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Epilogue

Also By Lisa L. Osborne

To all the women who love sports and all the guys who support them.

To every Kentucky kid who had to endure that game every March for the past thirty-three years.

Also—to him—for being every Kentucky kid’s worst villain.

Especially to my dad, John Osborne, for teaching me to love all things Big Blue. I miss you so much, especially in March during the most wonderful time of the year.

To my Uncle Pete, for being a great guy and stepping up to be a dad to a nineteen-year-old girl who just lost hers. 

Thank you for encouraging my love of all sports. 

Guess what! The Lions are doing awesome! 

I sure do miss you. 

From that two-year-old little girl you saw reading the sports section of the newspaper.

To Big Blue Nation, the best fans in the world.

C-A-T-S, CATS! CATS! CATS

♦ ♦ ♦
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Hardships often prepare ordinary people

for an extraordinary destiny.

C.S. Lewis

♦ ♦ ♦
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♦ ♦ ♦
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The Climb

In this world you will have trouble.

But take heart!

I have overcome the world.

John 16.33

♦ ♦ ♦
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Prologue
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After eight tumultuous years in Kentucky, Lucas Ashton packed the last of his things and closed the trunk. He was headed back home—back to New York. It was time to start his next stage of life. 

After he and his best friend, Liliana Patrick, lost their two-month-old daughter and both of his grandparents, Lucas needed a clean break. Now was the hard part—saying goodbye. He looked at Lilly as she tried not to cry. “This is it, princess.” 

“You be careful! Call me when you get there and get settled,” she demanded.

“I will. You call me if you need anything.”

“Promise you’ll keep in touch.”

“I promise.” 

“Good luck in school.”

“Give me your word you’ll enroll.” 

“I will. Maybe I’ll start in June.”

“Take my hand.” Lucas held out his hand. “Repeat after me. ‘I Crusader Lilly, make a Crusader’s vow: I’ll be okay and not get too down.” Lilly repeated the vow.

“Promise me you’ll come back and see me sometime.” 

“I will.” 

“Crusader’s promise?” A Crusader’s promise, much like a Crusader’s vow, was the ultimate promise that must never be broken.

“Crusaders promise.” 

“I love you, Lucas. Thanks for everything all these years.”

“I love you, too, Liliana. Thanks for always being my friend.” Lucas pulled her close as they cried hard. “Well,” he sighed, “I’d better go. Are you sure you don’t want to go with me?” He had to ask one last time.

“I’m not ready to leave her yet.” 

“Don’t think badly of me for me leaving.” He needed reassurance.

“I could never think badly of you.” Lucas leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Goodbye, Liliana, my princess.”

“Goodbye, Lucas, my Lukie.” Lilly cried her eyes out. Lucas got in the car and waved until she was out of view. He was on to the next journey in his life.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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Lucas took a deep breath and gripped the steering wheel, his knuckles white with anticipation, as he turned down the street. There it is. I hope everything works out. 

He knocked his usual rat-a-tat-tat on the door of a house he hadn’t seen in eight years. It was painted white now, with lovely rose bushes out front.

On the walkway, a little snow from the last storm lingered. A beautiful welcome mat reading “God Bless Our Happy Home” greeted him at the door

The chilly March breeze rustled his blond hair as he pulled his coat tighter. A sudden warmth filled him as he took a deep breath and waited. Rattling sounded inside; someone was coming to the door. “Coming!” a woman called, and a smile warmed his face.

Here we go, Ashton. What am I walking into? Will they welcome me? What if they turn me away? Will I have a family again? Should I have done this? Should I have called first? God, Ashton—this is it, man.

After what felt like forever—only a few anxious heartbeats—Elizabeth Glass answered the door. 

“Oh my gosh, Lucas!” She stared at him, mouth open in shock, then opened her arms to him.

“Come here, Lulu!” She embraced him as if she’d never let him go. Her bear hug was tight—exactly what he needed. It felt good to feel his second mother’s arms around him again.

“Oh, Mama G.” He held on to her tightly, choking back emotion. Life was good again.

He relaxed in her loving arms—his heart easing at her touch. She rubbed his head as she had when he was a child. A single tear escaped as he realized he had his mom again. He was finally home.

Elizabeth took Lucas’s hand and led him into the house. He studied her, memories rushing back—four years old at the laundromat, playing cars with her three-year-old son, Jacob—his best friend. 

He took in her warm, loving smile—a smile he hadn’t seen since the day, at eleven, he boarded the plane to Kentucky with his family. 

As a child, he watched Charlie’s Angels; his favorite was the beautiful Jaclyn Smith because she looked just like his beloved Mama G. 

Her hair was dark blond now, and her eyes were a friendly blue. She wore a purple blouse—her favorite color, he recalled—and black slacks. 

When she guided him to the living room couch, he noticed the place had been updated. The wood paneling had been replaced with beige-painted drywall. The carpet was oatmeal-colored. Lucas sat and picked up one of the many purple pillows Elizabeth had sewn by hand.

Ever the hostess, Elizabeth made Lucas his favorite tea—orange pekoe with just the right amount of cream. She brought a tray of homemade chocolate chip cookies and set it on the coffee table before him.

She settled into a white armchair facing him and took him in, too. He was no longer the boy she remembered; he was a grown man now. He still had that million-dollar smile. She chuckled at his still-perfect hair. In a black suit and green tie, he looked all business.

Once she was sure he was okay, she was dying to ask about the girl she’d thought about for years. The ten-year-old who’d spent a wonderful summer with her. Lilly had given her the chance to have a daughter again—and she missed her. After only a moment, she blurted,

“How’s Lilly?”

Lucas laughed, surprised by her reaction.

“It’s good to see you, too.”

“I’m sorry.” Elizabeth chuckled at herself and pressed a hand to her temple, embarrassed. “I should have asked how you’re doing first. I’ve just...been thinking about Lilly so much lately, and I’ve been worried about her.”

“She’s fine. She’s all grown up now.” Lucas took out a photo from prom: Lilly in a puffy blue dress, big blond hair and a warm smile, and Lucas in a blue suit with a matching tie.

“She’s beautiful! You’ll have to show Jake this,” Elizabeth said with a giggle. “He’ll fall all over himself.”

After a rough start—when they didn’t even like each other—Lilly and Jacob became each other’s first love during the summer she visited, when they were ten.

“What’s she doing?” Elizabeth asked.

“She’s going to school to be a neurosurgeon.”

“How wonderful! She was always so smart.”

“Yeah, she was tested as a kid—she’s a certified genius, a member of Mensa.”

“Well, how about that? Oh, look at you. Helen was right; you did grow up to be a gorgeous man. I bet you have all the girls after you,” Elizabeth said, beaming. “You and Jake are going to take this place by storm. How long are you staying?”

“Well, that’s the question. I came up here to go to school. Do you think I can stay here? I mean, if I can’t, I understand—since you haven’t seen me in so long.”

“Lulu, I told you the last time I saw you that you’d always be welcome in my house. Let’s get your things—we’ll make a spot for you.”

“I don’t want to put you out,” Lucas told her.

“I promised Helen I’d take care of you. You’re going to surprise Jake when he sees you. He’s out with his band right now, but when he comes home, he’s going to be so excited.”

“He’s got a band?”

“Yeah, they’re a rock group called Succumb. They’re pretty good—mostly school dances and the like.”

“I have a management company—I could be his manager.”

“I’m sure he’d love that!”

“How have you all been?” Lucas asked.

“We’re making it through. I told you God would always provide for us, and He certainly has.”

Elizabeth lived by her faith in God. She always spoke of His grace and mercy. Lucas hugged her again.

“Oh, it’s so good to see you again, Mama G. I’ve missed you so much.”

“I missed you, too, Lulu—I missed you, too.”

Even though he hated the nickname—she was the only one allowed to use it—it felt good to hear it again.

“What are you going to study?”

“Business management.” Lucas took a sip of tea. “Oh, how I’ve missed your tea—and these cookies!”

“I just made those—pulled them out of the oven when you knocked. How have things been for you?”

“About as well as could be expected.”

Lucas tried to compose himself. It had been a few months, but the losses still weighed on him.

“I’m so sorry about Helen and Jesse. His heart attack was such a shock. I wish we could have come to the funeral—he was always like a father to me, and Helen was like a mother.”

“They’re better off now. They’re together again, and I’m sure she’s happy.”

Lucas’s mother died of a drug overdose next to his crib. He was barely a year old, yet he carried vague, sense-memories of her.

“I need to start dinner. Are you hungry?” Elizabeth asked as she headed to the kitchen.

“You know I can always eat your cooking. I’ve missed your meatloaf.”

“Well, then I’ll make that tonight—especially for you.”

“I appreciate it. What have you been up to?” Lucas followed her into the kitchen.

“I work at a doctor’s office as a receptionist. I’ve been blessed to have that job for three years now—I even get vacation pay!”

“I’m so happy for you.”

“I never get to go anywhere, but it’s nice to have benefits. I can’t believe you boys have grown up! Seems like just yesterday you two were playing in Helen’s laundry detergent. I wish you babies were still that young.”

“Mama G, part of me wishes I were still that young, too. I love what you’ve done with the place.” Lucas looked around.

“I could never thank Mr. Patrick enough for what he did for us. This will always be our home. Jake teases me that when he becomes a big rock star, he’s going to buy me a mansion. Like I need a mansion—I’d just have to clean it.”

Mr. Patrick was Lilly’s multimillionaire father, who had purchased the house for Jacob and Elizabeth when they were on the verge of homelessness.

“So, how is Jake?”

“He’s great. This week he’s dating a girl named Kendra. Next week it’ll be someone else.”

“He broke Lilly’s heart, I see,” Lucas chortled.

“He always was a heartbreaker.”

After Elizabeth put the meatloaf in the oven, she helped Lucas unload his car. His face lit up as he looked around.

As he set his suitcases in Jacob’s room, he remembered being boys—playing Star Wars and swearing lifelong oaths of friendship.

He stood, the memories lingering as a sense of belonging washed over him. This was just the beginning.
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Chapter Two
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Lilly saw it was time for Lucas to begin the next chapter in his life, so she didn’t hesitate to encourage him—that’s what the Double L Crusaders—the club Lucas and Lilly formed—do.

As she watched him drive away, she worried whether she had done the right thing. They were each other’s security blankets. But in her heart, she knew this was what was best.

Lilly went back to the lake house, not sure what she was going to do now. She promised Lucas and herself that she would enroll in college. While still in high school, she completed a degree in astrophysics. As she’d told Lucas, June would give her a couple of months to prepare mentally for school again. This time she was going for pre-med and architecture.

She sat at the far end of the couch and remembered her daughter’s bassinet that used to sit beside her. She wiped a tear from her eye as she caught the phantom scent of baby powder.

“My hummingbird,” she whispered, clutching a pillow. She looked around the living room. She pictured Gigi in her recliner with Grandpa sitting next to her. They would watch the University of Kentucky play basketball while Lilly called Uncle John to talk about the game. Now here she sat, totally and achingly alone. “That one stupid decision,” she chided herself.

She had convinced Lucas to have sex with her, feeling safer with him than anyone else. She was dating Scott Irons, who wanted to go all the way, but Lilly was scared to let Scott see her like that—naked and vulnerable after years of physical abuse from her father. Feeling safe with Lucas in a way she didn’t with Scott, she asked Lucas to be the one. She wasn’t ready, but she really liked Scott.

Lilly found out she was pregnant.

When Uncle John—who was like a father to Lilly and Lucas—heard about the baby, he told them to stay away, saying he didn’t want to see them anymore.

He was disappointed.

Lilly sat down in front of the TV with some spaghetti and garlic bread for dinner. It was Lilly’s favorite time of the year—March Madness. If anything could lift her out of depression, basketball could.

She hooted as Kentucky went on a run. When it was halftime, she switched to a different game—happy that California had beaten Lilly’s archnemesis, the Duke Blue Devils. That meant more to her than Kentucky’s win. She was still bitter about last year’s Christian Laettner heartbreaker.

Later that evening, Lilly got a call from Lucas to tell her how the trip went.

“Oh, Lils, I wish you were here! We could all be a family again.”

“That good?”

“Oh yeah, that good. Jacob was so surprised to see me. Get this—he has a band. I’m their manager now. I had Mama G’s meatloaf—it was just like I remembered. You’ll have to come see us. I miss you. It feels weird not having my princess around.”

“I miss you, too. Who knows—maybe I will come up there.”

“You should. Mama G would love to see you. She asked about you before she even asked how I was doing,” Lucas chuckled.

“She remembers me?”

“Of course she remembers you! You’re her baby! Jake remembers you, too.” Lilly could hear the amusement in his voice. “Sorry to say he cheated on you.” They chortled.

“I’m glad you’re safe. I’m glad you’re with your family again.”

“Don’t think I’m letting you off the hook! I’ll come back and see you when school’s out for the quarter. I plan on getting done as soon as I can.”

“You know I’ll be there when you graduate. Wild horses couldn’t keep me away.”

“I know, and when you graduate, I’ll be with you. Crusader’s promise.”

“Crusader’s promise.”

“Have a good night, Lils.”

“You too, Lukie. And good luck with school tomorrow.”

After hanging up, Lilly stepped onto the back porch and stared up into the sky. Ever the genius, she loved to learn. Tonight, she watched as the stars shone brightly over her old Kentucky home and wondered what they looked like to Lucas from Mama G’s home.

✦ ✦ ✦

A couple of days later, Lilly went to see her horse, Blue Wizard. She’d had him since she was ten, and he was still young—not yet even a teenager. When she reached the stable, she found him lying on his side.

“WHIZZY!” Her scream tore the quiet aisle. She skidded into the stall and dropped beside him; straw scraped her knees. “No, no, no—”

Fingers shaking, she slid them along his jaw, searching for a pulse. Faint.

She bolted out of the stall. “Mr. Brandon! Mr. Brandon! Call a vet—it’s Whizzy! Something’s wrong. I think he’s dying!”

“I got you, Miss Lilly.” Mr. Brandon grabbed the phone and called Dr. Marcum while Lilly ran back to Blue Wizard’s stall.

“Come on, Whizzy. Please don’t leave me. Not you too.” She laid her head on his neck and rubbed his nose. Blue Wizard looked at her; a tear rolled from the corner of his eye.

“Whizzy, you’re so young. You can’t leave me too.”

Mr. Brandon crouched beside her, a steady hand on her back. “Miss Lilly...”

“No,” she choked. “He can’t, Mr. Brandon. I can’t lose Blue Wizard too. I’ve lost everything else—just not Whizzy.”

“Miss Lilly, he’s hurt. He’s real sick. You know there may not be anything Dr. Marcum can do when she gets here.” His voice was gentle. “Tell him what you always wanted to tell him. Let him see you smile one last time.”

Lilly wiped her eyes, her heart splintering. She leaned close to his ear. “I love you, Whizzy. You were my best friend. You comforted me when I had no one else. You’re the best horse in the world. Promise me you’ll look out for me. Watch over Jesi.”

Blue Wizard gazed at her and slowly blinked.

“Take care of Jesi. Let her ride you. Be her best friend like you were mine. Can you do that for me, Whizzy?”

Blue Wizard winked.

Dr. Marcum stepped into the stall a minute later, knelt, and examined him. She lifted her eyes to Mr. Brandon and gave the slightest shake of her head.

Lilly stumbled into the aisle, sobbing. Mr. Brandon followed and slipped an arm around her shoulders.

“I’ll be OK,” she whispered, gathering herself. “I don’t want him to be alone. I want to be there with him.”

She returned to the stall and knelt by her beloved horse, running her hand up and down his warm neck. “Goodbye, my dearest friend.”

Dr. Marcum prepared the injection. Lilly kissed Blue Wizard between the eyes as the medicine flowed. In moments, Blue Wizard Patrick went to sleep forevermore.

✦ ✦ ✦

It had been a few days since Blue Wizard’s death. Lilly felt down and alone. She needed to get away. She thought about going to school with Lucas, but her first degree was from the University of Kentucky, and her heart had always wanted to continue her education there.

She sat in front of Blue Wizard’s memorial in the meditation garden at her childhood home, Evergreen Estate.

“Hi, Whizzy.” She kissed her fingers, then touched the beautiful granite stone.

“I heard a poem today called ‘Rainbow Bridge.’ It says there’s a place on this side of heaven called the Rainbow Bridge.

“I believe that’s where you are—there with Lucas’s horse, Crusader, and all the other cats and dogs and horses. That’s where all animals go when they die. It’s the most wonderful place.

“There’s plenty of grass and sunshine. No one is hurt or sick, but the only thing missing is their loved ones. They wait there until their human comes, and then they walk into heaven together.

“I believe you’re at the bridge. Jesi is next to you. You’re telling her all our secrets. I love you, Whizzy. There will never be another horse like you.”

“I’ve been feeling lonely, Whizzy. I thought about going to see Lukie, but I heard Joey’s band a little while ago.

“You remember Joey, don’t you? He’s a rock star now. He’s in California with Gina—remember his girlfriend, Gina? We used to come to the stable and play Bon Jovi while we groomed and fed you. Do you remember? You liked their music.

“Anyway, I think I might call her and see if she’d like me to come visit. I haven’t seen her in a long time. I miss my Jovi sister.”

“So just know I might not be here much longer. Tell my beautiful daughter I love her. Watch over her and me. You’ll always be in my heart. I will come back one day when the time is right. I love you, Whizzy.”

Back at home, Lilly put on a CD by Gina’s band, Horizontal Flame. She had fond memories of writing songs with Gina; they were both prolific songwriters. Gina always said Lilly would be a star one day. Lilly had a big, booming singing voice. On many nights, they sat in Lilly’s bedroom—Lilly pretending to be Heart’s Ann Wilson while Gina was Pat Benatar.

The girls had once rocked out with hairbrush “microphones” like pros. They vowed they would always be “Jovi sisters.” Gina had offered condolences about Jesi, but Lilly hadn’t heard from her since. After everything that had happened with Uncle John—Joe’s dad—Lilly feared Gina wouldn’t want to talk to her now.

“Here goes,” Lilly said, picking up the phone. “Genie?”

“Lilly?” Gina asked, surprised. “Oh my God, girl—how are you?”

“Oh, Genie, it’s so good to hear your voice.”

“Oh, Lils—I miss you. How are things?”

“I’m doing okay. How are you?”

“Kicking ass and taking names, as usual,” Gina said, amused.

“That’s my Genie. I was just wondering—if not, I understand—would it be all right if I came to see you and Joe and spent a couple of weeks with you?”

“Oh yes—my day just got better! I’d love to have my Jovi sister come see me. I miss home, and it’d be nice to see someone from back there. I’ll send you an all-access pass. It’ll be great to see you—I sure do miss you.”

“I miss you too, Genie. You were always the big sister Lucas and I never had.”

“You two were always like my sister and brother. I’m so sorry for what you’re going through.”

“Do you know why Uncle John hates us?”

“There’s a lot going on right now that no one wants to talk about, but don’t you worry—Jovi sisters never abandon each other. We’re sisters for life.”

“Thanks, Genie. I appreciate it.”

“I’m excited for you to come out. I’ll show you what it’s like to put on a big rock show. Are you still going to go to school?”

“I made a Crusader’s promise to enroll, so I have to do it.”

“I know you do, Lils. You follow through on your goals. No matter what happens, always go with your gut.”

“I will.”

“Well, I have to go, but I can’t wait ’til you come out! I have to show you our new house—and we’ll have to go shopping.”

“I’d like that a lot.”

“Love you, Lils.”

“Love you, too, Genie.”

Lilly beamed and bounced around the room. She went to her CD player, put on “Wanted Dead or Alive”—her favorite Bon Jovi song—and rocked out to the anthem. She grabbed her hairbrush and, just like she used to with Gina, belted out “You Give Love a Bad Name” and, of course, the iconic “Livin’ on a Prayer.”

When she finally calmed down, she realized she felt better. A couple of days later, after the all-access pass arrived, Lilly packed her bags. “L.A., here I come!”
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Chapter Three


[image: ]


Lilly wandered the arena looking for Gina. She got turned around, but a roadie finally showed her to the dressing room.

When she knocked, a portly man—old enough to be her father—answered. He had jet-black, gelled, slicked-back hair and a fat cigar, which he puffed as he looked Lilly up and down, approving.

“Can I help you?” he asked, puffing his cigar.

“Yes—I’m here to see Joey?”

“Joey?” he snorted, laughter echoing down the hall. “Honey, no one calls Joe Michaels ‘Joey.’”

His put-on Italian accent reminded Lilly of her favorite General Hospital mobster, Sonny Corinthos.

“He’ll always be my Joey,” Lilly said softly.

“Who is it, Ed?” a woman called from behind the door.

“It’s some pipsqueak teenager asking for ‘Joey,’” the man said, then let out a booming laugh at Lilly’s innocent proclamation.

“Joey?” the woman said. “Only one person gets away with calling him ‘Joey,’ and that’s—” She opened the door.

“Lilly! You made it! Oh my God, it’s so good to see you!” Gina hugged her, rocking side to side. “I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you, too, Genie,” Lilly said with a big, toothy smile. “How’s Joey?”

“He’s great. He’s around here somewhere—probably with some girl.”

“But he has you,” Lilly said, her words laced with a vulnerability she couldn’t quite shake.

“Tell me about it,” Gina said with a sigh. “I’ve threatened to leave his ass if he doesn’t straighten up.”

“Are you going to?”

“Hell, we’ve been together so long—ten years—I wouldn’t know what it’s like without him. I know he loves me. He’s just enjoying the rock-star life.”

“How are you liking it?”

“It’s a lot of hard work, but it’s great getting out there and singing in front of people every night. I see little girls tease their hair like me and dress like me—it’s cute. You’ll have to see the new house we just bought. It’s HUGE! I’m bringing you onstage tonight.” Gina tapped Lilly’s arm.

“Oh, no,” Lilly protested. “You’re the singer, not me.”

“Bullshit! I’ve heard you rock out, Ann Wilson. You watch—I’m bringing you out tonight. Come on in; let me introduce you to everybody. This is our manager, Eddie.”

“Hi.” Lilly nodded to Eddie—the man from the door.

“So you, uh, know Joey?” Eddie puffed his cigar and blew smoke across the room.

“Yeah—he’s my cousin.”

“I see. I see the resemblance—the blond hair and blue eyes.” He waved a hand as he checked her out. “I tell ya what—do you like all this?”

Lilly looked around. “What’s to like? It’s a dressing room.”

She was being genuine, but Gina laughed.

“I mean, dollface—the glitz and glamour. You see this?” Eddie pulled out a stack of bills. “This is what they get paid.”

“That’s nice,” Lilly said, unfazed. Eddie was astounded she wasn’t falling for his act.

“Can you sing?”

“You’ll hear her tonight,” Gina cut in. “I’m bringing her onstage.”

“I’m putting together a group, and—uh—you might be the key.” He kept puffing his cigar.

“Me? I’m no performer.”

“Yes, you are! Look at those dance recitals you used to do,” Gina reminded her.

“You can dance?” Eddie lowered his cigar and finally paid attention.

“Ballroom. She’s a champion,” Gina told him.

“Let’s see it.” Eddie gave her his full attention.

“I’m sorry—I...uh...I just came to see Joey and Gina.”

“I don’t know. I think you might be something. You’re a star, babe. Stick with me and I’ll take you places.” He walked away.

“Is he always that slimy?” Lilly asked. “He was checking me out. He’s old enough to be my father. Ick—it creeps me out.”

“Just ignore him. Let’s go find Joe.”

Gina and Lilly headed to the bus, where Joe sat with the rest of the band.

“Lilly!” He beamed, excited to see her.

“Joey!” She hugged him tightly.

“It’s so good to see you. How are you? How’s Lucas?”

“We’re doing okay. He’s back in New York, going to school.”

“I missJughead.” Joe grinned. Jughead was the nickname Uncle John gave Lucas.

“Here—have a seat.” He pointed to the spot next to him. For the next hour, Lilly, Gina, and Joe remembered all the good times they’d had growing up together.

As promised, Gina brought Lilly onstage that night. They tore through their trademark cover of “Hit Me with Your Best Shot” as the crowd went wild. Lilly followed with a Heart song and had everyone eating out of her hand.

“I kinda like this rock and roll thing,” she admitted to Gina after the show. “That was fun.”

“Oh, Lils, we’re just getting started!”

✦ ✦ ✦

Lilly had been on the road with Joe’s band, Echo, for a few dates, and Gina had her singing with Horizontal Flame every night. The more confidence she gained, the more Lilly enjoyed singing onstage. One night, Joe met her backstage.

“I’m so proud of you! You’re doing fantastic!”

“Thank you! I feel like a star!”

“Oh, Lils, the places you’ll go.”

Eddie was standing nearby, puffing on his cigar. “Yeah, I think you’ll do.” Eddie blew out smoke as Lilly waved a hand in front of her face.

“Do for what, exactly?” Lilly asked.

“I’ve got this little girl group called Bitter Pills. We need a lead singer, and I think you, dollface, are just the right fit.”

“Me?” Lilly asked, surprised.

“Yeah.” He took another puff. “You’re just what we need. Put on a little makeup, get you into some different clothes—yeah, you’re exactly the look we’re going for.”

“What’s wrong with my clothes?” Lilly looked down at her jeans and T-shirt.

“Jeans and T-shirts are fine for everyday wear, but in this business you need something sexier because...baby, you got it. You got the va-va-voom!” He clicked his tongue with satisfaction.

“I don’t know what that means,” Lilly said, genuinely puzzled.

“Just trust me, Angel Rayne, you have it.”

“Angel Rayne? My name is Lilly.”

“Not anymore, it isn’t.”

As he walked away, Lilly looked around, confused. “What was that about?” she asked Joe.

“I think you’d be great!” Joe said, smiling.

“What’s wrong with my name and my clothes?”

“Nothing, Lils. He’s just talking about the biz. Trust me, nothing’s going to happen to you. I won’t let it.”

“Thanks, Joey.” Lilly smiled and hugged her cousin.

Performing with Gina and spending time with Joe eased Lilly’s struggle with depression. It was a welcome distraction that aided her healing.

Eddie formally offered her the gig with his girl group, Bitter Pills. School still hung over her head, and she debated whether to follow her cousin’s footsteps and drop out or honor her Crusader’s goals and enroll in college. She had a lot on her mind.

Lilly stayed with Echo for a few more days; the excitement of the crowd yelling her name and the thrill of performing made it hard to leave. She read and reread the paper where she’d written her Crusader’s goals.

She looked at goal one: enroll in college.

Goal two: graduate from college.

And goal three: cure cancer.

“What to do, Lils—what to do,” she said to herself as she slid the paper back into her book.

Lilly needed to talk to Lucas to get his input, but their schedules clashed. While Gina and Joe were at an awards show, Lilly finally got hold of Lucas.

“How’s Mama G?” Lilly asked.

“She’s doing great. She comes and helps Jake set up his gear at our gigs.”

“How’s that going?”

“It’s going great.”

“I’m proud of you, Lukie. I hope you know that.”

“Thanks. How are things with you?”

“Well, there’s some news I wanted to tell you.”

“What?”

“Joe’s manager wants me as the singer for a rock group he’s forming, called Bitter Pills.”

“Are you going to do it?”

“What about school?”

“You can always enroll later. I say do it for a couple of years and then enroll. Maybe you can enroll after I graduate, and we can go to school together again.”

“Would you come back to Kentucky? I’d like to stay at Kentucky.”

“If it meant I could be with you again, I would. I tell you what—I’ll make you a deal. You do Bitter Pills until I graduate, then we can go to school again while I do my master’s.”

“You’d do that for me?”

“You know I’d do anything for you, Princess.”

Princess had been Lucas’s pet name for Lilly since they were children.

“I miss you.”

“I miss you too,” Lucas admitted.

“How’s Jake?”

“He’s doing great. He graduates from school in a couple of weeks.”

“Wow, that’s outstanding.”

“I’ll tell him Princess Peach said hi.”

“Princess Peach. I remember him pulling my pigtails and calling me that. Tell him good luck with his band—and happy birthday.”

“I will. Love you, Lils.”

“Love you too.”

Lilly took Lucas’s advice and agreed to join Eddie’s band. She met the rest of the group in the recording studio’s control room.

“OK, ladies,” Eddie said, puffing on his trademark cigar. “I hope you’ve had a chance to get to know each other. If not, oh well—there’s time for that. Here’s what we’re going to do: Vanessa, your name is going to be ‘Candy Cane.’”

“Why can’t it just be Vanessa?”

“Because ‘Vanessa’ doesn’t sell records, dollface—‘Candy’ does. Tara, you’re ‘Diamond Starr.’”

“You have got to be kidding me.” Tara glared at him.

“Do I look like I’m kidding, dollface?” He took another drag and blew out an enormous cloud of smoke.

“Uh, Sami, you’re ‘Bambi Fawn,’” he continued. “And, Lilly, you’re ‘Angel Rayne.’” He took another drag.

“God, these get worse all the time,” Sami said.

“Trust me, girls—you’re going to be big stars, and you won’t mind it. Here are some tracks we need to lay down.”

“I’ve written a few songs,” Lilly offered.

“I have too,” added Sami.

“Doesn’t matter. We’re recording these.”

“So what are we—just the faces?” Vanessa asked.

“You’re the T & A, dollface. You’re gonna go places if you stick with me. Now—we have Maxx Kingston—”

“That’s Maxx with two X’s,” a voice corrected from the booth.

Maxx clicked his tongue in a flirty rhythm as he walked into the studio. Like Eddie, he was sleazy, with slicked-back long hair. He wore a Hawaiian shirt, jean shorts, oversized sunglasses, and sandals.

“He’s going to show you what to do,” Eddie said.

“Now let’s see what you girls have. Sing this.”

Maxx handed them each a sheet of music, and Vanessa sang first.

“No, you’re not the lead singer.”

“Why not?” Vanessa asked.

“You just don’t have it,” Maxx told her.

“Well, that’s rude.”

“Trust me, baby—you’re not the lead-singer type. How about you?” he said, pointing to Tara. “Sing to me, baby.”

Tara was much better than Vanessa.

“I like you. You have potential. Okay, Red, sing to me,” he said, pointing to Sami. “You’re an okay singer. You’re like babycakes here.” He winked at Tara.

“I have a name. It’s Samantha.”

“Not in here, dollface. Your name is Bambi Fawn,” Eddie said.

“Okay, Bambi, show me what you’ve got.”

Sami was the best one so far.

“You’re going to be a star! Now you, baby girl.” He winked and clicked his tongue at Lilly.

“Lilly,” she insisted.

“Angel,” Eddie corrected her, and Lilly rolled her eyes.

“Sing for your daddy.”

Lilly belted out the song, and Maxx applauded her.

“That’s how it’s done! You—you, Angel Rayne, are a star!”

“You did great!” Vanessa high-fived her.

“Thank you,” Lilly whispered.

“Now let’s see how you guys play.”

Maxx ushered them behind the glass. Sami cued everyone in. They played the first song clumsily, but with potential.

“A few more rehearsals,” Maxx told them, “and you might sound good.”

“This is the first time I’ve seen this song,” Vanessa told him.

“Keep it up, sweetcakes, and you’ll get better.”

The girls were innocent and naïve. They were eighteen years old with promises of stardom lying at their feet. Who wouldn’t go along?
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Chapter Four
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Lucas had been in New York for a couple of months. He was doing great in school and having a good time managing school and Jacob’s band, getting them into teen clubs, nightclubs, and parties. The response was tremendous.

Ethan, the band’s guitar player, drove an old, battered pickup the boys used to haul their gear. It worked fine—until it broke down on the way to a gig. Thankfully, Lucas was following in his tiny green Cavalier.

With a little creative maneuvering, they managed to strap the drum cases and amps into the Cavalier’s open trunk. Todd and Ethan put the guitars in the back seat with them, which left Alex sitting on Jacob’s lap in the front seat. They cackled at the absurdly tight squeeze, but this was a gig they couldn’t miss. Thankfully, it was only a couple of miles to the bar.

“I swear, Alex, if you fart on me...” Jacob warned as Alex lifted his leg. “Cromwell!”

“Relax. Lu, we need to get a van or something to haul our gear. Ethan’s truck has bitten the dust.”

“You boys start saving your money, and we’ll get one. How much do you guys have?” Lucas asked.

“After tonight, $100 for me,” Jacob said.

“I think I have $75,” Alex said.

“I’ll have $200,” Ethan added.

“And I have $150,” Todd said.

Lucas did the math. “So that’s what—$525? We’ll see if we can get something.”

“Just think, boys—someday we’ll be so famous we’ll have people doing this for us,” Jacob said. “That is, if I can still get up after Alex sat on my lap.”

Alex snickered. Jacob felt it—but Lucas smelled it first. “Shit, Cromwell!”

Lucas groaned while Alex cracked up, unable to contain himself.

“I swear to God, I’m going to kick your ass when we get out of here.” Jacob pushed him toward the dashboard.

Alex wiped the tears from his eyes.

“That’s sick, man. That’s my leg,” Jacob growled.

“Like you haven’t gotten in my face, bent over, and shown me the goods before. That one was nuclear! It was so bad I made you go take a shower—then I had to take one to get the smell off me,” Alex reminded him.

“At least crack the window. We’re dying in here,” Ethan gagged.

“I ate some of Mama G’s chili.”

“I hope you didn’t do anything in your drawers,” Jacob said.

“I have a change of clothes, just in case.”

After a few minutes, they pulled up to the bar.

“I can’t believe we get to play in here. I feel so grown up,” Alex said.

Jacob looked around the run-down dive bar—dodgy customers, dingy interior. The stage was barely big enough for a drum set, but it was a paying gig, so Succumb took it.

“I can’t believe they’re letting you play in here. You’re not even eighteen, much less legal,” Lucas reminded them.

“I’ll be eighteen in a month,” Alex told him. “Then I’ll be legal.”

“I’ll be eighteen in two weeks,” Ethan added. “We have a gig on my eighteenth birthday for Casey Johnson’s Sweet Sixteen.”

“That’s going to be so cool. Her parents are loaded,” Todd said as he unloaded his drum set.

“Yeah, we gotta rehearse really hard for that one. Maybe they’ll give us a tip,” Alex said, grabbing an amp.

“Maybe like Old Man Henderson did,” Ethan said, putting his guitar on the stage.

“Hey, fifty dollars is fifty dollars,” Jacob said, adjusting his mic stand.
“Still, she’s hot, so I don’t mind,” Alex said, tuning his bass.
Lucas finished speaking with the bar’s manager, then went over to the stage.

“I think after we get the van, we should save up some money to record an EP. We can start selling it at the gigs for some extra money,” Lucas told everyone.

“Cool! We’re getting famous,” Jacob said.

“One gig at a time.” Lucas high-fived his best friend.

♦ ♦ ♦
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It was the end of May. It had been a long time coming for Jacob and Elizabeth, but Jacob was graduating from high school.

“All of you boys look so handsome.” Elizabeth brushed a lock of hair off Jacob’s shoulder. “I’m so proud to be your Mama G. You guys have come such a long way—and look—you’re all graduating! Stand back and let me get a picture of you in your caps and gowns.”

The boys stepped back a few paces and slung their arms around each other. Jacob stood in the middle, his long, shaggy blond hair hanging down.

“I’m so happy for him. He deserves it. You deserve it for all the hard work you put into raising him,” Lucas said.

“Oh, Lulu, it wasn’t easy. It’s always been just the two of us, but seeing him graduate and start a life of his own makes me so happy. What’s a mother to do?” Elizabeth wiped her eyes as Lucas held her close.

“My Pumpkin is all grown up now. I’m so proud of him and Succumb.”

“He’s really good. If he sticks with it, he might go places.”

“You know Jake. He’s got a head as hard as a brick. He’s bound and determined to keep at it. He wants to get me that house.”

“You should let him.” Lucas wrapped his arm around her.

“I don’t need a house. Now, a car—he can get me a car. I’ll take a car,” she added, half-joking.

“I can see about getting you a car.”

“No, Lulu, I can take the bus.”

“I’ll take you anywhere you need to go, so you don’t have to walk to the bus.”

“What did we ever do without you?” Elizabeth pressed a tender hand to his cheek. “I’m so glad you’re back.” She hugged him.

“I’m glad to be back.” Lucas held on to her tightly.

✦ ✦ ✦

Lucas smacked Jacob on the head with a pillow, waking him up.

“Happy birthday, old man!” Jacob’s eyes scanned his room, confused.

“What the hell?” He’d gotten in late after a gig the night before.

“You are officially an adult now. Happy birthday! I booked studio time for today. It’s only a couple of hours, so we need to get as much done as possible.”

“But we might still knock out a couple of songs—and we’ve got a gig tonight,” Lucas reminded him.

“Oh yeah—at the Break House, right? This girl Hailey was telling me about it. She’s hot. I might see if she wants to go out,” Jacob said, rubbing sleep from his eyes.

“Well, Romeo, get up so we can get ready.” Lucas slapped Jacob’s leg.

Elizabeth brought out a few gifts with his birthday breakfast.

“Mom, you didn’t have to do this. Are you going to let me buy you a house when I get famous?”

“You’re getting me a car instead—A nice, classic Mustang with a purple paint job and leather interior,” she teased.

“That’ll be my first big purchase,” Jacob promised.

“Jake, save your money. Who knows how long you’ll be rich?” she advised.

“As long as I have you, I’ll always be rich.” He kissed her cheek.

“Now you see why he has a different girl every night,” Elizabeth said, swatting him.

Elizabeth smacked his bum.

“You’re not too old for a spanking, you know,” she said, playful.

“Hit me, Mama.”

Jacob turned and shook his bum at her.

She slipped off her belt and gave him a playful swat.

“I thought you’d had enough of that when Lilly was around,” she said.

“Princess Peach,” he said, remembering.

“She needs to come see her Mama G. I miss my baby,” Elizabeth said.

“I’ll try to get her up here. I know she’ll want to see both of you.”

“I’d like to see Princess Peach.” Jacob’s gaze went far-off. Elizabeth and Lucas grinned.

“Someday, Romeo—someday.”

✦ ✦ ✦

A couple of weeks later, Lucas sat on the back porch, somber. He pulled out Jesi’s picture. She looked at him as if he hung the moon while he cuddled her tight. Lilly stood beside them, the family they were.

“One year ago today,” Lucas said, softly.

Though he tried not to dwell on it—and rarely admitted it—he desperately missed his darling daughter, his baby bluebird.

When the phone rang, he went back inside. It was Lilly—her voice low, missing Jesi too.

“One year ago today, Lukie. Have you told anyone?”

“No, have you?”

“No. I think I’ll just keep it to myself.”

“I wish I could be out there with you. I know we pledged to be together,” Lucas said.

“I know. At least I got ahold of you—I was worried I wouldn’t get through.”

“Yeah, I’m sorry. I’m juggling a few acts, and it’s been busy. Jake’s band is touring around.”

“That’s awesome! I’m so proud of everyone.”

“How are you liking Bitter Pills?”

“I like it. Don’t tell anyone it’s me, though.”

“Why not? You’re going to be famous.”

“I know, but I don’t want Jake or Mama G to see me like that.”

“Just be careful, Lils. Don’t get pulled into the rock-star cliché. Promise me you’ll take care of yourself.”

“I promise.”

“Crusader’s promise?”

“Crusader’s promise.”

Lucas went back to the porch to gather his thoughts. He was glad he’d spoken to Lilly, even if it stirred both good and hard memories. His life had changed that day. That was the day he became a dad. He wiped away his tears and put his smile back on. It was time to be Mr. Ashton again.
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Chapter Five
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Bitter Pills finished recording their first album. They were excited—it was official. They felt like rock stars. While they didn’t like the album’s title—Swallow This—they had no say in it. Eddie was their manager; what he said went. They were naïve, innocent, wholesome eighteen-year-old girls—double entendre be damned.

Afterward, the girls went to a studio for a photo shoot. Eddie had them dressed in revealing outfits. None of them felt comfortable, but Lilly least of all.

“I’m not sexy. There’s nothing about me that is sexy,” she told Vanessa. “I’m just me. I don’t know about this. I don’t like anyone seeing me like this. I look like trash.”

“Lilly, you don’t look like trash. You’re beautiful. Besides, you can do this. You just have to have confidence in yourself.”

Lilly was given black hot pants; a shoulder-length blunt-bob wig with soft bangs, dyed black-and-blue; a black push-up bra; a tight hot-pink jacket zipped halfway; and white go-go boots she could barely walk in.

“You look great,” Vanessa said.

“Do I? I don’t look like a hooker, do I?”

“No, you look sexy. You look like Alana Richardson.”

“I don’t know who that is.”

Vanessa chuckled at Lilly’s lack of pop-culture knowledge. “She’s the lead singer of Variety.”

“I don’t know who they are.”

“Here.” Vanessa held up the latest issue of Vogue, Variety on the cover. “There she is.”

Lilly looked at the glamorous woman. “I don’t look like her. She’s sexy. I’m... I don’t know. I’m just me.”

“Give it time, Angel Rayne, and you’ll get there. Now come on—let’s get our hair and makeup done.”

Lilly went to the makeup chair. The makeup artist caked on foundation and powder; her peaches-and-cream skin glowed, any blemishes hidden beneath concealer. Next came false eyelashes and lots of smoky gray eye makeup, followed by thick black eyeliner and pouty, bright-red lipstick. The artist pressed a star onto her cheek and dusted glitter everywhere. Aside from the blond hair, Lilly thought, she looked like the cartoon rock star Jem. Big hoop earrings completed the look.

She was officially made over into Angel Rayne.

She stepped onto the set and faced the camera. The rest of the girls were awkward, but the photographer put them at ease. Before long, their confidence was soaring. He wanted Lilly to flirt with the lens; when she said she didn’t know how, everyone chuckled.

“I’m... I’m... I’m not the most socially aware person.”

“Pretend you want to make love to it,” the photographer said.

“Make love to a camera? How—”

“Just tilt your head back and throw your arm over your head.”

Lilly tried, felt silly, and laughed.

“That’s it! Keep it up.” He clicked away. “That’s it! The camera loves you. You’re a star!”

As she relaxed, Lilly’s confidence bloomed—and it helped the others settle, too. After a couple of hours, the shoot wrapped. Eager to see the results, she walked over as Eddie and the photographer scrolled through the images. She peeked around them. They didn’t look too bad. If it was possible for her to think so about herself... she looked kind of hot.

Maybe I can pull this off after all.

Eddie took a step back. “We’ll touch it up. You, uh, need to lose about twenty pounds. Dollface— that stomach of yours...” He tapped her abdomen. “We can’t be having that. We’ll get you with some dietitians and a trainer. You’ll be smoking hot in no time.” He clicked his tongue. “Stick with me, dollface, and you’ll go places.”

Eddie’s words sliced through Lilly’s new-found confidence like a knife, leaving her feeling vulnerable and exposed.

Welcome to show business, Liliana Patrick.
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Chapter Six
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It was July Fourth. Lucas flew to Los Angeles to spend the weekend with Lilly at the new house she rented with the rest of Bitter Pills.

“I’m so happy to see you!” Lilly squealed, squeezing him tightly when she picked him up from the airport.

“Oh, Lils, I missed you too. Jake and Mama G wanted to come, but they couldn’t get away from work while I’m out here.”

“How’s school going?”

“It’s great. I just miss my study partner. I’m taking summer classes when I get back—goal is to graduate as soon as possible.”

“I miss you too. How’s AE doing?” Ashton Enterprises was Lucas’s talent management company he started when he was sixteen.

“Going great. I’ve got several acts I’m promoting.”

“That’s outstanding. I’m so proud of you, Lukie. You’ve worked your ass off. You’ll get your just rewards someday.”

“As Mama G says, I just have to have faith. If I keep working hard, I’ll get rich.”

“Is that what you want more than anything?”

“No. I want everyone to be successful. I have one group, Azure Rain—”

“These people and their names.”

“I know, Angel Rayne,” he teased, and Lilly rolled her eyes.

“Trust me, I wouldn’t have picked it.”

“Anyway, Azure’s getting big. They’re playing small theaters now.”

“That’s awesome.”

“Yeah, so I’m taking the money from them and investing it back into the business. We’re having Jake’s van detailed with ‘Succumb’ on the sides. A lot of people are buying their EP. We’re all excited for them. What are they doing with you guys?”

“We’re doing a mini club tour, then opening for Echo.”

“Really?” Lucas exclaimed.

“I know—it’s kinda cool, actually. I’m having a good time.”

“Well, that’s all that matters.”

✦ ✦ ✦

When he returned home from visiting Lilly, Lucas had a brainwave. As he watched Jacob play his guitar, he spotted a magazine on the table with a cover photo of John Kasinski, lead singer of The Bastards. John was pure rock and roll—eyeliner, spiky blond hair, total heartthrob. Women threw themselves at him. He looked like a man, while Jacob still looked like a teenage boy.

“I have an idea. We’re going to play on your good looks.” Lucas ran to his room to grab a few things, then hurried back. “Here—put this on.”

It was a pair of leather pants he’d bought for one of his other bands.

“I am not wearing leather pants.”

“Look at him.” Lucas held up the magazine.

“Yeah, he’s a cool dude.”

“Right—and you want to resemble him. Right now you look eighteen. You want to look like a man. Take a shower and put these on when you’re out. Trust me.”

Jacob eyed him suspiciously but did as he was told. A few minutes later, he came out in a blue Henley and the leather pants.

“Now let’s work with this.” Lucas unbuttoned the top three buttons. “No—better make it four,” he said, popping one more to expose a hint of chest.

He worked gel through Jacob’s hair, spiking it in the right places but letting a few pieces hang into his face for a sexy, sultry vibe. Jacob’s blond color played perfectly with the rock-star trend of frosted tips.

But Jacob balked at the eyeliner. “I’m NOT wearing eyeliner!”

“Don’t call it eyeliner—call it guyliner. It’s very rock star.”

Lucas flipped on MTV. In three different videos, every frontman wore eyeliner. “Do you want to play little clubs for five people, or big arenas with your name screaming from the rafters and girls throwing themselves at you?” Lucas aimed straight at his ego.

“Fine! I’ll put it on.”

Jacob went to the bathroom. A few minutes later, he came out with black liner perfectly applied around his ice-blue eyes.

Lucas grinned. “Now you look like Jacob Glass—rock god.”

“This better work.”

“It will. Trust me.” Lucas handed him a silver ball-chain necklace—very in—and a pair of killer boots. “Pose sexy for me.”

Jacob planted a hand on his hip and threw his head back. Lucas nodded. “Yeah, that’s it. We’ll give the others makeovers, take new photos, and you guys will be on your way.”

After Jacob’s makeover, Lucas worked with Ethan, Todd, and Alex, turning them into full-on rock stars.

“You have to sell yourselves. Believe in yourselves so everyone else will. You’re good-looking. We lean into that, and girls will eat out of your hands. Once the girls are in, everything else follows. You’ve got the gimmick; you’ve got the songs. Now we put it all together.”

“Alright, man, I trust you. How do you know this?” Ethan asked.

“Lilly’s cousin Joe is the lead singer of Echo. I used to manage him. We fixed their image and it paid off big time—clubs, bars, then California. The rest is history.”

“Man, that’s so cool. Joe Michaels is a rock god!” Ethan said. “You think we can do that?”

“I know you can. Now come on—we’ve got a show.”

A few nights later, the boys were on their third gig post-makeover. Lucas was right: more people were already coming out. EP sales ticked up and, to the band’s delight, more girls lingered after sets.

During a break, a girl approached Jacob with their EP and a pen. “Can I have your autograph?”

“My first autograph!” Jacob chuckled. “What do I put?”

“Can you write, ‘To Katie: Love always, Jacob’?”

“Why, sure. I can do that for you.”

She handed over her phone number afterward. “Call me sometime,” she said, kissing his cheek before running back to her friends.

“Go get her, Romeo,” Ethan teased—though a girl had already zeroed in on him, too. The bartender, a friend, slid them free beers under the radar, and Lucas had to reel them in. He worked hard to keep them straitlaced—for their moms’ peace of mind.

✦ ✦ ✦

While Lilly toured with Bitter Pills and Jacob gigged with Succumb, Lucas kept building his talent-management company. He was always scouting the next big thing—he wasn’t going to miss out.

He saw a way to grow Ashton Enterprises with a boy band called Evolution. He’d studied the blueprint back when Lilly’s cousin Mary—his first true love—was obsessed with New Kids on the Block.

He set Evolution up the same way: the shy one, the flirty one, the ladies’ man, the tough guy, and the cute one. Lucas booked voice lessons, hired a choreographer, and drilled them on how to be suave and debonair. When they were ready, he pitched the act as only he could.

Lucas had a knack for sales. He took Evolution to Genesis Records; they liked Evolution’s look. Mr. Peterson made an offer, the boys signed, and Lucas got a tidy payday. It wasn’t long before the promo campaign had them everywhere.

Evolution hit big with teen girls. Radio picked them up, then TV. Lucas landed them civic centers and college dates. They became his biggest act to date—and before long, the money followed.

As Matthew had taught him since he was eleven, Lucas reinvested profits back into the business. He branched into stocks and bonds, and even bought into Patrick Industries—Matthew’s company—which boosted his returns.

His friend Jonathan Berry, a contractor, needed an investor to start a house-flipping venture. Lucas liked the proposal and was on board. Together, they formed Renewal Realty.

The company took off quickly, bringing in even more revenue. Lucas’s portfolio grew as he added positions, and Jonathan locked down three more houses to repair and flip—each sold at a strong profit. Lucas was well on his way to becoming the businessman Matthew always said he would be.
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