
Chapter 23

Jill woke late, with many misgivings about Sara’s plan but no time to pray about it. She 

rushed through ablutions, threw on the first skirt and blouse that matched, and sent up a “catch 

you later” to God before entering the dining hall. With renewed appetite, she loaded her plate 

with scrambled eggs, pancake, and fresh fruit.

Sidling up to Aisha—who poured herself a cup of coffee at the end of the serving line—

Jill inhaled the rich aroma and smiled exultantly. “Isn’t this a wonderful day?” 

Aisha glanced up, regarded her a second, then departed without a word. 

Taken aback, Jill had difficulty holding her cup steady under the urn’s spout. Aisha, 

although habitually quiet, was never rude and always returned greetings with a smile. What 

gives?

Shrugging it off, Jill turned and scanned the room for a vacant place. Many eyes regarded 

her but no one waved or smiled in welcome. Something was wrong. A smirking Emma studied 

Jill with catlike eyes, unblinking.

Not again. What’s she up to this time?

After searching in vain for Sara, Jill squared her shoulders and headed for the table where 

Bonnie sat chatting with Veronica. The latter picked up her cup and moved away.

“May I?” Jill asked before presuming to sit down.

Bonnie arched a well-penciled eyebrow. “Why not? I won’t bite. But my words may take 

a chunk out.”

“Thank you.” Jill arranged her food on the table and her hands in her lap in preparation 

for the onslaught. “I’m glad someone will clue me in. What’s wrong? What’d I do?”



“It’s not what you’ve done but who you’re with.”

“Sara?”

“Everyone can see what she’s trying to do and wonders why you put up with it.”

“Huh?”

Bonnie sighed as if fatigued by having to spell it out. “She’s trying to recruit you.”

“You mean convert me?” Jill laughed in relief. “I’m already a Christian. That’s 

something we have in common.”

Bonnie’s baby-blues widened. “Wow, you really are naïve.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Her sexual orientation.”

“What!” Jill couldn’t believe her ears. Was there no limit to Emma’s evil imagination?

“Check out the news, if you don’t believe me,” Bonnie said. “Hundreds of videos and 

posts on the Internet. Sara never dates men, never flirts with them, is never seen going anywhere 

at all with them. Her closest associate—they’ve been photographed everywhere together—was 

Frieda Holmes. Until they split up. And now it’s you.”

“That’s absurd. Sara loves God with all her heart and practices His word.”

“So did—I forget his name—that televangelist photographed with a male prostitute. I’m 

not saying it’s wrong. I’m just saying that it won’t help your chances with Thornton, if he thinks 

you’re receptive to her advances.”

“Advances? Preposterous. Just because Sara is trusting God to bring the right man into 

her life without dating—oh, this is nonsense, I don’t want to hear any more.” She stabbed a piece 

of pancake and stuffed it in her mouth.

 “Do you deny that she’s invited you to her room night after night?” Bonnie asked.



Jill gulped down the bite and nearly choked. “So what? Night after night I’ve slept right 

next to you. Does that make you—?” Aware of the stares, Jill fought to control her voice. “Come 

on, be reasonable.”

Bonnie shrugged. “Okay, have it your way. But that’s why no one wants to be seen with 

you.”

Trembling with indignation, Jill struggled up from the table, all appetite gone. “I—I need 

some fresh air.”

“Wait,” Bonnie called after her. “You can’t leave.”

“Watch me.”

“But they haven’t announced our assignments.”

Quickening her pace, Jill fled down the corridor, through the lobby, and out the front 

entrance.

A sweet warm breeze embraced her and drew her into the garden. Slowing and taking 

deep breaths, she reined in her anger and looked about. Flowering shrubs and frangipani soothed 

her with their delicate beauty. A Jamaican hummingbird, hovering over a hibiscus, reminded her 

of a normal world going on as before. She stopped and admired, envying the tiny creature’s 

tranquil existence.

What am I doing here? She longed to go home, to her peaceful, predictable, purposeful 

life in Cheyenne.

What’s keeping me? Not the money. She’d already earned enough to see her father 

through his crisis.

Thornton? If it was fantasies about her and Thornton, surly this rumor spelled the end to  

those.



Sara. Running away would signal shame. Confirm Emma’s lie. Jill couldn’t torpedo 

Sara’s reputation that way. She had to go back for her friend’s sake. And for the sake of Sara’s 

witness to Thornton.

No, she wouldn’t cheat in a chess match. That couldn’t be God’s will, now that she 

thought about it in the clear light of day. But she’d see the contest through, no matter what it cost 

her reputation. Or her heart.

Yes, face it, the longer she stayed the more dangerous her thoughts about Thornton. She 

didn’t like fleeing and him thinking things untrue about her, but neither did she want to lose her 

heart to a man who could never be hers. Yet for Sara’s sake and his—the chance he’d find Jesus 

through Sara’s witness—she needed to stay.

Feeling weak and unequal to the task, she looked for a bench and sat down. Lord, give me 

grace to see this through.

But instead of restful calm, the Lord gave her a sense of urgency to check on Sara. Jill 

jumped up and ran back into the lobby. Taking the stairs two steps at a time, she arrived at the 

second floor winded. Sara’s door stood ajar. As she tapped, it swung further open. Sara sat 

sobbing on the bed—covers a mess and suitcases packed.

“Oh, Sara,” Jill rushed in and hugged her. “Don’t give up. Thornton can’t believe those 

lies. Not when he thinks about it. He knows how broken up I became over a man. He can’t 

possibly think I could be involved—”

“No,” Sara said between sobs. “He won’t think it of you. He’ll think it of me. It’s not the 

first time rumors like this have circulated.”

“God will set him straight, if we pray and trust Him to vindicate you. You said yourself 

it’s a chess match. God versus the devil. So what if the enemy charged in on his horse—?”



A wan smile broke out between Sara’s sniffles. “Knight.”

“Huh?”

“The piece is called a ‘knight,’ not a horse. K-n-i-g-h-t.”

Jill laughed. “See, I told you my playing chess was a bad idea.”

“Yeah, maybe it was. So what do we do now?”

“We’ll pray and claim God’s promise.” Jill couldn’t believe she was about to quote 

scripture to this paragon of faith. “ ‘No weapon formed against you will prosper.’ ”

“Yes.” Sara wiped her tears with the back of her hand. “We’ll pray in agreement in Jesus’ 

name. That will send the enemy packing.”

Jill eyed Sara’s luggage. “Instead of you.”

Sara nodded, eyes downcast. “I wanted to go but couldn’t.”

“Atta girl. You can’t back away from God’s call, can you?”

“No, I couldn’t leave you behind to face the music alone.”

Touched, Jill hugged her friend tighter, in wonder at God’s love. The Lord had kept them 

both together with the same thought. “Me, too, you.”

***

After an intensive interval of prayer, Sara fixed herself up, and the two of them trudged 

downstairs to the dining hall bulletin board in search of their assignments. Jill’s heart sank:

Jillian Evert—9:00 am, Pier 2, The Zany Janie—fishing.

Déjà vu. It was already 9:33. The boat had departed. She was stranded as on the first day. 

Fearing the inevitable, she scanned further down the list:

Sara Morningstar—9:00 am, Pier 3, La Septième Lune—sailing.

But instead of moaning, Sara howled with laughter, eyes closed, arms clasped around her 



middle. Jill watched in fascination. Mercurial swings—melancholy temperament—a true artist. I 

wonder what type Thornton likes.

A deep chuckle interrupted her speculations. She turned and smiled in wondrous 

disbelief. “Mordecai, how do you do it? You always appear just when I need you most. Could 

you—?”

“Act as Shore Patrol and return you two to ship?”

“Yes, please. We didn’t mean to skip out—well, yes we did—but we changed our 

minds.”

“Mm. Come along, then.” He took them both by the arm and headed for the exit. “Mind 

telling me what tempted top competitors like yourselves to flee?”

Jill looked to Sara in hopes she’d know what to say.

Sara didn’t blink. “Cowardice, self-pity, homesickness, take your pick. The devil fired his 

fiery darts and we forgot to lift our shield of faith.”

Mordecai chuckled deeper. “Then I don’t have to tell you how to get back in the arena 

and contend for your faith. You already know.”

When they reached the portico, he released their arms and opened the door to the limo. 

“Hop in and make yourselves comfortable. You’ll find some Jamaican courage in there.”

Rum? Jill frowned, not wanting to offend her rescuer. Sara jumped into the back and 

patted the seat beside her. Worried how to show Mordecai her gratitude, Jill climbed in, fastened 

her belt, and regarded him in the mirror.

Sara had no such scruples. She pulled a bottle from the ice bucket, popped off the cap, 

and chugalugged. “Mmm.” She rolled down the dividing window. “Thank you, Mr. Jones, I’m 

now ready to tackle the tackle. And brave any storm.”



“Good. Glad you’re back in the game.” He eased the car through the courtyard and into 

the street. “You ladies have ‘miles to go and promises to keep’ before you quit Jamaica.” 

Sara saluted him with a lift of her bottle. “Robert Frost couldn’t have said it any better.”

That’s when Jill glimpsed the label. Sheepishly she pulled out the second bottle of 

carbonated lime and thanked him. He tipped his cap. “You’re welcome, Miss.”

As the limo sped along, Jill sipped her soda and drank in the view. Cement walls, some 

topped with security fence, some draped with ivy. Parked vehicles in various states of repair and 

disrepair. Stately palms and ungainly utility poles. Pedestrians stopping, turning, waving. 

Snatches of harbor and fluffy white clouds.

“How do you propose we rejoin our mates?” Sara asked. “Does this limo float?”

“Yep, all the way to the pier. Then I’ll pilot something more seaworthy.”

A hopeful light appeared in Sara’s eyes. “Did Thornton send you to fetch us?”

“Nope.” His shot them a sober look in the mirror. “The less he knows about your crisis of 

courage the better, wouldn’t you say?”

“Then how’d you get free to track us down?”

“Fortunately for you, the boss is occupied with his architects at the moment. And he 

affords me plenty of discretion.”

Jill gasped. “But what if he pages you for a ride?”

“That’s the chance I’ll just have to take.”

“Oh, Mordecai.” Sara buried her head in her hands and started crying out to God in 

prayer.

“Don’t worry none, Miss Sara. Even if I left him stranded, he wouldn’t fire me—”

Sara kept on praying as if she hadn’t heard.



“Maybe cancel my Christmas bonus, is all.”

Overwhelmed by his risk and love, Jill joined Sara in prayer, pleading for God to keep 

Thornton occupied until his chauffeur returned.


