
Chapter 31

Their taxi passed several of Miami’s art galleries and dropped them off at Zandra’s. From 

the sidewalk it looked like a dress shop in London’s Camden Lock district—two artsy jackets 

fitted over torso forms in the window and a potpourri of colors beyond. 

As Thornton pulled open the glass door by its polished brass handle, Jill shot him a 

questioning look. “Wearable art?”

He nodded. “We can go elsewhere if this isn’t to your taste.”

“No, after exploring your guest closet, I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

“Sorry to disillusion you—” He followed her in and peered around. “But I commissioned 

a fashion expert to stock that.”

“And this place?”

“Same gal suggested it.”

Jill smirked. “Then maybe you should—”

“No, she’s otherwise paired. Besides, I’m looking for a wife, not a fashion expert. Or 

interior decorator. Or cook. I can hire those.”

“Then why did you make us compete in the kitchen? And tennis court and everywhere 

else?”

“Mere challenges to bring out the best and worst in each of you. Personality-wise.” He 

winked. “Effective, wouldn’t you say?”

A young lady wearing a leg brace lumbered their way. “Welcome, I’m Zandra. What may 

I show you first—jackets, scarves, jewelry? Or are you interested in a particular artist?”

Thornton smiled into her hazel eyes. “I’m afraid you have me there, being new and all. 



Why don’t you give us a tour. That is—” He glanced at her brace.

“Love to.” Zandra led them to various pieces and extolled their merits, then to a 

mannequin outfitted with solid black slacks and a rust-colored blouse whose ornate design 

reminded Jill of Aboriginal dream-art.

“Now here,” Zandra purred, “is the latest production of Bella Michalova, world-class 

artist, très recherchée. Notice the subtle play of colors yet bold design. Guaranteed one of a kind, 

as are all of our pieces.” She gave Jill a quick inspection. “On you it would look fabulous.”

Blood rushed to Jill’s head. The blouse’s allure took her breath away, but so would the 

price. She checked her impulse to reach for the tag—it might embarrass Thornton.

“Yes, why don’t you try it on?” Thornton glanced at Zandra. “If that’s permitted.”

“By all means.” The proprietress hiked her head toward the back of the boutique. “Our 

fitting room has full-length mirrors inside and out.” She started unbuttoning the blouse. 

Jill knew she should protest, but couldn’t find the words. She had expected to tour art not 

buy it—silly, she now realized, in the company of a billionaire. And how could she object to 

modeling clothes before him, when she’d already consented to a beauty contest? Worse, the artist 

in her—or craven vanity—couldn’t resist seeing how good such a marvel looked on her.

She accepted the silken load of guilt into her hands and fled into the fitting room. Her 

trembling fingers turned the price tag over. $480. With bated breath—afraid she’d love it yet 

hoping—she buttoned it and braved the mirror. Although her croissant-colored slacks didn’t set 

it off the way the mannequin’s black ones did, she admitted Zandra was right. To die for.

Oh well, what’s a mere five hundred out of possible thousands?

With tremulous self-consciousness, she double-checked her appearance and stepped into 

the waiting area. Thornton laid down a fashion magazine and looked her over, his eyes giving 



nothing away. Jill felt her heart beat a ragged rhythm.

“In your shadow I’m a pauper,” he murmured.

Jill stood rooted to the spot, dumbfounded. All her life she’d craved one word of praise 

like that. Yes, her father had told her many times she was beautiful. But dads didn’t count. Never 

had any boy or youth or young man come close to saying something so affirming.

“Thank you,” she whispered, feeling her cheeks warm, and knew she’d always love him 

for that remark. If not in a million other ways. First deep compassion, now deep gratitude. Her 

heart was sinking fast.

“Please, Jill, I know you’re a woman of great conscience and convictions, but permit me 

to buy it for you.”

“No, I can’t. I’ll charge it.” She gave a nervous laugh. “But it amounts to the same thing, 

doesn’t it, with all the prize money you’re giving me.”

“Then why demur? Let me buy it. God created the masterpiece. All I’m purchasing is the 

frame.”

With that declaration, he’d won her over completely. “If you’re sure it’s God.”

“I’m sure. If I wasn’t before, the impact of your prayer sealed it.”

“Really?” Jill’s heart did a double-flip. “Oh, Thornton, that’s wonderful. Does that mean 

you’re ready to give your heart to Jesus?”

He glanced about. “Here, now?”

“We can step into the changing room, if you prefer.” 

The irony hit her: a changed man in a woman’s changing room. She could hardly restrain 

herself from giggling as they stepped into the makeshift prayer booth.

***



One sows, another reaps. That’s what ran over and over in Jill’s mind as they strolled 

along the palm-lined avenue afterward and peered into shop windows. Sara had shared her faith 

with Thornton tirelessly, yet Jill won the privilege of ushering him into the Kingdom.

Not only had Thornton changed, Jill’s ease with him did, too. When he took her hand, 

hers relaxed in his. When he held her waist, it felt right. When he touched her cheek or gazed 

into her eyes, she drank it in, enjoying the moment, forgetting the morrow. 

Heaven invaded her heart. That’s the way it felt. The rest of her life, past and future, fled 

away, leaving only one blessed moment—the now—filling everything.

“Are you hungry?” he asked.

She woke to the sight and smell of a thin dry salami dangling in a delicatessen window. 

“I am if you are.”

He chuckled and kissed her cheek, thrilling her further. “Come, then.” 

He led her inside where a couple of men in aprons chopped greens and arranged cold 

cuts. A short dark-eyed young woman in turtleneck waited on the first customer in a line of four.

“I was planning to take you to a fancy hotel and wow you with food art from a French 

chef, but after our prayer—” Thornton shrugged. “Casual and relaxed seems more appropriate. 

Does that make sense?”

“Perfectly.”

“Then explain it to me.”

“You no longer have to prove anything to anyone. Your Heavenly Father accepts you just 

the way you are.”

“Yeah, how about that? That’s exactly how I feel.” Thornton scanned the room wide-

eyed, as if viewing the world for the first time.



“Next.” The cashier adjusted her turtleneck.

“Hmm.” Thornton glanced up at the menu board then down at Jill.

She took his helpless look as her cue. “We’ll have the Reuben on rye, heated, extra slaw 

on the side, and diet Cokes.”

“Two of everything?”

“Yes.”

Thornton handed over his credit card. “And two slices of Key Lime pie.”

Three minutes later they were stuffing their mouths with sandwich and their eyes with 

each other. Melted cheese never tasted yummier, or Coke more refreshing. Jill didn’t want the 

day to end.

“Thornton…” She breathed at last, breaking the silence.

“Yes…” He replied lazily, stretching it to three syllables.

“I know you promised an inspection of Jamaican art. But I can check that out some other 

day, alone. What would you like to do? Even if it’s loafing on the beach. Let’s suspend all 

commitments and do what? What sounds fun to you?”

She held her breath in hopes he would name something companionable with her in mind.

He shook his head. “We’re too far away.”

“Name it. I wouldn’t mind more flying. Reading, listening to music, leaning back on 

those luxurious leather seats.”

“Pop in on Janie. Tell her what happened to me. About Jesus and all.”

“What a marvelous idea!”

“But we can’t. I’ve got a full day tomorrow, and we couldn’t get back in time.”

“Oh.” Though disappointed, she rejoiced in the re-orientation of his thinking, clear 



evidence of God living inside him. “But you can phone her, right now if you like.”

Thornton shook his head. “Later. But what did you mean about unreached Amazon 

tribes?”

“Some of the tribes living in the rain forest have never heard the gospel.”

Thornton frowned. “After two thousand years?”

Jill nodded.

“Then I’ll have to hire some missionaries and send them down there, won’t I?”

She smiled, proud of where Jesus was leading his thoughts. “Something like that.”

His return look conveyed so much heat, she blushed and averted her eyes. If only… No, 

she didn’t want to think of tomorrow.

Thornton laid down his sandwich. “I know just the spot.”

“Where?”

“Private grounds, pool, lawn, gardens, tennis court, even paintings. We’d have the whole 

place to ourselves. But I’ll have to ask permission. Do you mind if Margot knows our plans?”

“Her estate is here in Florida?” Jill asked, stalling for time. She didn’t fear Margot 

knowing. Or turning them down. What panicked her was exploring a secluded sanctuary alone 

with Thornton when she felt so vulnerable—so effected by his every word and glance and touch.

Face it, I love him. The truth hit so deep she almost groaned.

“Her parents’ winter retreat,” he said. “They’re in Europe and no one’s using it for the 

moment. I’m sure Margot would grant permission. No better place on earth to relax and let the 

sky pass over head without a care in the world. What do you say?”

Jill gulped and nodded, unwilling to deny him the chance to relax she’d offered. Lord, 

help me.



Thornton flipped open his cell phone and in no time they were cruising in a taxi further 

and further from tourists and shoppers and eye-witnesses.

He crowded close, no seatbelt attached. “You seem awfully quiet.”

“Relaxing. Letting go of contest rules and other cares.”

“Good. Me, too. Glad you suggested it. I haven’t done this…” He sighed. “In a long 

time.”

Blocks drifted by in relative silence, no speech inside the cab, not even from the cabby. 

Only diminished sounds of traffic as they entered a spacious neighborhood of yacht-canals and 

multi-million-dollar mansions.

From Thornton’s hand on hers waves of well-being warmed her all over. Never had she 

spoken less or enjoyed it more.

I’m a goner now, that’s for sure.

“We’ll get out here and walk,” Thornton said to the driver, when the cab pulled up to a 

wrought-iron gate. He paid, assisted Jill out, and greeted a man sporting khakis, gloves, and 

pruning shears. “Afternoon, Miguel. How’s the family?”

The groundskeeper grinned and opened the gate. “We’re five now. Added baby Hiladia 

since you saw us last.”

“Congratulations. Buy her something for me.” He stuffed a bill inside Miguel’s pocket. 

“This is Jill Evert, a friend of Margot’s. We’ll try not to trample your roses.”

“Delighted to meet you.” He flashed a gleaming-tooth smile her direction then turned 

back to Thornton. “Miss Huntington said to help yourself to anything in the house. Just chase me 

down when you leave so I can lock up. She didn’t mention the roses, but anything blooming now 

won’t be missed. They’ll be long gone by the time the Huntingtons return.”



“Thanks, Miguel, anyone else about?” Thornton asked.

Miguel winked. “You’ve got the palace to yourselves.”


