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To all the Crusaders out there! May you always have the faith of a mustard seed and may you find what your heart desires.

I have found the one 

whom my soul loves.

Song of Solomon 3:4

From the moment I saw you

I knew it was true

There was something special 

something I couldn’t undo

No matter how hard I tried you were always on my mind

And now I can’t imagine life 

without you by my side
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“We Belong Together”

Jacob Glass
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Someday
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He has made everything beautiful in its time.

Ecclesiastes 3:11
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Crusaders dream in faith, not fear.
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Prologue
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Jacob wanted to tell her everything—how much he’d miss her, how he wished summer could last forever—but the words caught in his throat. His ten-year-old heart ached as he brushed away the single tear tracing Lilly’s cheek with his thumb. Her blond pigtails brushed her shoulders as she clung to his hand. 

It was their last day together. Tomorrow she’d go home, leaving behind the sun-drenched memories of the summer they’d built—one that had started with arguments and ended with laughter. Now, in the soft warmth of an August afternoon, they sat beneath their oak tree, their secret place. The branches filtered the sunlight, a breeze whispering through the leaves, but neither of them noticed. This was their moment—the last heartbeat of a first love.

Jacob loved the feel of her lips against his and the way her smile made his heart race. The wind carried her strawberry scent, making his insides flutter. Until he met her, he hadn’t wanted to be around girls—but one look at Lilly, his Princess Peach, and all of that disappeared.

Even at this tender age, he knew she was the girl for him.

“Someday,” he whispered as he looked at her heartbroken face and held her hand.

“I know,” she said tenderly.

“You have so much going for you. So much to look forward to.”

“You’re so far away.”

“Yeah.”

“And I’m so far away,” Lilly said.

“Yeah.”

“And we’re so young,” she reasoned.

“Yeah,” Jacob chuckled and sniffed the tears back. “I promise you Princess Peach, someday we’ll be together.”

“Someday, when the time is right.”

“Yeah, we’ll meet here at our tree—”

“We will.” She agreed.

“Our special tree.”

Jacob glanced up at the leaves cascading shade from the blazing August sun. Lilly traced the heart he’d carved with his mother’s knife. He took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze.

“I’ll always love you, Princess Peach.” He finally got the words out.

“I’ll always love you, J. Someday, when I get big, I’m going to come back here, and we’ll be together again. You just wait.”

“I’ll hold you to it! You’ll forever be my princess.”

“You’ll forever be my J!”

They shared the last sweet kiss of the summer—two little kids from different worlds bound by one magical promise to find their way back to each other someday.
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Chapter One
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The Weary Don’t Quit.

Rest isn’t surrender. It’s how Crusaders rise again.

Twenty-Eight Years Later

Lucas heard Lilly yell, “In here!” the moment he stepped inside. He followed her voice into the kitchen—and froze. A naked human figure lay sprawled across her table.

“Get me the video camera,” Lilly ordered, eyes locked on her subject. “I think I made a breakthrough.”

Lucas obeyed, careful not to bump the maze of wires and instruments littering the counter.

“What’s George up to this time?” he asked, nodding toward the mannequin she’d dubbed George.

“He’s a seventy-four-year-old male with a tumor at the base of his neck,” she said matter-of-factly. “I’m testing if I can remove it without paralyzing him—or killing him.”

“How long have you been up?”

“I just pulled a double. I’m fine—I had my mocha,” she murmured, eyes fixed on her work.

“Lilly...” Lucas rubbed the spot above his eyebrow, that tell-tale sign of exasperation. “We’ve been through this. You need rest.”

He’d become her anchor—the only thing that could tug her back when she drifted too far into her own brilliance.

“I’m fine! George isn’t going to operate on himself,” she snapped, scalpel trembling in her hand.

“Lilly, it’s inoperable,” Lucas said softly, rubbing his temples. Once again, the great Dr. Liliana Patrick was determined to save the world at her own expense. He reached for her trembling hand.

“No, it’s not.” Her voice cracked. “I have to find a way. I won’t be denied—not again. I swore I’d never lose another patient. I can do this. I will save Mr. Felix.”

“Mr. Felix?”

She smiled faintly. “He said he used to love Felix the Cat, so I call him that. It makes him laugh.”

“Honey...” Lucas covered her hand with his. “Stop.”

“Lukie...” Her voice wavered as she bit her lip. “I have to do it.”

“You can’t help him, Lilly. He’s a sick old man. His time’s coming.” Lucas’s tone was gentle, pleading.

“No!” Lilly’s voice rose, trembling between fury and heartbreak. “I have to save Mr. Felix. I won’t give up—I can’t. I couldn’t save Jesi, but I’ll be damned if I don’t try to save him. Crusaders’ goal, Lukie. I’ll find a way to cure this. Mr. Felix is going to survive. I won’t be denied!”

Lilly and Lucas were The Double L Crusaders. A club they formed as children. Crusaders goal is a list of things they wanted to accomplish in their life in honor of their dead daughter, Jessica Lauren. One of Lilly’s goals was to cure cancer like her daughter passed away from at two months old.

“Lilly.”

“I can’t cure cancer if I don’t practice.” She bent over the dummy and placed the scalpel right at the base of the neck to attempt again.

“And you won’t be able to if you don’t get some sleep.”

“I don’t need sleep. I need a suction because I hit an artery and now, he’s bleeding grape juice all over the table.” She sewed up the artery and stopped the bleeding, then wiped the juice up.

“Ever since you graduated from med school, you’ve been on a crusade to save the world.”

“I have to. No one else is going to do it. Spiderhulk doesn’t really exist, so I have to do my part.” She continued to work on George.

“It’s Spiderman.” Lucas chuckled at Lilly’s lack of pop culture. “Princess,” Lucas said his nickname for her softly to bring her back to present day. She slammed her instrument down and threw the dummy across the room in frustration.

“He’s dead.” Lilly sat down, put her head in her hands and sobbed. “I can’t save him.”

“I know,” Lucas said softly and placed his hand on her shoulder gently.

“People say I’m the best doctor. How can I be and not save people?” She looked at Lucas for guidance. “I’m a failure! I’ll never amount to anything.” She put her head in her hands and cried her heart out. For a champion like Lilly, the agony of defeat was unbearable.

“If I try harder—that’s it. I’ll try harder. I need more mocha.” Lucas sighed because she once again went back to her hyper self. Lilly fluctuated between bouts of depression and manic episodes. Lucas had been with her through all the highs and all the lows as only a Crusader can.

Lilly set George back on the table and shuffled to the coffee maker. Another mocha—extra chocolate, caramel, and whipped cream. Her hand trembled from too little sleep and way too much caffeine.

“Lilly, no one tries harder than you,” Lucas said softly, resting his hands on her arms. “Look at everything you’ve done.”

“I just—what if it happens to someone we love? What if it’s you, or Mama G, or Jake?” Her voice cracked. “If it’s up to me and I can’t save you...I couldn’t live with that.”

“Crusaders’ Pledge,” Lucas said firmly, reaching for her hand.

“I promise to protect you with all my heart at all times,” they said together—words born from the wreckage of their childhood, a vow they still leaned on whenever life got too heavy.

“You won’t let anything happen to me,” he reminded gently.

“I know,” she said fiercely. “I’d fight the devil himself for you.”

“You already have,” Lucas said quietly, the name Matthew Patrick hanging unspoken between them.

“With everything you’ve built...have you ever run into him again?” she asked carefully.

“I make a very special effort not to,” Lucas said, the businessman’s polish slipping for a moment.

“Good,” she murmured.

“You still coming to Mama G’s graduation?”

“I put in for it. Told them I’ll call off if I have to. I’m not missing it—her walking that stage for her interior design degree. I’m so proud of her.”

“Me too. That scholarship we started for non-traditional students turned out better than I ever imagined.” The Sarah Colby Memorial Scholarship—named for Jacob’s sister—had made Mama G its first success story.

“How’s J these days?”

“Thrilled. Just got his thirteen-year sobriety coin.”

“That’s amazing.”

“Yeah—and get this—his recovery anthem, ‘Evil Gratitude,’ is going to be in the new Rock movie.”

“I don’t even know who that is,” Lilly admitted.

“Big action hero, used to wrestle. Anyway—he’s thrilled.” Lucas brushed a strand of hair from her face. “So...how about it?”

“How about what?” She sipped her mocha, wary.

“How about you put George away and actually take a nap?”

“I’m fine.” She finished the cup, slid her magnifiers back on, and leaned over George again. “If I can just—”

“LILLY!” Lucas jumped back. “Dammit—this is a new suit!”

Grape juice sprayed from George’s ‘artery,’ splattering his Armani. Lilly scrambled for a washcloth, dropping the mop twice as her trembling hands fumbled to clean the mess.

“Come on, Princess. Enough.” He took the mop, set it aside, and gently pulled her toward the hall.

“Lukie, I’m fine.”

“You’re not. You haven’t slept, you’re a mess, and you’re shaking from caffeine and exhaustion.”

“Lukie—” she started, but his hand tightened around hers, cutting her off. He grabbed pajamas, turned on the shower, and guided her toward the steam.

“Now—get undressed and get in. You need sleep, Lilly, before something gives. Even Einstein had to rest.” The way he said it left no room for argument.

“You’re right,” she whispered, defeated.

“Take your shower, turn on the fan, close your eyes. Rest first, try again later. You’ll feel better after.”

“I know, I just...”

“Princess, it’s going to be okay. Have I ever lied to you?”

“No.”

“Have I ever broken a promise?”

“No.”

“Exactly. You can’t take care of anyone else until you take care of yourself. You learned that a long time ago.”

“You’re right.”

“Okay now.” He kissed her forehead. “I’m heading back to work. You shower, then sleep.”

“It’s just...when I try to sleep, my mind won’t stop. I keep thinking about everything I should be doing. It feels like wasting time when I could be helping someone.”

“What would you tell a patient who said that?”

“I’d prescribe them something to help them sleep.”

“Exactly. Time to follow your own advice.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine, Lils.” Lucas opened her medicine cabinet.

“Here—Tylenol PM. Take one when you’re done, then go lie down and actually try to sleep.” She hesitated, and he gave her the look—the Crusader look.

“Crusaders’ promise, Liliana.”

“Okay, fine! I promise.”

“Good. I’ll let you be. See you tonight. Love you, Princess.”

“Love you too, Lukie.”

Lucas closed the door and waited. When the water finally started—and a silly song followed—he smiled. She’d keep it. She always kept a Crusader’s Promise.
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Chapter Two
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The Lonely Rock Star

What good is it for someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit their soul? 

Mark 8:36

––––––––
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Fame fades. Faith doesn’t.

––––––––
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Jacob returned to the hotel with his conquest for the night. As the lead singer sex symbol of Succumb, opportunity followed him everywhere.

He’d beaten the cliché—no drugs, no bottle in hand—but the women lingered. They weren’t about lust as much as distraction, a quick fix for the ache that fame never dulled.

Deep down, he believed he wasn’t worthy of anyone—least of all the woman who haunted every song he wrote: Lilly.

So he kept playing the game, hiding his loneliness behind winks and one-night promises. The rock-star life still had its shine, even though he knew it was long past time to grow up.

His heart told him to finally tell her how he felt—but his mind whispered he’d only disappoint her. Insecurity clung to him like stage smoke.

So, city after city, Jacob found his Miss Right Now—and kept pretending the game was enough.

Jacob’s conquest for the night pushed him onto the bed and swung a leg over him. The raven-haired beauty had glossy brown eyes and a pout that looked rehearsed in every mirror from Boston to L.A. Her accent curled around each word like smoke, teasing, daring.

They’d danced too close at the club, laughed too loud, and when she’d whispered about somewhere more private, he hadn’t thought twice. He didn’t need names. Didn’t need promises. Just noise loud enough to drown the thoughts of Lilly.

For a few hours, he’d play the part everyone expected—the rock star, the charmer, the man who had it all. And in the morning, he’d leave her name behind with the rest of his excuses.

The next morning, he sent Miss Boston on her way and knew he’d never remember her name. By the time the door clicked shut, he was already calling his current girlfriend, Melissa Smith, as if the night before hadn’t happened.

Jacob never promised forever to anyone. He didn’t have to. The women in his life knew the rules—fame, a little luxury, and a headline or two in exchange for playing their part. One photo with the rock god opened doors: modeling gigs, acting roles, a touch of borrowed spotlight. It was business, dressed as romance.

He gave them Jacob Glass, the legend. They gave him company. No muss, no fuss, no truth.

With the release of their latest single, Succumb gathered to film the new video. As always, the camera found Jacob first—balcony, spotlight, wind machine, practiced smirk. The vixen of the day clung to him on cue, her perfume thick under the lights.

“Meet me at my trailer after the shoot,” he murmured with a wink.

“Don’t mind if I do,” she teased.

During the break, he kept his promise. A quick tryst, laughter, clothes straightened, and back to work like professionals. By the time the director called it a wrap, Jacob had already sent her off with a grin and dialed Melissa, as if nothing had happened.

Three months of that same rhythm—performance, distraction, silence. The cycle never broke. Maybe it was his shield. Maybe it was all he had left.

After another show in another city he couldn’t remember, Jacob sat alone in his hotel room. The silence pressed in, louder than the crowd had been hours before.

He had everything people dreamed of—sold-out arenas, money, women who screamed his name—but none of it filled the space inside him. So many wanted the rock star, but no one wanted Jake.

Except Lilly.

The thought hit like a chord that wouldn’t fade. She was the only person who’d ever seen through the glitter and noise, the one who could make him laugh when he didn’t want to.

He scrolled through her texts, each one a lifeline and a reminder. She deserves better.

No, Jake, he told himself. Just be J. Be her best friend. Be the Larry to her Curly and Lucas’s Moe.

He leaned back, staring at the ceiling.
Oh, Princess... I sure do miss you.
Jacob sat on the edge of the bed and stretched his legs, the ache of another show still in them. He flicked on the TV for noise.

Lilly filled the screen, talking about a patient she’d saved—a segment on brain tumors. Her calm voice and bright eyes pulled him in, like always. He smiled without meaning to. That’s my Princess. Humble and sweet, just like the peach she is.

The smile faded almost as fast as it came. The room felt bigger suddenly—too quiet, too cold. He missed her. Missed the way she made him forget who he was supposed to be.

He reached for the remote, then stopped and let it fall beside him. Instead, he grabbed the battered notebook from the nightstand and flipped to a blank page. Another “Lilly Song.”

The others filled the book—lyrics no one would ever hear. The world had its rock god. These were for Jake.

He set the notebook aside and laughed under his breath.
“Just admit it, Jake—you’re destined to be a lonely bachelor for a long time.”
He flopped back against the pillows and reached for his phone, scrolling without purpose. The date on the screen made him pause.

HAPPY BIRTHDAY J!!!!!

The grin came before he could stop it. I hope you have a great day!

A photo followed—Lilly in a soft blue shirt, her hair in those trademark pigtails, smiling like sunshine itself. Friendly. Sweet. Effortlessly cute.

He refused to change that picture. Every time her name lit up his screen, his heart fluttered like it always had.

Yet another year older. Another year pretending she was only a friend.

Jacob: Thank you, Princess! I hope yours is splendid. Keep saving people—proud of you!

Lilly: Will you be going to Mama G’s graduation?

Jacob: Yeah, I can’t miss that. She’d kill me LOL.

Lilly: I’d kill you... then use your body for research LOL.

Jacob: I can think of other things you can do to my body LMAO.

Lilly: Like what?

He laughed at her innocence. His flirtation went right over her head. “Yeah, you’re so innocent and pure.” he said to himself.

Jacob: Maybe someday I’ll let you know lol.

Lilly: Are you being a perv again? LOL.

Jacob: ME? LOL.

Lilly: I swear, you better not be texting me while getting your humpy on.

Lilly: OH MY GOD ROTFLMAO—my humpy?

Lilly: Did you like that? LOL.

Jacob: I’m so going to use that. You working?

Lilly: Yeah, pulling a double. Thankfully the ER’s slow tonight—just your normal I did too many shots and now I can’t stop throwing up crowd.

Jacob: Yeah, that’s a little TMI lol.

Lilly: Oh, you’d really think that if you saw what I’ve had to see lol.

Lilly: I sat out by our tree yesterday. Our little initials are still there.

Jacob: I have an arborist check the tree periodically to make sure it’s healthy.

Lilly: Aww, that’s so great.

He smiled at the smiling cat emoji.

Jacob: It helps me remember an easier time.

Lilly: Yeah, we were so innocent.

Jacob: Were? I still am LOL.

Lilly: LOLOLOL right, I’ve seen some of your videos, Mr. Superstar.

Jacob: Speaking of—I just watched one of your shows. Did you really save Mr. Albert?

Lilly: I did. It was one of the first cases I had. I wasn’t going to let him die on me. I had just lost my first patient, and I still live with it.

Jacob: What happened?

Lilly: Gunshot wound. I couldn’t save him.I tried everything possible. He was dead before I got to him.

Jacob: Oh, Princess he sent her a crying cat emoji. 

Cat emojis were their thing—a quiet language that belonged only to them.

Lilly: Yeah... it took a lot out of me. I didn’t sleep for three days.

Jacob: There was nothing you could do.

Lilly: I know, but it breaks my heart. Now I have another patient with an inoperable brain tumor. I’m afraid he’s going to die on me.

Lilly: I can’t let another one die. My heart can’t take it.

Jacob: Princess, I wish I knew what to say.

Lilly: It’s okay. I’ll find a way to save him.

Lilly: I’m not Dr. Princess Peach for nothing. 

A smiling cat emoji, a crown a peach emoji and a blue heart followed.

Jacob: If anyone can save anyone, it’s you, Princess.

Lilly: Thanks, J. I needed that.

Jacob: Thank you for talking to me today. I was craving a hit and feeling down, and you’re just what I needed.

Jacob: Just like always, you come to my rescue.

Lilly: You rescue me so many times, you have no idea.

Jacob: I’ll always be your Mario. lol

Lilly: I’ll always be your Princess Peach.

Lilly: I’ll let you get some sleep. Love you.

It was nothing for them to tell each other they loved each other even if it was just plutonic.

Jacob: Love you too, Princess. Have a good night.

Jacob grinned as he scrolled through his phone, looking at all the pictures he had of her—her blue shirts, her pigtails, her smile that somehow made everything feel lighter. My Pigtail Princess, he thought, setting the phone aside before sleep finally claimed him.
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Chapter Three
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The Dream Fulfilled

Delight yourself in the Lord, and He will give you the desires of your heart.

Psalm 37:4

––––––––
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It’s never too late to shine.

––––––––
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Elizabeth held the cross necklace she never took off. She glanced at the surrounding students. She was their Mama G—the mother they turned to when they needed someone. They were her kids too. They respected her and gave her the strength to go on when she’d felt like quitting so many times.

She closed her blue eyes as the breeze lifted her cap. All her hard work, the self-doubt, the belief she was too old—it all led to this: the pinnacle of a dream she’d carried since she’d sewn with her mom and cooked her beloved pasta sauce with her dad.

She bowed her head and brushed the folds of her purple gown as the speakers began the commencement.

Thank you, Lord, for this blessing and opportunity my children gave me. I promise to make You proud and make them proud. Thank You for giving them to me all those years ago. They have been my lifeline and my strength. Please keep them safe on their journeys, humble and close to You. Remind them of the lessons I taught and the faith I tried to instill. Thank You for guiding my path through every dark hour and bright day. I couldn’t have done any of this without You. I love You with all my heart.
Your faithful servant, Elizabeth Glass.
A murmur rose from the students as a dove flew overhead. Fulfillment warmed her chest. I can’t believe it. Mom, Dad, Sarah—I’m graduating college! I can finally fulfill my dreams.

When the final speaker finished, it was time. She joined the line of her classmates, the long path ahead shimmering in the afternoon light. In just a few steps, all the hard work would be worth it. She would finally hold the degree she had chased for so long.

While Elizabeth was among her fellow students, Jacob, Lilly, Lucas, and Karen Ward-Stevens—Lilly’s best friend from college and Lucas’s ex-girlfriend—held hands in excitement as the graduates were called. Jacob’s heart raced at the warmth Lilly’s hand brought him. Her tender touch always lit his darkest hours. His mind was a whirl as she squeezed his hand.

“Oh, this is it!” Lilly squealed. “She looks so regal.”

“Rebekah Elizabeth Glass,” the dean announced.

“Go Mama G!” Lilly, Karen, Lucas, and Jacob cheered while Karen snapped pictures.

“She did it, Smurf! She finally graduated! All the hard work and the late nights—I’m so proud of her.” Karen hugged Lilly with tears in her eyes.

“You were the best study partner,” Lilly reminded her. While Karen finished her own degree, she had helped Elizabeth get started on hers.

“She had it in her all along. She just needed someone to remind her. I’m going to have her design the nursery for Jamie. You think she’d do it?”

“She’d love it! She’d get to spend time with her Kari and Ashley. She’d do it in a heartbeat.”

Ashley—Ashton Elizabeth Stevens—was Karen’s six-year-old daughter.

“Yeah, I think I’m going to have her do it. I want it done with love, and I know she would do it.” Karen rubbed her pregnant belly.

“You feeling okay?” Lilly asked.

“I’m fine, just pregnant. I forgot how this feels. You’ll have that someday—you and Jake over here.” Karen laughed and set her hand on Jacob’s shoulder.

He blushed and glanced at Lilly.

“We all know it’ll happen; it’s just getting the two of you to admit how you feel about each other.”

“K-Kare...” Jacob stuttered.

“After all, Lilly’s a ho-tamer.”

“No, you’re the ho-tamer!” Lilly shot back. “For one entire summer you had Lucas tamed. I got so excited, hoping you two would wind up together.”

“Yeah, then he took me to his office and introduced me to Evan, and that was all it took. I saw his beautiful green eyes and forgot Lucas existed.”

Evan Stevens was Karen’s husband.

“Thanks!” Lucas laughed.

“You’re still my Lucky. I named my two kids after you—you should know I care about you.”

“I know you do, Kare Bear. I’m glad you’re happy.” Lucas kissed her cheek.

“Still, turnabout is fair play. I’m going to find you a hot mama, and you’re going to get married so I can walk you down the aisle.”

“It was my pleasure to walk you down the aisle. No woman wants me—you know that.”

“Lucky, that’s not true. We’ll find you a girl.”

“Meh, I have all the women in my life I need.” Lucas hugged Karen. “But you’re right. One day these two—” he pointed at Lilly and Jacob “—are going to get married and start their lives together and have babies. I’m a betting man—I say by the end of the year. What do you think, Kari?”

“Oh, definitely the end of the year.” Karen giggled.

“You guys are just so funny,” Jacob muttered. “I’m not getting married by the end of the year.”

“Valentine’s Day next year,” Karen challenged. “Ain’t that right, Smurf?”

Lilly wasn’t paying attention. “Huh?” she asked with her dopey, clueless look.

Everyone burst out laughing.

“Okay, what did I do now? Did I do something stupid I’m going to hear about for the rest of my life?”

“Lils, sometimes you’re just too much.” Lucas kissed her forehead. “But you’re my too much—and I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Jacob stared at Lilly—off in another world. She’s better off without me.

“Hey, J.”

“Huh?”

“You coming?” she asked as Lucas and Karen began the trek to see Elizabeth.

“Uh, yeah, sorry.” He blushed. “Lot on my mind.”

“Anything I can help with?”

“No, I... I’m good.” He winked at her as they headed toward his mom.

The graduates returned to their seats for the final announcement.

“Ladies and gentlemen, you are now graduates!”

Elizabeth cheered and threw her cap into the air.

I did it! It’s official! I have a bachelor’s degree!

She spotted her kids in the crowd. Lilly reached her first.

“Baby, what’s wrong?” Elizabeth asked, placing a tender hand on Lilly’s pink cheeks and wiping away her tears.

“I couldn’t be prouder if you really were my mom. You’ve come such a long way.”

“Oh, baby.” Elizabeth wrapped her arms around Lilly.

“Just think—the woman who worked three jobs to keep a roof over our heads and barely had enough food growing up is now a college graduate.”

Jacob beamed with pride. “I am so proud of how far you’ve come, Mom. You’ve made it!” He wiped the proud tears from his eyes.

“With honors!” Lucas reminded everyone. “You graduated with honors, Mama G!”

“With honors,” Jacob echoed. “My beloved mom. I love you, Lizzie Bee Bee.” He wrapped her in a tight embrace. “I’m so proud of you.”

“I fulfilled my dream, Jake. I graduated college! Pumpkin, I graduated college!” Elizabeth laughed through tears. “I couldn’t have done it without my babies. All four of you helped me when I needed it the most. Thank you for giving me the scholarship. I promise I’ll put my degree to good use.”

Some of Elizabeth’s school friends came over to her. They hugged tightly while Jacob took a group photo of them.

“Thank you, Mama G, for being so kind to us—for getting us through the hard times. We’ll always love you.” Jared kissed her cheek and hugged her tight.

“Oh, Jari, you take that degree and you make me proud. I’m going to come visit you when you open your restaurant.”

“I will! I still have the recipe for your pasta sauce you gave me. I’ve got it all planned out—it’s going to be called Mama G’s Famous Spaghetti. When people ask who Mama G is, I can tell them she’s the greatest person in the world. I’ll tell them how you helped me study and believed in me when I didn’t think I could go on. Look at me now! Thank you, Elizabeth Glass. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Jared.” She hugged him tight.

Her other friends shared their congratulations, offered their well-wishes, and then departed to celebrate with their families.

Lucas gathered everyone around.

“Come on, guys, we have a celebration to attend. Tonight, we’re going to Centennial. We’re getting the best steak, the best rolls, salad—and finally, cake.”

“Chocolate?” Elizabeth asked.

“Oh, all the chocolate,” Lucas promised. “We’ll even get a nice bottle of champagne and sparkling water. We’re celebrating our Mama G’s success.”

“Oh, Lulu, thank you so much for everything—for keeping my Pumpkin safe, for the scholarship, for giving me a chance to fulfill my dreams. You have no idea how much this means to me.”

“If it means half as much to you as it does to me, then yes, I know exactly how much it means.” He kissed her cheek and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “I’ve been so blessed, and I wanted to share that with the one woman who’s never let me down—the one who will always be there for me. Now come on, Queen of My Heart, let’s go celebrate.”

Laughter and joy filled the evening as they toasted to a milestone years in the making. The night sparkled with pride, love, and new beginnings.

Elizabeth Glass: college graduate—proof that it’s never too late to chase a dream. 
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Part II
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The Crusader’s Heart
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Let us not grow weary in doing good,

for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up.

Galatians 6:9
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Crusaders work hard pray harder
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Chapter Four

The Hands That Mend
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Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord 

Colossians 3:23
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The heart that breaks for others is the one that heals the world.
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Lilly searched everything she could think of for a way to save Mr. Felix, but nothing worked. She couldn't lose him. She had tried everything. Months had passed and she still wasn't any closer.

She still avoided Google after that first awful search. She only wanted to look at cats — she’d typed pussycat once and learned the internet had other plans. Ever since, she'd sworn off “Gaggle” (her joke for Google), but desperate times called for desperate measures.

“Ugh — still nothing!” She dropped her head into her hands, defeated. “There’s no way to fix this. Nothing’s working. He’s going to die.”

Lilly glanced at the picture of her family on her desk — her reminder of why she kept trying.

“I’m such a failure,” she whispered, her voice cracking in the quiet of her home office.

“Why me? Why can’t I save him? He has a family. He’s going to be a great-grandpa again. His granddaughter’s getting married. He has so much to live for. It’s just...not fair.” She swiped her eyes. “George. Let me try George again.”

Lilly sighed and went back into the kitchen, loading her dummy—George—with grape juice. She stretched her arms, rolled her neck, and drew in a steadying breath before lowering the magnifying glasses over her eyes.

I have to do this. She turned back to her work, determination hardening every movement.

The next day, Lilly made her usual stop to see her friend Martza Schwartz, the owner of the little market where she bought grape juice for George.

Martza was an eighty-something Jewish woman from Israel — but to Lilly, Jacob, and Lucas, she was simply Bubbe, their adopted grandmother.

“You make any progress with George?” Bubbe asked. Lilly often told her about her cases.

“No,” Lilly said softly. “I’m such a failure.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

“Bubbe knows what you need. I make you cookies — you feel better, won’t be so sad,” Martza said in her warm Yiddish-tinged accent.

“Thank you, I’d appreciate it. Same time tomorrow?” Lilly hugged her tightly, and Martza’s face lit up with the affection.

“Bubbe make you good rugelach. Old recipe from the homeland. You give some to your handsome friend — he feel better too.”

“Which handsome friend?”

“Yakob.”

“Jacob? What’s wrong with Jacob?”

“He look sad last time he in here. He need good home-cooked meal. I make kugel and bring it to him. He need good woman, you need good man — perfect match! You bashert!” Martza’s eyes twinkled.

Lilly blushed, and Martza kissed her fingertips, sending the kiss into the air.

“B’sha’ah tovah — may it be for good. I come to wedding! Bubbe be Bubbe to babies. You take care of Georgie, you don’t kill him,” she teased, and they both laughed.

Lilly explained how she used grape juice for blood in her practice dummy — when he bled out, it meant he’d “died.”

“I won’t, Martza. I’ll try not to. But... could you say a prayer for me? I have a patient I can’t save. He’s going to die. Could you ask HaShem for guidance?”

“I’m so proud of you! You learning my culture. You good Christian girl.”

“I try to be. You’re such a sweetheart — and so wise. I can learn a lot from you.”

“You stick with Bubbe, I teach you the Jewish ways.”

“I’d like to go to Israel someday.”

“Oh, the homeland. Someday I go back.”

“I hope you do, Bubbe. I really do.” Lilly gathered her bags and unwrapped one of the kosher grape lollipops Martza kept by the counter.

“I love these things — they’re so good,” she said, popping it into her mouth.

“See you tomorrow, Bubbe.” She waved as she stepped out into the sunlight
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Chapter Five
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Wings of Grace

But those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength. They will soar on wings like eagles.

Isaiah 40:31
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Faith built the wings. Gratitude keeps them flying.
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Ashton Enterprises, Lucas’s company he started at sixteen, had recently celebrated its most remarkable achievement yet—earning a coveted spot on the Forbes Fortune 500 list.

Lucas was proud. He worked hard and here it was, a dream come true. Lucas was proud; he’d worked hard for this. A dream come true.

To celebrate, Lucas took the plunge. He was never one to squander money, but after talking with Violet Adkins — his former assistant and now head CPA — they decided it would actually be more cost-efficient for him to buy his own plane rather than keep chartering or flying commercial.

The salesperson had barely finished the pitch before Lucas was in. Designing his own plane? He’d never imagined getting to do that. Now, as he stepped onto the tarmac, the late-afternoon sun glinted off sleek white metal and the emerald letters of Jessica Lauren curved proudly across the fuselage — his handwriting, immortalized in paint.

“Here you go, Mr. Ashton. The Jessica Lauren.”

Lucas stopped short. “This feels surreal.”

“There she is — all one hundred and thirty feet of her,” the salesperson said with a grin. “Your handwriting across the side looks incredible under that white. Come on, let’s take a look inside.”

He stepped inside with a radiant smile, the hum of the engines a soft undercurrent beneath his heartbeat. The cabin gleamed in light tones — creamy walls, tan executive seats that looked as inviting as they did expensive. Down the corridor, three plush blue couches framed a lounge area fit for long flights and late-night strategy talks.

Toward the rear sat a polished conference space with a table, leather chairs, and a galley kitchen stocked with every comfort imaginable. Lucas turned on the faucet, letting the water warm while he set out a mug for his favorite orange pekoe tea — a small ritual that made even the grandest setting feel like home.

When his tea finished steeping, he wandered through the rest of the jet. Just beyond the kitchen were private living quarters; farther back, three bedrooms — his, Jacob’s, and Lilly’s.

His suite carried his signature green, the same shade that had followed him from his first office to every milestone since. A queen-size bed, crisp linens, and a master bath that rivaled a hotel’s, complete with a reading nook by the window. Jacob’s and Lilly’s rooms reflected their own personalities — hand-picked, personal touches he’d insisted on for them both.

When Lilly first heard he was buying a plane, she’d laughed. “You should call it the Jessica Lauren — like Elvis’s Lisa Marie.” Lucas had taken her seriously. He’d looked up photos of the Lisa Marie and borrowed a few of Elvis’s flourishes, bringing them to the design team.

Now, sipping his tea in his custom chair, Lucas could hardly believe it was real. From that little green Cavalier... to this. He smiled. He couldn’t wait to show Lilly.

As he sat there staring out the window, Matthew’s voice echoed in his mind: One day, Lucas, you’ll be more successful and richer than I am. A cold chill ran down his spine.

He was so abusive, yet such a powerful mentor. On one hand, I hate him for all the pain he caused, but on the other hand—look what his leadership led to. This.

Lucas surveyed the plane, pride and disbelief mingling as memories of his early years flashed by.

Just think, Mom—all my hard work since I was sixteen has led to this. I hope you, Gigi, and Grandpa are proud of me. Jesi, I sure do love you, baby.

He leaned back in his seat, raised his glass, and grinned. “Where to next? To the moon, Alice—to the moon!” he said, laughing at the old Honeymooners line. The phrase still made him smile; this time, it wasn’t a threat—it was a promise.
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Chapter Six
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Where There’s One

A friend loves at all times, and a brother is born for adversity.

Proverbs 17:17
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Some bonds aren’t written in blood but in forever.

––––––––
[image: ]


While Lucas was on his flight back to New York, there was only one person he wanted to share the news with — the one he’d shared every milestone with, his dearest friend in the world.

“Guess what, Lils,” he said, his grin filling the screen as the video call connected.

“What?”

“Not only is AE on the Forbes 500, but I just got word we’re also on the Fortune 100 Best Companies to Work For!”

“Oh, Lukie! That’s awesome! I am so proud of you.”

“I never dreamed when I took over as Echo’s manager that all these years later, I’d be here,” he said, shaking his head. Echo was Lilly’s cousin Joe’s heavy metal glam band — Lucas’s first real business break.

“I’m proud of that one too,” Lucas went on. “I just took what I learned from Matthew, Mhamo, and Grandpa and put it to good use.”

“Mhamo and Grandpa would be so proud of you. I just know it. Mhamo would especially be proud of her Bulbie,” Lilly said, chuckling. “How’s the plane?”

“Oh, she’s wonderful. Smooth as silk. I can’t wait to take you for a ride in her. Wherever you want to go, Dr. Patrick, we’ll go.”

“The cancer unit is so thankful you’re going to let them use it to transport patients who need out-of-state treatment.”

“Yeah, we saw firsthand how bad they feel. No one should have to fly commercial or drive when they’re that sick. I’ve been blessed with so much — it’s the least I can do. And it’s a way to honor her memory. I plan to use this plane more for charity than business.”

“That’s why you’re my Lukie. You’ve got the biggest heart of anyone I know.”

“It’s a way to honor Jesi’s memory,” he said quietly.

Lilly’s tone softened. “Have you ever told anyone about her?”

“No. You?”

“No. Are we doing the right thing, keeping her a secret from Mama G and Jake?”

“I don’t know. Maybe we should tell them. Jake’s already asked why I named it the Jessica Lauren.”

“What did you say?”

“I brushed it off. Maybe we tell them in June. It would’ve been her twenty-second birthday.”

“I can’t believe our baby would be twenty-one now.”

“I know.” His voice dropped.

“I feel so cheated.”

“Me too.”

After a quiet moment, Lilly sighed. “Martza keeps telling me I need to marry Jake and have little tinoks so she can be a Bubbe. She keeps saying it’s meant to be.”

“She’s right, you know.”

“Meh, he’s with Melissa. He can do better.”

“Yeah — like you,” Lucas teased.

“Meh, he doesn’t want me.”

“I don’t know, Lils. He lights up when you talk to him.”

“He does not,” she said, laughing.

“He does. And he’s not the only one.”

“I do not,” she shot back. “Besides, I’m too busy. He’s too busy. It just wouldn’t work.”

“You’d make it work.”

“I couldn’t handle him being out there with all those women, knowing he’s—well, you know. I’d feel used.”

“Something tells me if you two ever wound up together, he wouldn’t do that shit.”

“If you found the woman of your dreams, would you give up the player lifestyle?”

“If I found her, yeah. But you know, Lils — no one wants Lucas. They want Mr. Ashton.” He waved a hand toward the luxury cabin around him.

“It’s still just the two of us,” Lilly said softly.

“I don’t know. We’ve got Mama G, Jake, Karen, Ashley, Evan, and little Jamie now.”

“I still can’t believe Karen named both her kids after you,” Lilly laughed.

“I’m honored, honestly.”

“Yeah, it’s cute. I should start calling you Ashley. Don’t know why I never thought of that.”

“Lukie’s fine. Besides—” he smiled, “—we’ll always have each other.”

“Always,” she agreed.

“What’s our famous saying?”

“Where there’s one,” Lilly started.

“There’s the other,” they finished together, grinning like the lifelong best friends they were — effortless and familiar, bound by love, loss, and loyalty.
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Chapter Seven

[image: ]


A Little to the Left

With man this is impossible, but with God all things are possible.

Matthew 19:26
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Faith gives the hands their steady aim.
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That evening, after Lucas made it back to New York, he joined Lilly, Elizabeth, and Martza for dinner. True to her word, Martza had baked a fresh batch of cookies and rugelach — traditional Jewish pastries — filled with Lilly’s favorite strawberry and cream cheese blend. The sweet, buttery scent drifted through the kitchen, wrapping them all in warmth.

Martza dished out plenty of rugelach, just as any Bubbe would.

“Oh, Mrs. Schwartz,” Lucas said, taking a bite. “This is so good.”

“Thank you, Lior! Now, I have a gift for you.” She handed each of them a small box. Inside was a beautiful gold necklace — a Star of David with a cross in the center.

“This represents our chaverut — our friendship,” Martza said, fastening Lilly’s necklace and kissing her cheek.

“Ahava. That means love.” She smiled and placed necklaces around Lucas’s and Elizabeth’s necks as well.

“I have one for Yakob, too. Would you care to hold on to it for me, Shoshanna?” — Martza’s special name for Lilly, Hebrew for lily.

“I’d love to, Bubbe.”

“Now,” Martza said, clasping her hands, “let me say a prayer over George — that you get guidance and heal Mr. Felix.”

“Thank you, Bubbe,” Lilly said softly.

Lilly set George on the kitchen table. Martza covered her head with her scarf and held her Star of David necklace between her fingers. She began to pray softly in Hebrew while Lilly, Lucas, and Elizabeth joined hands and offered their own silent prayers.

When they finished, Martza kissed Lilly’s cheek.

“You heal Mr. Felix now. He be okay. Adonai will guide you.”

“Thank you, Bubbe.”

“Maybe this year Yakob and you will get married and have tinokot. I’m not getting any younger,” she scolded playfully. “I see Yakob, I tell him he need to get married to my Shoshanna!” Martza laughed. “Okay, I go now. Lior, would you care to take Bubbe home?” — her name for Lucas.

“Not a problem, Mrs. Schwartz. It would be my honor,” Lucas said, escorting her to the door.

Elizabeth chuckled. “It feels good to have a mother again. I love Martza.”

“She’s a character for sure.” Lilly put George away and sighed. “I just hope her prayer helped and I can find a way to do it.”

“It will, Shoshanna.” Elizabeth rattled off a short phrase in Hebrew.

“Look at you, Mama G!” Lilly giggled.

“Well, Martza told me how to say it. Remember, baby — you just have to have faith. With faith, you can move mountains.”

“Well, I have a pretty big mountain to climb this time,” Lilly said softly. “But I have faith. Somehow, some way, I’m going to save Mr. Felix. We’re going to make it through.”

“Yes, you will, baby. Yes, you will.”

After everyone left, Lilly did what she always did in the evening — she practiced on George. Frustration gnawed at her. No matter what she tried, the tumor was still inoperable.

“Please, Adonai, help me,” she whispered, clutching the necklace at her throat.

After causing George to “bleed” for the fifth time, she sighed and put him away. “I can feel it. I’m so close. I just need to find a way to do it.”

Lilly crawled into bed, turned the TV to Hallmark, and let one of the Christmas movies play in the background. Try as she might, even the cats on screen couldn’t keep her awake. Sleep crept in, and with it came a dream.

Mr. Felix appeared, smiling gently. He told her he had faith in her — that she would find the cure. As she tossed and turned, alternating between pulling the blanket on and off, one phrase echoed through her mind: a little to the left.

A crack of thunder jolted her awake. Heart pounding, she sat straight up.

“That’s it!” she gasped, leaping out of bed.

She raced to the kitchen. “Come on, George! Come on!” she said, filling him with grape juice and sketching the tumor’s outline again. Her hand steadied. Just as in the dream, she shifted a little to the left.

The simulation held. No rupture. No error.

She jumped up and down, tears spilling down her cheeks. “I did it! I did it! I did it! Thank you, Adonai! Thank you!”

Lilly repeated the procedure again and again, each time with flawless precision.

It had taken immense effort, sleepless nights, and perhaps a touch of divine intervention — but Dr. Liliana Patrick had overcome the impossible.

By morning, she was ready. She gathered her notes and presented her findings to the ethics committee and review board. Her results left them astonished. Within hours, the process for clinical trials had begun.

With hope swelling in her chest, Lilly envisioned a future where she could finally save her cherished patient, Charles “Mr. Felix” Poindexter.
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Part III
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When the World Breaks
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The Lord is near to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit.

Psalm 34:18
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Crusaders never die; they just pass the ball to Heaven.
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Chapter Eight
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Light in the Mourning

Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.

Matthew 5:4
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Love doesn’t end at goodbye; it just changes form.
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It was just another cold December day. Lilly sewed the patient up and exhaled.
“That was a success.”
Applause filled the operating room.
As she always did, Lilly looked up toward the ceiling lights — toward Heaven — and silently mouthed, thank you.

This had been an extensive surgery on an eight-year-old girl named Jeanna. She’d fought a brave battle, but without this operation, Lilly wasn’t sure she would’ve made it. With her own steady hands — and the prayers of both Martza and Elizabeth — Lilly had removed the tumor completely. Jeanna was expected to make a full recovery.

Later that evening, Lilly went home and changed into her soft blue sweater and pressed slacks. Tonight, she, Lucas, and Elizabeth were heading to Martza’s house to celebrate the first night of Chanukah.
Jacob was still on the road, but this was a long-standing tradition — Martza’s family celebrated Christmas with them in return.
Lilly grabbed her keys and was halfway out the door when her phone rang. She fished it out of her purse.
“Hello?”
“Hi, Shoshannah. This is Martza’s grandson, Abraham.”

“Oh—hello, Abraham. I was just leaving.”

“I just wanted to tell you... Bubbe passed away.”

“What?” The keys slipped from Lilly’s hand, clattering to the floor. “Wh-what happened?”
Even though Martza was elderly, she’d still been so full of life.
“She laid down to take a nap,” Abraham said softly, “and when I went to check on her... she was gone.”

“Oh, Abraham...” Lilly’s voice broke. Tears welled and spilled down her cheeks. “I’m so sorry.”

“Thank you. She truly loved you, you know. You were her nedka.”

Lilly pressed a trembling hand to her chest. “Thank you. My heart is broken. We were looking forward to tonight’s celebration.”

“The whole family would still like for you to come over. We’re in shiva now, but I know she would’ve wanted you nearby.”

“Yes, of course,” Lilly whispered. “I’ll make the necessary calls.”

“Thank you, Shoshannah.”

Lilly was heartbroken as she called Lucas, Jacob, and Elizabeth.
Martza had been their friend—but more than that, her family had become their family.
In her honor, Lilly quietly covered the mirrors in her home and whispered a special prayer for the Schwartz family. The familiar words steadied her trembling hands and gave her something to hold on to in the silence.

Later, she joined Elizabeth, Lucas, and the rest of Martza’s family to reminisce and celebrate the life of Martza Talia Schwartz—a woman whose warmth, faith, and love had left an imprint on every heart in the room.
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Chapter Nine
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When Someday Comes

Wait for the LORD; be strong and take heart and wait for the LORD.

Psalm 27.14
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Some hearts wait a lifetime to recognize the prayer they’ve already become
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It had been two years since the funeral. Life had moved on for everyone—Lilly had even started seeing a lawyer named Ryan. Lucas’s businesses were thriving, but for Jacob and Melissa, somewhere along the way, the magic had faded. They went through the motions now, more out of habit than passion—two people afraid to face the quiet of life alone.

Jacob felt like an ass for it. He still carried his deep-seated feelings for Lilly, tucked away where he thought no one could see. With Melissa, there was no spark, no rush—the kind of thrill Lilly used to stir in him without even trying. And yet, after all this time, he still believed he wasn’t worthy of her. So he kept his distance, holding Lilly in his heart and Melissa at arm’s length, knowing—maybe even relying on—the fact that she would always be there.

As Jacob sat in yet another hotel room, the soft glow of the TV flickered across the walls. He wasn’t really watching—just half-listening to the Discovery Channel show Lilly had once guest-starred on.

In the quiet, he could almost hear Martza’s voice:

“Yakob, it’s meant to be. You and my Shoshannah belong together. Trust your Bubbe.”

Jacob smiled faintly. “Martza... you were so kind.”

He reached for his guitar and strummed a few absent chords, lost in thought, when his phone buzzed.

Lilly:You ok? You’ve been on my mind. I was just checking on you. You should come home. The tournament’s getting ready to start. We could watch it together.

March Madness. The NCAA men’s and women’s tournaments. They’d watched it together every year since Lilly’s college playing days.

Jacob leaned back against the headboard, dragging his hands down his face. “How could I forget?” he muttered. “We’ve always watched the first round together.”

The room was quiet again, except for the hum of the TV and the ache of everything he’d left behind. Jacob:
I can’t. I told Melissa I was coming out there. I’m sorry 
Lilly: It’s okay, I understand. Can you come in to watch the Final Four with us?

Jacob: I’ll have to see where we’re at.

Lilly: You’ve been together so long. Are you going to marry her?

Jacob: And risk my mom having a stroke? LOLI don’t know. Things are weird.

Lilly: I understand.

Jacob: How are you and Ryan?

Lilly: I don’t know. He’s jealous of you and Lucas. He keeps saying I’m the only one for him.

Jacob: Lils, don’t let him control you like that.

Lilly: I try not to. He doesn’t like that I work so much.

Jacob: Why do you work so much?

Lilly: I don’t know. I just... I want to make everyone proud.

Jacob: I am proud of you. You have no idea how proud I am of you.

Lilly: Thank you, J. I needed to hear that. It’s been such a long day. There are more people I can’t help. Am I a good doctor? I mean... people say I’m great, but how can I be if I can’t heal everyone? I’m so disheartened. I’m sorry—I don’t mean to dump this on you.

Jacob: Lils, don’t let yourself get discouraged. You’re a brilliant doctor. Look how many people you’ve helped. Look how many awards you’ve won because of your good work.

Lilly: I know, but it feels like it’s all for nothing.

Jacob: I know, Princess. I wish I knew what to say.

Lilly: It’s okay. I know.

Jacob: I think you need a vacation.

Lilly: Ryan wants me to go away with him.

Jacob: You should.

Lilly: I don’t know. Am I leading him on? I’m not good at things like this.

Jacob: What do you mean?

Lilly: I don’t want to go away with him.

Jacob: Why not?

Lilly: Is it wrong that he kind of gives me the creeps?

Jacob: Why?

Lilly: I don’t know. Maybe I’m just having a bad day.

Jacob: I tell you what—why don’t you come and spend some time with me? We haven’t seen each other in a while.

Lilly: That sounds like fun

Jacob: I can take you places. LOL.

Lilly: Where—like the 7-Eleven on Broadway? LOL

Jacob: Huh?

Lilly: Sorry, LOL. Favorite movie reference. I need to call her.

Jacob: Who?

Lilly: Kaylee. She was my best friend in college.

Jacob: She cute? LOL.

Lilly: She’s saved for Lucas—LOL—if he ever stops being a ho.

Jacob: I don’t think he’ll ever stop being a ho. He likes the game too much.

Lilly: Are you still a ho, even though you’ve got girl genius?

Jacob: Girl genius? LOL.

Lilly: Sorry. I shouldn’t say that.

Jacob: Technically, you’re the girl genius.

Lilly: I never thought about that. LOL.

Lilly was a genius—literally. She was a member of MENSA, the organization for people with exceptionally high IQs.

Jacob: I mean, I’m not innocent, LOL. I know I should be, but... sometimes.

Lilly: I understand. You’re there, she’s out there. Do you think you’ll ever settle down?

Jacob: Maybe someday. You?

Lilly: Nah. No one wants me.

Jacob: Now you know that’s not true.

Lilly: No, it is. I’ve accepted it. I’m too much trouble—too weird—for anyone to truly want me.

Jacob: Liliana, don’t say that. You’re the greatest woman I know.

Lilly: I wish I believed that.

Jacob: It’s true. You watch, Princess. Someone will make your head spin
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