
Chapter 30

As breakfast drew to a close, Jill sounded Melissa out about her daughter’s talents and 

ambitions in art and recommended a few schools. Although Thornton listened eyes alert, he said 

nothing. After thanking Jill for her advice and Thornton for his patience, Melissa cleared the 

table and offered a selection of periodicals.

“Nothing for me.” Thornton gestured toward Jill.

Sensing he wanted to talk, she shook her head. “Me neither.”

Melissa slid the table back into its receptacle and departed. “Call if you need me.”

That left them cocooned in a camel-colored cabin, clouds coasting by. Jill composed her 

hands in her lap and waited.

“Mordecai says if I don’t watch out he’ll own more luxury real estate than me someday,” 

Thornton said.

Real estate? If his opening remark was intended to throw her off balance, he’d 

succeeded. Clearly he didn’t expect her to know anything about financial-empire building. Nor 

did he wish to call into question Mordecai’s loyalty. So, what was he talking about? The glint in 

his eye suggested he expected her to figure it out.

“Or don’t you care to look that far into the future?” Thornton asked.

“You mean a hundred years from now?”

He smiled.

“Mordecai’s right. Some of today’s poorest people will be living in heavenly mansions 

on streets of gold, and some of the richest…” Jill shuddered, not wanting to contemplate eternal 

suffering.



“Homeless?”

“Far worse—cast into outer darkness, cut off from all comfort or consolation or contact 

with God.”

Thornton’s gaze narrowed. “How can you love such a cruel God?”

“Because He first loved me,” Jill blurted, reeling from the force of his words.

“Love hardly seems the right word for it.”

“It is when you study Jesus’ life, how he went about healing people’s hurts and doing 

everything He could for them no matter what it cost. And finally dying a cruel death to deliver us 

from our human tragedy.”

Thornton gave a shoo-fly wave of his hand. “Jesus I respect. He’s the kindest, bravest 

man who ever lived. I’m talking about your Christian God.”

“They’re the same. Jesus took on human flesh to show us God’s personality.”

“Jesus threw people into fire?”

Unflinching, she braved his accusing stare and thought she saw a glimmer of sincere 

seeking. “No, but He warned people that refusing God’s grace would land them there.”

“Sara says Christians shouldn’t marry non-Christians.”

Jill blinked at the lightning-fast switch of subjects. Did that mean she’d satisfied him on 

the first point? Or was he simply checking her doctrines against Mordecai’s and Sara’s? “She’s 

right.”

“Then how honest was it for her to enter this contest?” Thornton sounded hurt, as if 

another Eve had betrayed his trust. One more proof—if Jill needed any—that he had developed 

feelings for Sara.

“She entered for the chance to talk to you about Jesus. Not for the money—” Jill sighed. 



“Like me.”

“So, Sara would gladly forego the ten million.” He made it sound more like a statement 

than question.

“If that’s what it takes to convince you to accept eternal life, yes, I believe she would.”

A hint of a smile played at the corners of his mouth. “You Christians sure stick together.”

“Of course, we’re family. Like you and Janie.”

“Right.” Thornton stretched out his legs and visibly relaxed. “So, in your opinion, what 

kind of wife would Sara make?”

Jill realized that this is where his line of inquiry had been heading all along. A logical 

progression. First, satisfy himself that he could countenance Sara’s faith. Second, reassure 

himself of her integrity. Finally, double-check his assessment of her attractive qualities. Jill 

searched her heart how to respond in fairness to her friend. Though it break her own.

Thornton cast her a wry smile. “Yes, be loyal. But, for heaven’s sake, be frank.”

Her first instinct was to disqualify herself on the grounds of conflict of interest. But that 

required revealing the conflict, something she refused to do. So, she took a deep breath and tried 

for objectivity—both in words and tone of delivery. “Joyful, sorrowful, inspired, discouraged—a 

person of unpredictable moods that would keep you guessing every day.”

“Mm.” His eyes lit up.

“You would find she had a heart full of love for everyone, especially children. And a 

child-like receptivity to your praise and encouragement.” 

Now why did I add that last?

Thornton nodded. “Go on.”

“Her faith would move heaven and earth to bless you, your kids, your friends, and your 



business.”

“Spoken like a true friend. What else?”

Jill remembered Dashawna’s observation and hesitated.

Thornton arched an eyebrow. “What’s the matter—a mountain lion got your tongue? You 

were doing so well. What stopped you?”

“I don’t mean to discourage you with this next…uh…”

“Yes, yes, out with it. Help a clueless man.”

“You clueless?” She burst into laughter.

Thornton didn’t look amused. “Believe it or not, I am. I no longer trust my discernment, 

not in matters of the heart. So, spit it out—what about her might make me pause?”

“Well…it’s something Dashawna remarked on…a minor difficulty…but I’m sure the two 

of you could…”

“Quit stalling. What is it?”

“You and Sara pack your schedules with business trips, she all over America, you all 

over the world. Finding time together might present a bit of a challenge.”

Thornton cocked his head. “She wouldn’t give up her career for a family?”

“You’ll have to ask her.”

“I see.” He studied her with a piercing stare until she looked down.

But his legs were parked close to hers, too close, so she adjusted her posture and sought 

relief out the window.

“And what kind of wife would you make?”

Jill sucked in her breath, her gaze jerking back to his. This wasn’t happening. Him 

pressing her to make a case for his marrying her, as if it were a job interview and she the 



applicant.

No, she couldn’t, wouldn’t. Being filthy rich didn’t give him the right to expect or 

demand such a thing. Before she knew it she was seeing red and spitting fire. “You’re the man. 

You tell me. Do you think your billions change the rules? Not where I come from, they don’t. 

It’s the male’s role to pursue the female. Even wild animals know that. Deer, elk, bison, bulls, 

bears, prairie dogs—”

He threw up his hands. “Whoa, don’t shoot. You’re right, I’m wrong.”

Melissa popped in and glanced between them. “Sir, miss, is something wrong?”

Thornton winked. “Nothing that a little humble pie wouldn’t cure. I don’t suppose you 

have any stashed away. No? Could you take a look in your pantry just to make sure?” 

“Certainly, sir.” Melissa withdrew.

Thornton unbuckled his seatbelt and knelt down in the aisle, his hands pressed together 

prayer-like. “I was out of place. Please forgive me.”

“Does this mean—” She tried to act stern but a smile slipped out. “You will stop playing 

games?”

He closed his eyes, shook his head, and sighed before reopening them. “Not until the 

contest is over. Too much is at stake. But with you, I promise to keep it to a minimum, okay?”

She laughed. “You’re hopeless.”

“You may be right.” He retook his seat and continued to regard her with the repentant 

look of a scolded puppy. “I could wind up married to a cold, haughty gold-digger, who cares not 

a whit for me.”

I’m glad you finally figured that out.

“But you, on the other hand—”



Me? Time slowed down, Jill’s heart sped up—denial warring with fatal fascination that 

she had again become the subject.

“Would never marry a man for his money,” he said. “Never deceive, never play games. If 

you married, it would be to dedicate your life to making your husband happy, wouldn’t it?”

Just like that, Thornton came the full circle—from asking her to critique herself—to 

giving her his evaluation and challenging her to deny it. Essentially the same thing, but playing 

by her rules.

If she admitted to the truth and said yes, it sounded vain. Or worse, campaigning to be his 

wife. But if she said no out of modesty, that wouldn’t work either. She decided to deflect his 

praise. “Just like you would do for your wife. You are determined to find a partner who you can 

love and trust without reserve.”

Thornton smiled. “You’re right. And, who knows, perhaps that someone is you.”

In that moment everything became clear. Chess mystified her but not poker. She’d 

watched her college roommate buffalo the best of them. Thornton was playing his cards close to 

his chest, keeping his own feelings hidden while trying to read hers. 

Phooey! “Tell me about the land baron,” she said. “How did he disillusion Janie?”

He chuckled. “Do I stand a chance with you, Jill?”

“How should I know? You haven’t told me anything about yourself. Not your hopes or 

dreams. Certainly not your preferences in women. Why, you’ve probably shared ten times as 

much with your scouts than you have with me.”

“That bad, eh?”

“Well, to your credit, you did share your feelings about Eve. But that’s what hurt you. 

How about what thrills you—what you live for—are even willing to die for? You do know that 



we’re all mortal, don’t you?”

He thrust his arms behind his head, his eyes alight, and chuckled again. “That’s what I 

like about you, Jill. You’re a straight-shooter, no blarney, no fantasy, no nonsense.”

“Thank you.” Again a smile betrayed her determination to reveal nothing until he did. 

“But you haven’t answered the question.”

Thornton’s smile faded. “I’m at the end of my rope. Okay? Frankly I don’t know what’s 

worth living for. Money? At first it was the score card, piling up points to prove something to my 

father. Even after he died, crazy as that sounds. But now…?”

Jill waited, praying for more and kicking herself for forgetting what he’d shared about his 

father. Her heart went out to him, that wild desire to hold him in her arms and comfort him. 

Maybe all he knew was hurt, not dreams. She would love to nurse the dreams.

Thornton sighed. “I guess that’s why I’m taking to heart what Sara says about Jesus. And 

Mordecai. If they’re right, I’ve plenty to live for—” He stared out the window turned back to her, 

his voice subdued. “If I can buy into the resurrection story.”

Jill looked to heaven, desperate to encourage him, then acted on impulse. On her feet and 

laying a hand on his shoulder before she lost her nerve, she prayed softly. “Lord, touch 

Thornton’s heart. Convince him of your truth. Transform his life by the power of Your 

resurrection. In Jesus’ name, amen.”

He bowed his head, eyes closed, and said nothing, remaining silent even after she retook 

her seat. Compassion coursed through her, deeper than any love she’d ever known for a man, so 

deep she didn’t know whether it was God’s love or her love or the two co-mingled.

She waited, heart pounding, for him to say something, anything, that might help her know 

what happened. The engines droned. Clouds drifted by. Melissa’s voice prattled on, far away.



“Wow.” Thornton thrust strands of mocha hair back from his forehead and blinked at her. 

“I felt something, did you?”

She nodded and blinked back at him, tears of relief threatening.

“You, Sara, Mordecai. Maybe God’s trying to tell me something.”

She dabbed her eyes. “I’m sure He is.”

“Amazing.” He straightened his posture, brushed invisible crumbs from his shirt, turned, 

and raised his voice. “Melissa...is there time for drinks before landing?”


