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Chapter One – Love Prevails

Jill Goodman laced her long, elegant fingers together in her lap. Before her was a familiar sight. Students were seated at their desks, whispering amongst themselves, although their teacher had instructed them to be quiet. Despite her many efforts, the children never showed any respect for authority. She was drowning and she could not come up for air.

Working at St. Margaret’s Reformatory House had taught her a lot about troubled youth, but it had not taught her how to cure them. No matter how much she listened and disciplined them, they still acted out in some of the most unimaginable ways. It pained her to see so little progress, but there was not much that she could do. She followed the handbook. She taught them the Scripture. The troubled teenagers had left her hopeless.

One student, in particular, was acting up so frequently that the school asked Jill to sit in on his classes to observe his behavior. Even though this made it difficult to balance her many appointments, she agreed to it. Every student mattered, and she would do whatever it took to help them find inner peace.

A loud snicker came from the corner where her student was seated. He was alone and appeared to be working on his assignment, yet the mischievous grin on his face said that he was up to no good. Jill narrowed her eyes. Then, he let out another cackle. 

“Is something funny, Mr. Schwartz?” Mrs. Romero asked, raising a drawn-on eyebrow. “Would you like to share it with the class?”

The student’s face flushed and he hurriedly tried to tuck away the paper. Mrs. Romero got to her feet and started shuffling down the aisle.

“Ooooh!” the class howled as she closed in on him.

“I’ll take that,” she hissed, grabbing the paper from his hands. “Now let’s see what’s so funny.”

Then, all of a sudden, her face fell.

“Well, if that’s what you think about this class, how about you spend the rest of the afternoon in the headmaster’s office?”

“Whatever,” he grunted, seizing his belongings. “I’d rather be there than here.”

“Excuse me, young man?” Mrs. Romero spat. Her eyes then flashed to the counselor. “Ms. Goodman, are you seeing this?”

Jill nodded, a sad smile on her face. She scribbled down some notes, though there was nothing that she could write down that would change Brandon. After working with the troubled student for over a year with little to no progress, she had come to the conclusion that Brandon needed divine intervention.

Brandon shuffled out of the classroom. Mrs. Romero followed him into the hall, her hand on hip, just to make sure he actually headed in the right direction. It was not unlike Brandon to ditch a trip to the headmaster’s office altogether by spending several hours in the bathroom. He had been caught ditching classes there several times in the past, despite Jill’s constant reminders that avoiding problems would not solve them.

It was students like Brandon that made Jill question her career choice.

––––––––

Lonesome dinners were becoming part of Jill’s everyday routine. While she used to meet with coworkers, nobody was interested anymore. Many of them were now married and she detested being the third wheel. She never knew how difficult it would be to be single in her late thirties.

Once upon a time, her career had been enough to keep her occupied. She had been a hopeful young woman with high expectations for herself and the teenagers she desperately wanted to help. With so much on her plate, men were the last thing on her mind. She needed to be focused for the kids, and surely a man would just be a distraction.

Seven years later, all of her time and energy had not yet paid off. Though melancholy plagued her every time she looked at the empty seat across the table, she had to remember it was all for a good cause. She was helping young people. It was the duty that God bestowed upon her and whether she felt appreciated or not, she was to fulfill it.

“Here’s to another night alone, Bo-Bo,” she murmured to her Golden Retriever, who was sprawled out underneath the table. “At least I have you.”

She scrubbed him behind the ears.

“I wish my kids appreciated me the way you do,” she admitted with a sigh. “You’re always happy to see me.”

Bo-Bo looked up at her with admiration in his eyes. A tear ran down her cheek.

“Good boy, buddy. Good boy.”

––––––––

The next morning, Jill drove to work as usual. Her rickety sedan groaned in protest during the fifteen-minute drive and even stalled at the single stoplight between her house and St. Margaret’s. She could only hope that her day would get better. Unfortunately, it didn’t.

As soon as she got to her office, she found a barely legible note on her door.

Emergency meeting @ 8AM. Brandon Schwartz and Parents.

Jill disliked meeting with parents ever since she started her career at St. Margaret’s. Parents oftentimes blamed her for their children’s continual disobedience; they questioned her professionalism. Parent meetings were one of the most discouraging parts of her job. It was not the morning that she wanted to be dealing with one.

She fiddled with her keys until she found the right one and unlocked her office. As she stepped inside, her bright blue eyes flickered towards the clock on the wall. It was already half past seven. She felt her heart leap into her chest.

Brandon is a problem child. They’ll understand, she thought to herself. I just have to explain his behavior in the classroom. They’ll realize it’s not my fault.

She sat down at her desk and put her face in her hands.

Even though it probably is my fault, she second guessed herself. It’s my job to fix him—to make him better. I can’t even do my job right!

The minute hand moved. Eight o’ clock was imminent.

––––––––

There was a knock on the door. Jill glanced at the clock on the wall and took a deep breath. It was three minutes ‘til eight.

“You’re early!” she announced, opening the door with a wide, false smile. “Come in, come in!”

Mr. and Mrs. Schwartz accepted her invitation and followed her into her small office. They each sat across from her in the small plastic chairs meant for students. Brandon stood behind them, hiding his face behind his mother’s tall, red up-do.

“We were a bit confused when Headmaster Fitzgerald called us,” Mrs. Schwartz admitted, pursing her red lips. “Brandon has been so well-behaved at home. Frankly, I was surprised he was getting into any trouble at school at all.”

Jill’s stomach churned.

“Well, we aren’t sure what it is that is triggering Brandon either, Mrs. Schwartz. That’s what we would like to find out,” she explained. “Now, I’ve had many meetings with Brandon and he does not seem to know what is causing him to act like this either.”

Mr. Schwartz furrowed his brow and asked, “Isn’t that your job?”

Jill’s face flushed.

“W-well, you see, Brandon seems to find it funny when—”

“So is that what this is all about? Pointing fingers at my son?” Mrs. Schwartz spat, crossing her arms. 

“No, ma’am! Of course not! We just—”

“I don’t pay fifteen thousand dollars a year for you to ruin all of the progress we’ve made at home,” Mr. Schwartz asserted. “If he is acting fine at home, why is he a problem in school? He should be focused. Now, if the school is less equipped to handle my boy than we are, maybe we should just pull him out and homeschool him!”

Brandon raised his eyebrows.

“Please?” he begged. “I’d rather be at home than here.”

“Shut up, you!” Mrs. Schwartz hissed. “I wasn’t talking to you.”

Brandon’s face fell.

“Well, what we can suggest is an extra Scripture class,” Jill murmured, leaning forward. “Now, if Brandon was willing to spend some extra time after class—”

“What? No way!” Brandon exclaimed, incredulously.

Mrs. Schwartz raised a bushy, red eyebrow.

“Scripture, you say? And you think this would help?”

Jill peered into Brandon’s file and nodded.

“I think it could do Brandon a lot of good,” she said. She smiled and added, “After all, love prevails over evil.”

Mrs. Schwartz furrowed her brow and asked, “Are you calling my son evil?”

Jill’s face became a deep shade of scarlet as she shook her head.

“No, no, of course not! I just was saying—”

“Well,” Mrs. Schwartz interrupted, glaring at her son, “if you think it’d help, we’re willing to give it a try. Maybe he can take an extra Sunday school class too.”

Brandon rolled his eyes.

“Mom!”

“’Mom’ nothing!” she scolded. “You’re going to after-school Scripture class and that’s that. If this school can do one thing right, it's making sure you learn your Bible.”

The dark-haired boy groaned.

“Fine...but I don’t have to like it!”

Chapter Two – Back in Town

There was one place that Jill could find solace no matter how underappreciated and lonely that she felt: church.

Dressed in her Sunday best, Jill opened the grand, mahogany double doors and sauntered inside the grand house of worship. The navy carpet welcomed her in, as always. The church always wrapped her in a warm hug. She could feel God over her shoulder. It was right where she needed him.

Several other members of the church embraced her and asked her about work, a subject that she very much wished to avoid. After politely ignoring their questions, she quietly seated herself far away from her mom’s usual spot. While she was ready for Pastor John’s opening prayer, she was not ready to face her coworkers, the Schwartz family, or even her mother. She hoped to hide in plain sight.

Churchgoers quickly filled the pews and Jill sunk into her seat. The past week had been difficult and she just wanted to pray in peace. The faster that Paster John’s sermon started the better.

As Paster John neared his podium, she could finally relax. He stopped to speak with a volunteer. She groaned.

Then, she felt a tap on her shoulder.

Gritting her teeth, she turned around to see who it was trying to get her attention. To her surprise, it was Meredith Blau. Despite their many years of going to the same church, she had not spoken to Meredith since they were teenagers.

“Yes?” Jill asked, her expression softening.

“Have you seen who’s here?” Meredith hissed.

Jill frowned and replied, “No? Who?”

“Adam Panton,” Meredith whispered. “Didn’t you two used to date in high school?”

Jill’s heart sank. She had dated Adam in high school, but they were not on good terms when they broke up after their senior year. In fact, Jill had hardly dated since they ended their relationship. Adam had made it difficult for her to trust men, and that was when she decided to put her career first.

“Yes we did,” Jill muttered. “Years ago.”

Before she and Meredith could further discuss the complexities of her high school relationship, Pastor John stepped up to the podium and started his Sunday morning announcements. To Jill’s dismay, nobody was going to let her forget about Adam anytime soon.

“As our regular members know, the spaghetti dinner for Molly Newhart’s family will be this Thursday. Please bring donations if you can. Let’s have a moment of silence for the Newhart family now.”

The room was silent for a moment.

“Amen,” Pastor John murmured.

“Amen,” the crowd followed suit.

Pastor John cleared his throat and continued, “Also, I would like everyone to please welcome a hometown hero! Adam Panton! Please stand up so everyone can say hello to the town’s best quarterback to ever set foot on the field!”

Everyone clapped—except Jill. Her eyes bore into the back of his head as he waved to the crowd as though he had just won a major beauty pageant. She could not believe he would have the audacity to show his face in her church.

CHAPTER 1

Emilia pulled into the garage of her old house in Oklahoma. She had insisted that her driver, Kerpner, who had worked for her for the past five years, take a vacation. She just wanted to hit the road alone, and come to think of it, she hadn’t driven in a couple of years. The thought it made her feel like a rock had settled in her stomach, weighing her down. And she was used to flying. Since 2010, she had flown across stages all over America. She had been recognized for her talent, picked out of a vast ocean of aspiring country singers, and it was all but a coincidence. 

On a freezing night in January, Emilia had snuck out of her parents’ house to give a performance at a small bar in her hometown. She was only eighteen then, and, after having had signed a contract with the owner of the place to perform a full playlist of her original songs that night, there was no turning back. But she knew that her parents, protective as they were, wouldn’t let her past the doorstep of their house, and that suffocated her. Nothing pushed her buttons more than feeling trapped, and it didn’t even have anything to do with the place. Family road trips, field trips to the zoo; Emilia had a knack for running away from obligation, even as a child. Even in the vastest of spaces, if she felt the slightest intention of being controlled, manipulated, being told to leave or being told to stay, she would disappear in a heartbeat. And that included being told to stay in her room. 

As Emilia turned off the ignition and sat there, slumped in the driver’s seat, she thought back to that night that changed everything. She had woken up that morning, pushed the window open and left it that way, not wanting her parents to hear it screech in the middle of the night. It had been snowing, and she could feel a blizzard blowing in through the drapes that she had fastened behind two heavy cardboard boxes filled with books. Emilia sat in her room all day, trying to make sure that the storm doesn’t bring down the drapes, and when night fell, she went out of her room, rushed through dinner with her parents and excused herself, heading back inside and pretending to go to sleep. At around eleven PM, Emilia opened up her closet, searched through her clothes, which were mostly denim, and pulled out one sparkly short dress she had bought at the flea market last weekend. “Oh, God,” Emilia smiled to herself, the image of her eighteen-year-old self shimmering in pink sequins swimming into focus. 

She remembered it like it was yesterday. She had walked into the tavern at exactly eleven forty-five PM, strutting in a pair of glossy black pumps up the steps to the stage and standing there, holding the mic in her hands. She had almost forgotten to bring her guitar, a basic element in her performance, and had run back to her room to pick it up before her parents sensed any strange movement in their backyard. Looking out at her audience, which mainly consisted of drunken businessmen in their forties, she started singing. Squinting at the people sitting at the round tables, Emilia could barely make out any faces, but she continued to sing anyway, thinking that maybe their expressions, masked by the fuzzy glow of candlelight, should better remain disguised. 

Two weeks later, she would be signing a record deal with one of the most well-known producers in the country. 

A wave of applause followed Emilia’s performance, lifting her up in the air, making her feel like singing is what she was meant to be doing. She had sailed through song, after song, after song, often being asked for an encore, until a young man in the audience spotted her. His name was Gavin Schwartz. Emilia got off the stage at two AM; she had been belching lyrics since midnight, and when she finally settled into a chair at a rounded table in the very back, Schwartz approached her, radiant, and said: “wow, just wow”. 

Emilia just smiled. She was young with the social demeanor of, well, an eighteen-year-old. “Hello,” she said, fidgeting in her seat.

Gavin extended his arm out to her. “I’m Gavin,” he said. “Is this your first time singing here?” he asked, pulling the chair across from hers. 

“Yeah, I’m ecstatic,” she beamed. “It’s my first ever live performance,” she said.

“Wait, how old are you?” he raised an eyebrow at her.

“Eighteen.”

“Oh, you don’t look a day under twenty-three,” he said, taking a sip of his drink. “Well, my car broke down right out here, and I’d like to think we’re both lucky,” he said, a sparkle in his eyes.

***

CHAPTER 2

Emilia sighed in her car. She had been parked outside her parents’ home for an hour now, a little nervous to go inside. She hadn’t seen them since she’s gone on tour, a part of her embarrassed that she couldn’t spend Christmas with them. She had received a text message from her mother, telling her that she misses her and that she’s disappointed that Emilia couldn’t celebrate with them. Her mom had always been encouraging, though, and had always been sure to conclude her texts on an encouraging, loving note. 

Emilia got out of her car. She pulled out a purple carry on from her trunk and started to walk towards the front door. She rang the doorbell and pressed her ear against the hardwood, listening as her mom stumbled down the stairs in her famous wood sole sandals. 

“What?” she heard her mother say from behind the door. “Emilia! Eustace, it’s Emilia!” she yelled, immediately opening the door and wrapping both arms around her daughter. 

“Emilia?” she heard her father say, already making it halfway down the steps. “What a surprise!” he said, spreading his arms out and pulling Emilia close to him. “What are you doing here?” he asked, a tear rolling down one cheek. 

“I’ve missed you guys so much,” she said, taking a seat on the couch next to her dad. 

“We’ve missed you too, honey,” her mom crawled up next to her, placing a hand on her shoulder. 

There was a silence. Emilia could feel the tears gathering in her eyes and falling down her cheeks. 

“Emilia, honey, what’s wrong?” her mother tightened her arms around her began cradling her like a child. 

“Me and Joshua, mom, we’re over,” she sobbed. 

***

“Emilia Ashton and Joshua Reinhart, everybody!” a voice sounded all across Madison Square Garden, the crowd was going wild. The two had been making onstage appearances since 2012; touring together, selling out shows, even doing book signings together, they were inseparable. 

Emilia met Joshua for the first time at the studio. Her producer had been wanting to introduce her to other country musicians, and possibly collaborate on a song. She had been open to any and all possibilities, still getting a head start on her career as a recording artist. 

“Emilia, this is Joshua, Joshua, Emilia,” Gavin had introduced the two, already eyeing the both of them, as if waiting for sparks to fly as soon as they shook hands.

“Hello,” Emilia said with a big grin on her face. “It’s really nice to meet you, weren’t you on the X-Factor?” she asked. 

“Yeah,” he smiled back. She had noticed he was blushing. “Um, should we take a seat?” he pulled out a chair for her by the soundboard. 

“Thanks,” she looked at him, paying attention to the color of his eyes, which were a light hazel. She had told him that she was rooting for him when he was on the show, but the truth was, she had never seen the X-Factor at all. She had done background research on him, though, and had been smitten ever since. All throughout the recording session, he had caught her staring at him more than once, which she had found it so outrageous and embarrassing that she ended up laughing mid-recording. Joshua thought she was adorable. She couldn’t tell at the time because he was horribly good at concealing his feelings behind glassy yellow eyes, but it wasn’t long before the two of them were making out in his car, paparazzi catching glimpses of them in the light of dawn. 

Their romance escalated quickly. They were one of those fresh new couples that they wrote about in the tabloids under the title “Whirlwind Country Romance”. They had tried being as private as any normal couple, but when they realized that the press would chase them as far as the dermatologist in Manchester city, they decided they just had to live with it. “We won’t let them get to us,” Joshua would often tell Emilia. “I won’t let them get to us”. 

But he did. 

***

Emilia hadn’t eaten anything since the day before. She opened her eyes, blinking repeatedly as the room swam in and out of focus. She had slept in her old bedroom for the first time in over four years, and waking up to the sight of sunflower drapes, yellow painted walls and Kelly Clarkson posters felt strange. It was comforting, in a way, but there was this feeling that still lingered, one that kept reminding Emilia that nothing would ever go back to the way it was before. She and Joshua had broken up two nights ago, and the tabloids hadn’t had a chance to air out any dirty laundry yet. She knew they would, though, once they get their hands on a story.

Emilia was lying on her back with her eyes closed, thinking back to the night of the breakup. She felt a weight in her stomach, one that doesn’t drop suddenly but forms slowly when she wakes up and stays there, pulling her down wherever she went. She kept picturing Joshua’s face when he told her it was over. They had been out for dinner together at a restaurant in the suburbs when a tabloid reporter was rushing to catch up with them. 

“Joshua! What do you have to say about the John Meryman scandal?” he had been yelling at the stop of his lungs, sprinting to catch up with their car. “Joshua!” 

Emilia remembered looking down at the ground and turning her face away from the reporters and the blinking of camera flashes. 

“What the hell?” she had heard Joshua say, burying his face in his sleeve. 

Emilia unlocked the door to their suburban house, stepping inside and taking her coat off. She watched as Joshua took his jacket off and threw it to the ground. She had begun to make her way upstairs when he stopped her. “Emilia, what was that?” he asked, his fingers balled up in fists. 

“What was what?” she asked, turning to face him. 

“That,” he said, holding out his phone and showing her a picture posted on a tabloid website. 

Emilia stared at the picture, her eyes wide. “What is this?” she asked him, looking at a picture of her and basketball player John Meryman kissing at what looked like a club. 

“That doesn’t answer my question, Emilia,” Joshua said, his voice trembling. 

“Joshua, this is an old picture, you have to believe me. You and I weren’t together at the time, we hadn’t even met,” she said, thinking back to the day that picture was taken. The year was 2011, and Emilia was celebrating her nineteenth birthday. She had just sold out a concert in Vancouver and was celebrating at a downtown club with her friends. John Meryman was there, and she remembered catching his eye in a skin tight salmon pink dress that was tailor-made for her. “Come on, Joshua, look at me, do I look like I still have hair down to my waist and purple highlights?” she stared at him, searching his eyes for a reaction. 

There was a silence. Joshua let out a loud sigh and continued to scroll through his phone like he was searching for something. “Then what is this?” he held out the phone to her again, this time, she and Meryman stood side by side in a parking lot, whispering. 

Emilia froze. She thought back to the week before when one of her friends invited her over for a garden dinner, and to her surprise at the time, John was there. Her friend had rented out the whole place, and when Emilia had excused herself to go get something from her car, John followed her to the parking lot, whistling playfully at a distance. She wasn’t so delighted to see
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