moved in as if by signal, hands on their holstered weapons. 

“I believe these gentlemen have some questions for you,” Thornton said.

Emma glanced left and right, her pale skin blanching even whiter.

“It seems that the DNA sample from your laundry matches that on the hypodermic. And 

the gardener remembers you asking him about aphids.”

Emma lithe body darted toward the side door, but an officer grabbed her arm and 

restrained her writhing body. A second came to his assistance and together they succeeded in 

hand-cuffing her. Profanities spewed from her mouth all the way up the aisle and out the door.



Jill bit her lip to keep from gloating. Lord, how she relished this moment and felt proud 

of Thornton, in spite of herself.

When the pandemonium died down, Li-Hua stood demurely at Mordecai’s side. He 

cleared his throat and spread out his hands toward the crowd. “And now, what we’ve all been 

waiting for…my employer more than any of you. Sir…”

Face aglow, Thornton strode forward, mounted the steps, presented himself before Li-

Hua, and knelt down. A hush fell over the assembly. Jill watched in horror, hurting for him even 

more than she’d hurt for herself. So intense she didn’t want to watch. But watch she must in 

order not to draw attention away from this dramatic moment for which he’d paid millions, even 

hundreds of millions.

On bended knee, Thornton opened a velvet box, took out a mammoth diamond, and held 

it out before Li-Hua. With a solemn look in his eyes, reminiscent of the moment he’d prayed to 

receive Jesus, he spoke softly yet clearly, his lapel-mike catching every word. “Dear Li-Hua, 

Lovely Lotus Blossom, would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

Jill held her breath. Would Li-Hua deceive him—as Eve had—and betray Jim Ho in the 

process?

“Kind sir,” Li-Hua replied in the same dramatic tones she’d delivered the soliloquy. “I’m 

dreadfully sorry. I cannot, for I love another.”

The audience went wild. Cameras moved in and light flashed throughout the auditorium 

as if for a rock concert.

“Y-you…what? You mean after all this time…b-but that’s preposterous…how…?” 

Thornton stopped, his mouth moving but no words coming out.

Jill watched paralyzed. Everything in her cried out to run to his side and comfort him. But 



she couldn’t. Not pride, but the desire to spare him further embarrassment stopped her. Silently 

she prayed for God to give him grace to recover and stand to his feet.

Not what they seem, not what they seem. 

Her mind chased convoluted trails in an effort to fathom what had just taken place. 

Helplessly she watched the man she loved falter to his feet and stagger down the steps, shoulders 

slumped, while news crews shoved mikes in his face and pelted him with questions.

Jill looked to Mordecai to bring order.  Give direction. Assure her and every person in the 

auditorium that something could be salvaged from this mess. Li-Hua, Sara, and Margot waited, 

poised and princess-like.

He lifted his arms as if to calm the sea. “Have no fear, Ladies and Gentlemen. Although 

this evening’s events have taken an unexpected turn, all will be resolved in coming days. The 

Check or Mate Contest rules provide for such a contingency. Tomorrow evening we will gather 

again, same time, same place—”

As he spoke, the frightful truth slammed home in Jill’s heart. According to the rules 

Thornton had to propose to her, as first runner-up. Poor him, poor her. She nearly fainted.


