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      God decided in advance to adopt us into his own family by bringing us to himself through Jesus Christ. This is what he wanted to do, and it gave him great pleasure. So we praise God for the glorious grace he has poured out on us who belong to his dear Son.


    

    
      Ephesians 1:5-6 NLT
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Mackenzie Porter’s stomach rumbled as she put a bottle of cucumber-melon sparkling water on the tray. She placed a hand on her abdomen.

“Easy.” She murmured the words under her breath as if soothing an upset child.

“Did you say something?” Lea Young, the hostess who shared her shift, glanced over at her.

She forced a smile. “No.” She added a tumbler with three ice cubes to the small tray. “My stomach is a little upset.”

“Oh, no.” Lea lay a hand on her arm. “Do you want me to take the tray in for him?” 

The younger woman’s face held a trace of agitation and a bit of awestruck wonder. Mackenzie understood. When she’d first gotten assigned as hostess to Cameron Grant, she’d been more than a little intimidated.

The man was a billionaire whose face and name they often plastered in the newspapers. Not to mention on several billboards and on magazine covers. Added to that, he was too handsome for any woman’s good. 

Not that he’d ever brought a woman except his assistant onboard, not while she’d been on shift, anyway. As gorgeous as Cameron was, it was his eyes that were most memorable. The light gray eyes that should be out of place with his dark skin instead had a striking effect.

“I’ll be fine.” She lifted the tray and smiled at Lea. “Please make a cup of ginger tea for me. I’ll drink it when I return.”

She paused on the threshold, took a deep breath, and thrust her shoulders back. Showtime. Hostessing for the elite crowd who hired them to serve on their private jets wasn’t a demanding job. According to her manager, there were only two requirements—to be pretty and invisible. 

Mackenzie glided through the door separating the galley from the main cabin. She kept her eyes fixed on the path she needed to take, rather than allow herself to be distracted by the opulent furnishing of the aircraft. 

Cream and black were the dominant colors, and they conveyed both class and elegance. It was like flying in an upscale hotel. 

Her stomach gurgled. No. She clenched her teeth against an upsurge as the contents of her stomach battled to free themselves from its confines. 

What on earth was going on? She didn’t get airsick. Never. Her sister Madison was the one who had trouble flying.

God, give me a few minutes. All I need to do is place the tray on the table beside Mr. Grant and return to the galley. Five minutes. Tops. Please give me five minutes. 

She increased her speed as much as possible without appearing rushed. Mr. Grant’s head lifted as she approached, his piercing eyes scanning her body. A frown marred his perfect features. 

“Are you alright?” 

His deep voice usually had her smothering her girlish response. Not today. Why couldn’t this have been one of those days when he ignored her?

“Fine.” 

She dredged up a tight-lipped smile and plunked the tray onto the table beside her. The one worth more than her entire year’s salary. 

Her father, who owned an antique shop, would be ashamed of her treatment of the priceless artifact. He’d have to forgive her. Her stomach churned, and she pivoted, intent on returning to the galley before her stomach finished its revolt.

“Mackenzie?” Mr. Grant’s voice was concerned. 

Cameron Grant knew her name? Why was she surprised? She’d only worked with the man for two years. 

“Sir?” She resisted the urge to squirm as her stomach rumbled and convulsed. She bit back the taste of bile.

Please, God, get me out of here.

She turned to face the man who sent her a check with a hefty bonus every year. A check she was anticipating more than usual, as she and her siblings had booked a Caribbean cruise for their parents. 

Her mouth filled with saliva as the contents of her meal came rushing out of her throat. Mackenzie clapped a hand over her mouth, but it was too late. 

Her last meal and everything in her stomach surged upward as the acrid scent of vomit filled her nostrils. 

“I’m sorry.” 

As soon as her stomach stopped heaving, she wheeled away from Mr. Grant and back the way she’d come. Mortification permeated every cell of her body. She had vomited on Cameron Grant. Okay, it had been at his feet, but she was almost certain there had been a splatter on the leg of his trousers. 

* * *

In the crew quarters, Mackenzie rushed past Lea.

“Mackenzie?” The younger hostess followed her. “Are you okay?”

“No.” She groaned, clutching her stomach. “Can you clean up for me?” 

“What?” Lea screwed up her pretty face.

“I vomited. In the main cabin.” On Mr. Grant’s foot. Her face burned.

Lea crept closer, concern and shock on her face. “Was he there?”

“Yes.” She crawled onto a bed and flung an arm over her face.

“Don’t worry about anything,” Lea spoke briskly. “You’ll soon be fine.” 

Lea hurried out of the cabin but returned before Mackenzie could wonder where she’d gone. She held a tray bearing a cup of tea and a plate with saltine crackers.

“Sit up.”

A rush of gratitude for Lea flowed through Mackenzie. She was glad she had this shift with her instead of one of the other attendants. Some of them would have gloated at her illness. They’d have been scheming ways to use her embarrassment to their benefit. She sat up and took the tray from Lea. 

“Thank you.”

“Of course.” Lea smoothed Mackenzie’s hair. “I won’t say anything to anyone.”

“I didn’t think—”

Lea held up a hand. “I’ve worked with some of the other hostesses. You don’t make me feel as if I don’t know what I’m doing. Let me help you.”

Mackenzie nodded. 

Lord, thank You for Lea.

“Drink your tea.” 

Mackenzie took a sip of tea under Lea’s watchful gaze. 

“I’ll deal with the spill.” Lea smiled and slipped through the door.

Lord, I’ve never been so embarrassed. Why did I have to get sick today? In front of Mr. Grant?

She groaned. How would she live this down? Correction. She’d never live this down. Maybe she’d quit her job. Change her name. Move to a different town. Either way, she never wanted to see Cameron Grant again as long as she lived.
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Cameron Grant’s head snapped up when the hostess placed a tray at the table beside him. He squinted at her, eyes flitting to her name tag and then back.

“Where’s Mackenzie?”

She flinched. “Sir?”

Cameron suppressed a sigh. This was why he preferred working with Mackenzie. She never acted as if she were in awe of him. She made him almost feel normal.

He waved a hand. “You work with Mackenzie, don’t you? Where is she?”

The girl’s eyes widened. This time, the sigh did escape.

“Never mind.” He straightened his bulk out of the chair. “I’ll go find her.” 

Though he didn’t understand why he felt the urge to chase after a hostess. Except…the last time she’d worked for him, she’d gotten sick. All over him, to be sure. A pair of pants had almost been ruined.

“Sir.” 

The attendant, Lea, rushed after him. She darted in front of him as if her slight frame would be enough to bar him from accessing any portion of the plane that he owned. He moved to step past her, but she dashed into his path once again. Hmm. He spared her a glance.

“Is there a reason you’re preventing me from speaking with Mackenzie?”

The young woman’s face crumpled as if she was on the verge of tears.

“You can’t speak to her.” Her words were as thin as air.

He scowled. “Is this because of what happened the last time she flew with me?” He made a motion for her to scoot out of the way. “That’s ridiculous.” 

People got sick all the time. Was he some kind of ogre that she thought he’d hold her illness against her?

“She quit.”

Cameron rotated his head slowly. “Excuse me?”

Lea dropped her gaze, her body bopping as she shifted from one foot to the next.

“Well, she didn’t quit, exactly.”

“Explain.” He folded his arms over his chest and forced himself to remain as still as possible.

“She…” Lea’s eyes flitted to his, then away. “She put in a request to be transferred.”

He narrowed his gaze. “Are you saying she doesn’t want to work with me anymore?”

Lea swallowed, chin dropping to her chest. “I’m sorry.”

A wave of hurt crashed through Cameron. Mackenzie had requested a transfer. Truly, she didn’t expect he’d have been angry because of what happened, did she?

Something his friend Levi had said flashed through his mind. 

You have these high standards for everyone—requirements no one can meet. You’re bound to be disappointed.

He wasn’t harsh. Sure, he expected a certain level of professionalism, but that didn’t make him a monster, did it?

Cameron studied the woman before him. She trembled with anxiety. Did she expect her job to be in jeopardy because he was angry at Mackenzie’s defection? Because he was angry. No, worse. He felt hurt and a little…rejected. What was that about? 

Now was not the time to examine his twisted, mixed-up feelings about his long-time hostess. He needed to reassure this one before he had to break in another attendant.

“Lea.”

She started, and Cameron gentled his voice.

“Thank you for telling me. I appreciate it.”

Her head snapped up as her eyes flew across his face. “You’re not mad?”

“No.” It was the simplest response and easier to say than trying to explain his tangled-up emotions. “Bring the meal in another hour.” 

He donned some of the nonchalance he was famous for and headed toward his seat and the report he’d abandoned in pursuit of Mackenzie. This wasn’t over. Not by a long shot.

* * *

Cameron tapped his fingers on the polished mahogany surface of the conference table as he listened to the hold music. He’d kept the meeting with his shareholders brief.

For the first time in forever, his mind hadn’t been on business. Instead, it had been mulling over the puzzle of Mackenzie’s transfer request and how he could get her back.

He had nothing against Lea, but she was as skittish as a colt. When she wasn’t jolting and jerking about the cabin, she was staring at him with puppy dog eyes. As for the other attendant they’d assigned to the flight, she’d avoided him the entire time.

The music stopped mid-note and a brusque voice spoke. “What can I do for you, Mr. Grant?”

Calvin Hayes was the manager of the agency that supplied the hostesses for his aircraft. It had taken his secretary, Vivian Ebanks, less than five minutes to track down the man’s name and phone number.

“I need the contact information for Mackenzie Porter. Her address would be helpful if you have it.”

There was a long pause on the other end of the line. Cameron remained silent. Would the man give up the information? He’d found that sometimes acting as if you were entitled to something was enough for people to give it to you.

“Why do you want it?”

“She left something on board and I wanted to make sure she got it.”

“Why don’t you send it here?”

Why not indeed? Cameron adopted his most bored tone.

“I didn’t want to put you out. Besides, I’m sure Ms. Porter would love to get her property back before the holidays.”

“Does this have anything to do with her not wanting to work with you? What happened on your last flight together?”

She hadn’t told her boss? Well, he wouldn’t be the one to spill her secret.

“Nothing.” He contemplated saying more, but in the end, buttoned his lips. “Are you going to give me her information or not?”

Hayes’s sigh was long-suffering. “You understand that this is not standard procedure, right?”

“Of course.”

The man rattled off an address, which Cameron scrambled to scribble down. 

“Appreciate it.”

He hung up the phone and stared at the Orange Valley address. Now that he had it, what would he do with it?
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Mackenzie slouched at the kitchen table, using a hand to push the cat-eyed glasses up her nose. After the debacle on her last flight, she’d sought solace in her hometown of Cinnamon Hill. 

Her parents had been ecstatic to spend time with her before they left on their trip. A trip Mackenzie was no longer certain she could afford to contribute to. She groaned.

“Are you listening to me?” Madison waved a hand in front of her face.

“Yes.”

Madison, her face a mirror of Mackenzie’s except for the glasses, smirked at her.

“Okay, no. But if you knew how badly I messed things up, you’d understand why I can’t go home.” 

She hadn’t told her sister the full story. She’d only hinted that it was work-related. Mackenzie still squirmed whenever she remembered, and she still hadn’t figured out why she’d gotten sick.

Madison leaned toward her, a conspiratorial gleam in her eyes. “I may have a solution to that.”

Mackenzie was shaking her head before her sister finished her sentence. Madison pretended to pout.

“What was I going to say?”

Mackenzie met her sister’s gaze, staring into the brown eyes so much like her own. “I’m not switching places with you.”

“Why not?”

“Because we’re not teenagers anymore. This is my life and I’m not in the mood to play games with it.” 

She gestured to herself. Okay, so she didn’t exactly resemble a highly paid hostess at the moment, but Mackenzie loved her job. She loved being able to fly to different places for the simple cost of serving for a few hours.

Madison arched a brow. “Who’ll figure it out?”

Mackenzie opened her mouth to protest, but Madison continued, counting points off on her fingers. “Mom and Dad are on a cruise for the next two weeks. RJ’s on some mission and won’t be back until who knows when.”

Their older brother, RJ—Robert Junior—was an intelligence officer. The army often sent him on missions to places he couldn’t talk about doing things Mackenzie didn’t want to speculate about. She said a quick prayer for him, asking God to protect him wherever he was.

“You said you were on vacation and had no plans until after the new year.”

A vacation she’d begged for and had only gotten because she’d threatened to quit. Not that she would, or could, afford to. She hated to admit it, but Madison had a point. 

Switching places with her twin would give her the mental space to plan her next move. Because the truth of it was, as much as she loved her job, being a hostess was not what she wanted to do for the rest of her life. 

It wouldn’t be an option in the next few years as she got older and lost the youthful appearance many of their clients went for. Mackenzie refused to be one of those women who did so many surgeries that they almost became plastic. No. Better to take this opportunity to figure out what to do next.

She studied her sister’s faux innocent expression and narrowed her eyes. “What’s in it for you?”

Madison widened her eyes, laying a hand against her chest. “Why do you assume I’m benefiting from this arrangement? Can’t I do something out of the goodness of my heart because I love my sister?”

Mackenzie straightened and folded her arms across her chest.

“Okay, okay.” Madison waved a hand. “You don’t have to go all schoolmarm on me.” She sighed. “I need a break from everything. Mom and Dad are gone. This is the perfect time for me to get away. In Orange Valley, there are no expectations of me whereas here,” she lifted a shoulder. “Everyone will expect me to be all happy and upbeat.”

Madison’s doctor had diagnosed her with PCOS, shattering her dream of someday becoming a mother. Mackenzie reached for Madison’s hand. She was a horrible sister. She should have considered that the holiday would be hard for her twin.

“I’m sorry.”

Madison’s eyes filled before she dashed away the tears. “It’s fine.”

“Do you want us to go somewhere else?”

Madison’s laugh was harsh. “Where? Coming up with my portion for Mom and Dad’s trip almost wiped me out.”

Her too. Still, she would have taken her sister somewhere, even if it meant maxing out her credit cards.

“I understand if you don’t want to. It’s fine.” Madison grimaced. “I’ll deal with it.”

“I’ll switch with you.” The words plopped out of Mackenzie’s mouth before she’d considered the implications. Madison’s eyes lit up.

“You will?”

“Yeah.” Mackenzie nodded, already regretting her decision. “Please tell me you don’t have any big jobs lined up.”

Because though her father had trained her, it had been a long time since she’d done any restoration work on her own.

“Uh,” Madison reached for her phone. “We have a couple of pieces that we’re restoring, but those are mostly done and not due until the end of January. Mr. Johnson is to pick up an armoire Dad had refinished before his trip.” 

Madison lifted her head, eyes gleaming. “You should have seen it, Kenzie. Dad worked a miracle on that piece.”

Madison tapped a few times on her phone and angled it toward Mackenzie. The armoire looked as though it had fought in both world wars and survived. Kenzie swiped for the next image and gasped. Her sister spoke the truth. What their father had accomplished was a miracle.

Madison beamed. “Amazing, isn’t it?” She glanced back at her phone.

“Oh, there’s an auction on the twenty-third that I was supposed to attend. I’ll make sure you have all the details, including the pieces we were hoping to acquire and the budget. The holidays are kind of slow.”

“Are they slower than usual?”

Madison winced. “Some. But don’t worry, we’ll be fine.”

How could she not worry? The antique shop was responsible for the livelihood of three members of her family. Would they have been more profitable if she hadn’t gone off to do her own thing? If she’d insisted that they do more to join the twenty-first century?

Dad had taught all three of them the business. RJ hadn’t been interested. He’d only worked to collect his allowance. Madison had taken to restoration as if she’d been born three centuries ago, but it was Mackenzie who’d had a vision of the company’s potential. It was she who had ideas for its future.

Her father had refused to make any changes. He’d rebuffed her efforts to create a website for the business. Robert Porter Senior was as entrenched in the past as the pieces he restored.

She’d walked away at his stubbornness, angry that he didn’t trust her to use the skills and talents God had given her while he’d embraced her sister’s. Excitement thrummed through her. 

Maybe this was her chance to show her father what was possible. She’d spend the next two weeks implementing as many of her ideas as she could, proving to her parents once and for all that she could make this business viable. 

And then she’d come back home and take up her rightful place in the family business.
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