
Chapter 26

Halfway to breakfast, Jill stopped in the corridor to reconsider. Fasting. The biblical 

Esther and her friends fasted and prayed for a miracle in the king’s heart before braving an 

audience with him. Maybe she should skip breakfast and do the same before barging in on 

Thornton.

Aisha bumped into Jill and moved past.

“Sorry.” Jill turned back toward the office area from which she’d come.

Bonnie breezed past. “That was fast. You must have gulped down your food.”

Fast, fast—same word with two different meanings. Must be God’s confirmation. But 

how could she skip meals without missing assignments and other important announcements? 

Jill ducked into Room Three and tried to think. Early morning light, silent and soothing, 

seeped through the unmoving curtains. The tranquility eased her mind and allowed an idea to 

surface. Call Mom. Resolute, she returned upstairs to her room and detached her cell phone from 

its charger.

“Darling, I was hoping you would call.” Despite the early hour in Colorado, her mother’s 

voice sounded awake and strong. “I’ve been thinking and praying about you the last two days. 

What’s up?”

Jill explained.

“Do a Daniel fast,” her mother said. “Show up for the meals but drink only water—

they’ve got bottled, don’t they?”

“Yes.”

“And eat only vegetables and grains—basic healthy stuff, no rich foods—as much as 



that’s possible in such a luxurious setting. The Lord knows you can’t miss the mealtimes. He’ll 

honor your intention to fast the best you can.”

Jill sighed in relief. “Thanks, Mom, I’ll do it.”

“Your Dad and I will, too.”

“Won’t that upset your regimen?”

Her mother laughed. “I can certainly cut out the sweet stuff and eat smaller portions.”

“Are you sure? Please, Mom, the only reason I’m here—” She stopped, not wanting to 

make her mom feel responsible for her trials in Jamaica. 

“The reason you’re there is God’s plan for your life, same as Esther in the palace. And 

we’re here to back you up. But I’ll check with my oncologist, okay?”

“Thanks.”

“What about the other girls—aren’t there any Christians besides Sara—who can fast and 

pray with you?”

“I’m sure there are, but I don’t know who.” Margot came to mind, but Jill knew she 

wouldn’t ask her.

“No problem,” her mother said. “I’ll ask my prayer partners at church—if that’s okay 

with you—the ones I know can keep a confidence.”

“Yes, please. And tell Dad I love him. Sorry, I can’t talk longer, but I don’t want to be 

late two mornings in a row. Love you, Mom, bye.”

To keep her fasting from being obvious Jill chose a vacant table, toyed with some fruit on 

her plate and sipped water. Several contestants glanced her way, but none showed any particular 

interest, except Emma. Emma mixed glances with whispers to her tablemates—Tanya and a 

contestant whose name Jill had forgotten.



Sara appeared—golden seraph in a sundress—and flashed a radiant smile. She flew 

through the food line and alighted beside Jill. “Only thirty days to go.”

 “Huh?” By Jill’s count there remained sixteen and their dismissal could come any 

moment.

Sara bowed her head for a second and popped back up, face aglow. “Before I see Aaron 

in Saint Louis.”

“He’s gone?”

“Flying back to Bora—” Sara slapped her hand over her mouth. “Oops, I’m not supposed 

to tell.”

“Don’t worry,” Jill said. “I’ve forgotten already.”

“But the microphones.”

“Ha. If Thornton’s listening, he’ll get an earful of your ecstasy over Aaron. It’ll be good 

for him.”

“You’re right.” Sara raised her voice. “Mm, mm, mm, mm, mm, what a hunk. Do you 

hear that, Mr. Judge Without The Facts? What a kind, brave, and fair-minded gentleman Aaron 

is.”

Jill smiled.

Sara slathered cream cheese on her bagel, licked some off, and lifted her eyes 

heavenward. “Mm-m-m.”

Jill watched in fascination, delighted by her friend’s happiness.

“We spent the whole evening together.” Sara’s gaze had a distant look. “Sharing stories, 

dreams, secrets.”

“Sounds serious.”



“And guess what? You won’t believe it. His dog’s named Sneezy and mine’s Dopey.”

Jill feigned cluelessness. “So?”

“Don’t you get it? The Seven Dwarfs. Shows you how much we think alike.”

“Right. So, how many children does he want?”

“We didn’t talk about that—” Sara blushed. “Oh, you’re teasing.”

“Just testing the waters,” Jill said. “To see how deep things got.”

Sara frowned. “Like Thornton. Always poking and prodding and analyzing.”

The comparison caught Jill off guard. Did she really behave anything like Thornton? An 

analytical mind, yes, but surely she didn’t run laboratory experiments with people as mice.

“He dreams of building a Saturn Satellite on every continent,” Sara said.

“Thornton?”

“Not him. What does that big bankroll knows about hotel design? It’s Aaron who makes 

them beautiful and functional and safe.”

“I see. So, where will he build his own home? Or will he fly from project to project, 

living out of a suitcase?”

Remembering her conversation with Dashawna, Jill realized it wasn’t Aaron she 

wondered about but Thornton. Whether he had plans of settling down, as Dashawna intimated.

Before either question could be answered, Mordecai strode in with a tallish woman in 

seersucker suit, her gray-blonde hair pulled tight in a topknot, her granite-gray eyes cold and 

uninviting behind rectangular lenses.

“Ladies, I present to you Dr. McKenzie Longacre, whose list of degrees in medicine, 

psychiatry, and crisis counseling I won’t bore you with.”

Emma blanched. Her tablemates froze. No one in the room laughed.



“She will lead in this morning’s exercise—sensitivity training.”

The doctor’s thin smile panned the room as if assessing laboratory animals.

“That is, she will monitor to make sure none of you resort to murder or mayhem in your 

opening up to one another.”

Jill gulped and prayed for survival—hers and Sara’s.

“This exercise will begin in Room 409 at nine sharp. No one will be excused until twelve 

noon. So, make sure you eat a good breakfast, wear comfortable clothing, take all prescribed 

medications, and visit the ladies’ room before arriving.”

“What, no breaks?” Bonnie asked.

“None scheduled, but you may ask Dr. Longacre for permission to use Room 409’s 

facilities if necessary.”

Veronica snorted. “Kindergarten.”

“Any other questions?” Mordecai asked.

Margot stood at a far table. “Will Thornton participate?”

Mordecai looked toward the doctor. She gave a slight shake of her head, lips pinched. He 

turned back to the contestants. “No definitive answer on that. But as you already know, Thornton 

reserves the right to observe and intervene in any of the contest activities.”

Massive groans.

“So don’t forget. Come to Room 409 at nine, prepared for a three hour session. We’ll 

have a big feast at noon and you’ll have the rest of the day off.”

Sara gripped Jill’s wrist. “What’s sensitivity training?”

“People thrown together without an agenda. Free to interact any way they want.” She 

shuddered at visions of Lord of the Flies.



“Like what?”

“Well, if we want to sit and stare at one another all three hours, we can. But inevitably 

someone will speak. That will draw a response. And we’ll be off and running. Anyone can say or 

do anything—except inflict bodily harm.”

“B-but what about verbal abuse?”

“Exactly. So pray up. If you think things were treacherous before, watch out, they may 

get worse.” Jill remembered Ruth’s exit and was glad she’d escaped.

“Will you stick with me?” Sara asked in a quavering voice.

“You know I will.”

“Oh, I wish Aaron were here.”

“Jesus will be. And remember, He remained silent before His accusers.”

Sara nodded and let go of her wrist. Jill watched her depart, weaving unsteadily like a lost 

lamb.

“Jill Evert?” came a soft voice.

Jill turned and beheld a wide-eyed petite with chocolaty hair down to her waist. “Hi, 

sorry, I almost didn’t hear you. Yes, I’m Jill, and you’re…?”

“Heather Blythe.” She stood with her hands clasped at her waist, clearly ill at ease.

Jill pulled out a chair. “Here, have a seat. We’ve got a few minutes. May I get you some 

coffee?”

“No, I’m fine…” Heather hesitated then sat down. “I don’t mean to harass or embarrass 

you, but…” She tugged on her plaid skirt, already covering her knees. 

“Go ahead, you won’t.” Jill sensed the shy stranger had a question. “What do you want to 

know?”



Heather’s brown eyes searched Jill’s. “Is it true what they say?”

“About my being open to female advances?”

The barest of nods.

“No, it’s completely false, both about me and about my friend Sara.”

“Good. I didn’t think so, but I had to make sure. You see, ever since I arrived, lies have 

circulated about me, too.” Heather sighed. “I suppose you’ve heard.”

Jill shook her head. “No, I don’t listen to garbage. Gossips must sense that.”

“Then…” Heather wrung her hands. “I really need a friend in this place. Can we be 

friends?”

Tenderness flooded Jill. “Yes, gladly. But won’t your associating with me make it worse 

for you?”

“No, they say—” Heather bowed her head.

Jill laid a hand on her shoulder to stop her. “Don’t—”

“That I drowned my baby brother.”

“Oh, you must have suffered awfully.” Jill gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze before 

withdrawing her hand. “How old was he?”

“Three and I was six. They say I had to undergo counseling, which is true. But it was for 

imagined guilt, not real.”

“I’m sure the grief was real enough.”

“Yes, I barely survived.” Heather looked up with despair written all over her face. “I have 

no idea why Thornton picked a mental case like me.”

“Don’t say that. You’re not—”

“Oh, but I am.”



 “Look, Heather, whatever your grief put you through, I’m sure the scouts know all about 

it and gave you a clean bill of health. Otherwise you wouldn’t be here. But someone is trying to 

stir things up again—”

“I know, that’s why I need a friend.”

“You’ve got her.”

“I’ve been in these sensitivity sessions before—” Heather spit out the word. “And I know 

how cruel they can get.”

Chairs scraped, utensils clattered, and waiters began clearing the tables. Heather jumped 

up. “We’ve got to leave.” She fled before Jill could detain her.


