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Chapter One
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As a cardiac surgeon, Jack Stephens was the best. He should be; he worked harder than anyone to make sure that his skills were unmatched. He prided himself on the fact that when he worked on a patient, he knew, without a doubt, the patient now had the best chance of survival. His arrogance was only matched by his success. It was hard to argue with his stats. Standing over six feet tall, he towered over the rest, both in stature and accomplishment. That was the Jack Stephens most people knew. That was the surgeon the hospital relied on and that was the persona he protected. It was only a select few who were lucky enough to know Jack as the husband, father and friend he really was.

“Where is it coming from?” The dimpled surgeon yelled as the patient was bleeding out. “Get me those scans now, dammit.”

“Jack, we are going to lose him if we don’t crack the chest. We need to open him up,” Dr. Turner yelled.

The beads of sweat covering his brow, Jack felt his heart race. He needed his wife in there. She would know what to do. Stephanie was the best there was at reading him and the patient. He knew she needed to be with Julie, but perhaps he needed her more. He needed someone. This couldn’t be happening. This was different. This wasn’t just another patient. This was family. “Dr. Stephens,” the elder doctor yelled at him. “We can’t wait any longer. It’s his only chance.”

“Okay, scalpel,” Jack took the thin blade and for the first time in surgery, prayed.

*****
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STEPHANIE HAD HER ARM around Julie as they sat in the waiting room. It had been two hours and they heard nothing. Stephanie knew that wasn’t a good sign. Jack would have sent someone out if things were going well. She fought with her need to be out here and to be in the O.R. She also was getting worried about Tommy and Brittany. They would be there soon and once they were, she was afraid Julie would lose it completely.

“I need to do something,” Julie stood up quickly, startling Stephanie. 

“You are doing all you can. Jack and Dr. Turner are working on Bill. All we can do is wait,” she tried to soothe the young wife and mother. 

“Do you know what he went through?” Julie asked in a low voice.

“No, all I know is what he told us. His vehicle hit an IED. But Jules, he has been doing remarkably well. He was at the wedding just two days ago. He was able to stand and to hold his baby boy. He is a miracle.”’

Julie felt sick. “You don’t understand. He holds so much inside, Stephanie. He feels so responsible for his men and for me. He is burdened by so much and I worry it will crush him. I just need him to feel my love for him. I need him to live for me. Is that too much to ask? Am I selfish to want that? I don’t think I will make it if he dies. I can’t live this life without him,” she put her hands over her face and sobbed.

Stephanie hugged her and let her own tears fall. How did everything go from so good to so bad in such a short amount of time?”
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TOMMY PULLED THE CAR onto the final turn before the hospital. He looked to his right and saw his bride of two days sitting with her arms around her middle, breathing slowly. He knew she was fighting her nausea and her fear. He knew sitting in a car for over two straight hours wasn’t helping her. He also knew he had to get to his sister and brother in law. 

“I’m sorry about this,” he said softly. 

Brittany looked at her new husband and felt her heart ache for his torment. She moved her hand to cover his as it sat on his thigh. She squeezed his fingers and smiled. “I thought I told you not to say those words anymore. We are in this together. Julie and Bill are my family, too.”

“But you look green. I know you feel like shit and I haven’t stopped for a second,” he said, knowing her meds and pregnancy were making an already difficult day that much worse.

“It’s not nice to tell your new bride she looks green,” she smiled. “I am fine and we are almost there.”

His chin quivered as he pulled into the doctor’s lot. “What if we’re too late?” 

She shook her head. “Tommy, you need to stop this right now. Stephanie said Jack is assisting and other than you, there is nobody I would trust more.”

“He is the best. I would never tell him that, but he is,” Tommy put the car in park. He took a deep breath and looked at her. “I love you.”

Her heart melted at his tone and his sincerity. “I love you too, baby. Let’s go see our family.”

******
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JULIE SAT IN THE CHAPEL after she left Stephanie in the waiting room. She needed to be alone for a minute, to do something, figure out something. She never really prayed or considered herself religious, but Bill was her life. He was her husband and the father of their little baby. She looked down at her hands and fingered her wedding band. They deserved forever.

*******
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STEPHANIE PACED BACK and forth while she waited and finally saw Brittany and Tommy. She ran to them and hugged Brittany, feeling her tears come as she looked at them, hating the fact that she interrupted their honeymoon to bring them back to this.

“What’s happening?” Tommy asked her.

Stephanie filled them in on what she knew. “I’m so sorry to have called you guys, but I didn’t know what else to do.”

Tommy hugged her. “Thank you for calling us, Stephanie,” he looked around. “Where is Julie?”

“She went to the chapel. She wanted to be alone,” Stephanie sighed. 

Tommy looked at Brittany. “Go,” she said and he ran to the chapel.

Stephanie looked at her best friend. She was pale and looked exhausted. “Do you want something to eat or drink?”

Brittany shook her head. “In a minute. First I am going to the bathroom and wash up and take my meds.”

Stephanie nodded. “Okay, let me know if you need anything.”

Brittany walked into the bathroom and into a stall. She sat down and took a few deep breaths. She had no time for this. She had to be okay.
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TOMMY WALKED TO THE chapel and saw his sister sitting in a pew. He walked up to her and she turned to see him. “Oh God, Tommy,” she said as she collapsed in his arms. “I told them not to call you,” she sobbed.

He held her and rubbed her back. “You should have called me Jules. I’m so sorry I wasn’t here,” he felt his own tears prick his eyes.

“I don’t know what to do. I know something is wrong. It’s been too long and Jack said he would let me know how it was going. I think I’m going to lose him. I can’t live without him, Tommy. I feel like I’m going to die.” 

“Stop this right now. He is not going to die. You are the strongest woman I know and you can do anything. Bill will fight for you and you need to do the same for him,” he took her face in his hands. “You are his wife and that means you can’t give up.”

She looked at him and tried to calm down. “I’m so glad you’re here,” she hugged him again. 

“Tommy, they need you need to assist,” Stephanie said from the doorway of the chapel. “The nurse just came out and they need you.”

Tommy nodded and got up. 

“What does that mean? What’s going on? What does that mean?” Julie cried.

Stephanie walked to her and gave Tommy a look that said to go now. He looked at his sister and kissed her forehead before running to the OR. “Come on, let’s go wait out in the lobby.”

Julie followed her out and saw Brittany sitting there. She ran into her sister in law’s arms and Brittany held her. “I’m so sorry,” Brittany said.

“I told them not to call you. I didn’t want to ruin your honeymoon. I have ruined so much already,” Julie rambled.

Brittany took her hands in her own. “Tommy and I had a wonderful time. Nothing was ruined and we wanted to be here. You are everything to Tommy and he needed to be here. We both did.”

Stephanie sat down next to them and the three women waited for word.

*******
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TOMMY SCRUBBED IN AND walked into the surgical theatre. “What do we have?” he asked as the nurse prepped his gown.

Jack looked at his best friend and felt an immediate sense of relief. “Hey, bout time you got here. Your brother in law is giving us a terrible fight.”

“I can see that. Tell me what we have.”

Jack filled him in and once again the alarms went off. “Fuck, suction! The shrapnel is everywhere. We need to get it before it lacerates another artery,” he worked on tying off more of the bleeders.

Tommy grabbed the tools and assisted his friend in saving his brother. They worked for a long time and Jack looked at Tommy. “I don’t see anymore.”

Tommy nodded. “Let’s close his chest,” he said and they worked on doing just that. He looked at Dr. Turner as he worked. “What’s the status?”

Dr. Turned sighed. “I don’t think he will tolerate anything more. I think we need to amputate.”

Jack and Tommy looked at each other. They were about to comment when for the third time, Bill flatlined.

*****
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JULIE, BRITTANY AND Stephanie sat in silence as the time ticked on. Julie was resting with her head on Brittany’s shoulder, the tears long stopped and the realization that they all knew their men were in there, fighting for Bill’s life was settling swift and hard.

Stephanie saw them first. She touched Julie’s hand and the three women watched as Tommy and Jack walked to them. They looked completely and utterly exhausted and Julie found that once again, she underestimated the amount of tears she had. Jack motioned for them to come into the conference room. Stephanie and Brittany helped Julie up and they walked into the room.

“Bill is going to be in recovery shortly. He had some complications while we worked on him. The shrapnel in his chest shifted and punctured his aorta and he was in dire shape,” Jack said.

Brittany felt her tears come as she listened. She knew what that could mean. She held Julie’s hand as Tommy started. “We had to perform open heart surgery to repair the tear and while we were there, we discovered numerous pieces of shrapnel that were precariously situated in his chest. Jack and I were able to remove most of them,” Tommy said.

Julie looked from man to man and tried to read between the lines. “What aren’t you telling me?” she asked softly.

“He went into cardiac arrest three times on the table and the last time, we almost didn’t get him back,” Jack said.

“Oh God,” Julie looked at them. “I think I’m going to be sick,” she turned and ran to the garbage.

Brittany helped her as she sat on the floor.

“You can do this, Jules. He is alive. You can do this,” she spoke softly as she let her own tears fall.

Julie put her head in her hands and took a few deep breaths. They walked back over to the rest of them. “What about his leg?”

Tommy looked at Jack. “His leg is still attached. Dr. Turner was amazing and worked fast to do what he could. The blood flow to the rest of his leg and foot improved significantly,” he wiped his eyes, distraught at how upset his sister was.

“The primary issue right now is that Bill is in a medically induced coma. We were able to stabilize him, but it’s going to be an uphill battle for him to come out of this. I’m afraid his leg is the least of his issues right now,” Tommy said. He walked over to Julie. “I’m so sorry this happened, Jules. I just know that I have never seen someone fight harder on the table to stay. He has so much to live for and he knows it. We just need to talk to him and make him see that his work here is not done. We will try to wake him up tomorrow, assuming he remains stable.”

She stood up and hugged him tightly before walking to Jack and hugging him. “When can I see him?”

“I’ll take you,” Jack said and looked at Stephanie. 

“I’ll come with you guys,” she said and hooked her arm through Julie’s. They walked off down the hall.

Brittany stood up and walked to Tommy. She touched his face and pulled him to her in a hug. He buried his head in her neck and she held him, rubbing his back. “You were amazing. I am so proud of you baby,” she said softly.

He stepped back and wiped his eyes. “He was gone. He was gone and we almost didn’t get him back.”

She wiped his cheeks and smiled. “But you did. I can’t imagine what you left out of what happened. I know it must have been 10 times worse than you told her. But Tommy, none of it matters. Bill made it through surgery and now we will help him make it through life.”

He leaned in and kissed her. “How are you feeling? Did you eat anything?”

She hugged him again. “I’m okay, please stop worrying.”

He held her and shook his head. “I can’t help it. I just want to take you home and watch you sleep.”

She smiled. “Watch me sleep? I was hoping we could finish going through the suitcase,” she tried to stifle it but she yawned.

He laughed. “Like I said, sleep first,” he stroked her cheek.

“No, let’s go be with Bill and Julie first,” she wrapped her arm around his waist and he put his arm over her shoulders and they walked to the room.

******
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JULIE STOOD WITH STEPHANIE and Jack as the nurses finished hooking everything up. She tried to see him, to make out his body, but there were too many people. 

“ICU is usually reserved for five-minute visits at a time every hour, but we made an exception for you. You can stay as long as you want. But Julie, it’s important that you take care of yourself. You need to stay healthy and strong for Bill and for David,” Jack said.

She nodded her understanding. “Can I do anything to help him wake up?”

“Talk to him. Tell him you’re here and remind him what he needs to come back to,” Stephanie smiled. “I am fairly certain he knows all of that, but sometimes men need to hear things more than once.”

Jack grinned. “I’ll let that go for now,” he watched as the nurse’s left. “Go ahead, we’ll be out here if you need anything.”

“Okay,” she said as she walked into the room. Jack and Stephanie walked back to the lobby.

Tommy and Brittany walked up and the four sat down opposite each other. No one spoke for a minute. “So, how was the honeymoon?” Jack asked.

Tommy smiled. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

Brittany looked at Stephanie and the women rolled their eyes. “We had a very nice time.”

Jack raised his eyebrows and they all laughed, grateful to release a little stress. There was silence again when Stephanie sighed. “How can we help them?” she rested her head on Jack’s arm. 

Tommy sat back and crossed his arms. “I don’t know what’s going to happen. I just hope this was the worst and the road to recovery can begin,” he sighed. “He is going to have a really long fight ahead of him.”

Stephanie looked between the two men and smiled. “You two are amazing, do you realize what you did?”

Jack looked at her. “What do you mean?”

Brittany nodded. “You both just worked on a family member under enormously difficult circumstances and effectively saved his life. I think that deserves a reward.”

Tommy grinned. “What kind of reward are we talking about?”

Stephanie looked at Jack, “I bet we can come up with something.”

The men put their arms around their respective woman and they all sat and just breathed.

*******
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JULIE SAT DOWN NEXT to the bed and once again, looked at her husband. He had a central line coming out of the side of his chest and tubes draining the fluids from the incision. His chest was uncovered and she could see the gauze lightly covering the long incision. His arms were free and his hands were at his sides. There was a breathing tube in his throat and his skin was very pale. She looked to his legs and for the first time, she could see both. His right leg was covered with a pressure bandage to prevent clots and his severely injured left leg was bandaged, but there was no cast. There was some sort of machine hooked up to something coming from the bandage, but she didn’t know what it was. Sighing, she took his hand in hers and brought it to her cheek. “Alone at last,” she smiled as she kissed his fingers and ran her hand up and down his bare arm. “I think we need a new plan. This one isn’t working for me anymore,” she stroked his face as she spoke to him. “I need you to come home and be with me and David. I need you to hold me and tell me it’s going to be okay. I want to listen to you snore and I want you to tease me about my cooking,” she felt her tears fall and she sobbed. “I just want to see your blue eyes, baby. Please don’t leave me.”

Julie put his arm down and put her head in her hands. She felt someone next to her and she looked up. “Hi,” she said to Tommy.

“Hi yourself,” he said as he sat down next to her. “He is holding his own.”

She nodded and picked up her husbands’ hand again. “How did you do it?”

Tommy looked at her. “Do what?”

“You made Brittany come back to you. Will you teach me how to do that?” Julie spoke softly and looked at Bill. “I’m not really that smart about a lot of things, but I can learn. I will do it, whatever it takes.”

Tommy wondered if his heart could actually disintegrate. He put his hand on her arm, unable to say anything.

Julie looked at her brother. “Do you think he can come back from this? Is this something a person can recover from?”

“Yes. He can recover, Jules. It won’t be easy, but you know that we never do things the easy way,” he smiled at her. “You just need to believe in him,” he looked at Bill. “You want to know what I did to get to Brittany?” he sighed. “I begged, pleaded, screamed, prayed and asked her to live. I get it, Jules. I know what you’re thinking,” he felt his tears come to his eyes. “I would give anything to make this okay for you. I wish you and Bill were home and arguing about nothing. I wish you never had to know anything like this kind of pain and I wish Bill could finally be home and continue his life with you and David.” 

Julie turned and looked at her brother. “I’m truly sorry I ruined your honeymoon.”

He ruffled her hair. “How about when Bill is up to it, the six of us go back and have another vacation. I think we all deserve it,” he stood up. “And I will tell you one last time that you didn’t and have never ruined anything for me. You are my greatest blessing, Jules. I will always be here for you,” he leaned down and kissed her forehead before he walked out.
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Chapter Two
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Brittany sat in the family room of their house after Jack and Stephanie dropped her off with Tramp. Tommy was staying at the hospital a little longer with Julie, but he was going to bring her home to her house soon. Bill wasn’t going to wake up until they brought him out of the coma the next day, if that. He was stable and they were confident he would stay that way tonight. Everyone was on call in case there was any change. 

“Hey buddy, your mommy and daddy are married now, what do you think about that?” she asked Tramp as she pet his belly. The little dog yawned and stretched, seemingly unimpressed by the news. 

“I see; that’s all you’ve got?” she smiled and sighed. “I should go to bed, but I don’t know what to do,” she put her head in her hands and felt her stomach twist. “To eat or not to eat, that is the question,” she said with a smile. “Nope, shower first because I’m gross and then maybe your daddy will be home,” she stood up and fought off her dizziness before heading to the bedroom. She pulled her clothes off and walked into the bathroom and started the shower. Stepping under the hot water she felt her tears mix with the water as she sank to her knees and sobbed as they weight of everything wash over her. She sat there in the tub for a while before she got up and washed her hair and body before turning the water off and wrapping a towel around her. She found Tommy sitting on the bed, waiting for her. 

“Hi, I didn’t know you were here,” she said as she wiped her eyes.

He smiled at her in the towel and walked over. “I was waiting for you to come out. I didn’t want to scare you, but I would have joined you,” he wrapped his arms around her, getting himself all wet. 

“Did you drop Julie off at home?” she asked as she stepped back.

“Yes, she was exhausted and I hope she will sleep. I promised we would pick her up early tomorrow and go back to the hospital,” he walked closer to her and took her face in his hands. “Were you crying?”

She shrugged and turned away from him. “I’m fine. Let me get dressed and we can order something to eat.”

He walked over to her and tried to grab her arm. “Hey, Red, stop,” he walked in front of her. 

She wiped her eyes and sighed. “Tommy, please just give me a minute. It’s nothing,” she turned to wipe her eyes and tripped. She felt his arms around her as she almost fell to the ground. 

“Okay, that’s enough,” he said as he helped her to the bed. He took her hand in his and checked her pulse. 

“Tommy, I’m just tired. I took my meds and I didn’t eat and it’s been a long day,” she wiped her eyes. “I just want to be able to take care of you. I wanted you to come home and be able to relax and put your feet up and have dinner waiting for you,” she sighed. “It’s been three days and I am a failure as a wife.”

He looked at her and tried really hard not to laugh. “Really? You’re already barefoot and pregnant and now you want to cook dinner?”

She picked up her pillow and smacked him. “I’m serious. I need to do better.”

“Let’s see, you are on the bed, soaking wet and wearing only a towel. You are the strongest, sexiest woman I have ever seen and I am the luckiest husband in the world,” he leaned in and kissed her. He went to pull away when she held him to her, rolling him over and resting on one arm, her wet hair falling around her. She took her free hand and put it on his chest. 

“Are you tired?” she asked him as she began to unbutton his shirt.

He smiled, “Nope.”

She slid her hand under the material and over his warm skin. “Do you know this is the first time we have been in our bed as husband and wife?”

He sat up quickly. “Shit,” he looked at her, “We need to go, now.”

She looked at him like he had three heads. “What’s wrong?” she stood up and followed him into the foyer. “Tommy, stop. What’s wrong?”

He looked at her, still clad in a towel and he walked back into the bedroom, bringing her bathrobe out and handing it to her. “Put this on,” he waited. 

“What is going on?” she asked as she did as he asked.

“Come with me,” he walked outside.

“Tommy, I am wearing a bathrobe. I am not walking outside,” she looked at him. “Are you okay? You’re freaking me out.”

“Just walk out with me,” he held his hand out and smiled.

She grinned and took his hand and they walked outside into the darkness. 

Tommy looked at her. “I messed up big time,” he looked at her, “You may have doubts about being a good wife, but I failed the first test.”

She was trying to follow, but she couldn’t figure out where he was going. “You haven’t failed at anything, Tommy. What is going on in your head?”

He smiled and picked her up in his arms. “I have to carry you over the threshold. It’s my main husband job.”

She laughed as he carried her into the house and then placed her down before closing and locking the door. He turned back to her and she pulled him to her, snaking her arms around his neck and tilting her head to capture his lips with hers. She pressed her tongue into his mouth and he untied her bathrobe before running his hands over her waist. She finished taking his shirt off and leaned in to his chest, running her tongue over his flesh and moving her fingers down to his pants. He pressed his waist into her and smiled. “I love you so much.”

She stroked his cheeks with her fingers and felt her eyes fill again with tears. “You are my everything,” she smiled as they walked into the bedroom.

******
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JULIE SAT IN THE DARKNESS of her bedroom after Tommy dropped her off. She knew she should sleep, but there was so much on her mind, it was hard to shut it off. She figured exhaustion would take over soon, but it hadn’t yet. She walked to his dresser and pulled out his shirt, putting it on before grabbing more of his shirts and breathing in his scent. She put his shirts on the bed and laid down in the middle of the pile, trying to feel surrounded by him. She closed her eyes and tried to empty her mind.

******
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(SEVEN YEARS EARLIER)

Bill walked with his arm around Julie as they made their way to the restaurant. It has been three weeks since her attack in the alley and she needed to get out of the house. She had been back at home for two weeks, and although she loved them both, Jack and Tommy were driving her crazy. They hovered constantly and when they were at work, she was starting to feel anxious. She felt a little like she was losing her independence and it scared her.

“Jules? Hey, where are you?” Bill had stopped walking and was trying to get her attention.

“Huh? Oh, sorry. What were you saying?” she wiped her face and looked at him.

He stood in front of her and cupped her face in his hands. “Talk to me. What’s going on?”

She shrugged. “Nothing, I’m fine,” she walked away from him for a few feet and he turned to go after her when a couple of kids who were riding their bikes almost ran into her. She screamed and cowered to the ground and the kids stopped, alarmed at her reaction. 

“We’re sorry, we didn’t mean to scare you.” One of the boys who was probably 12 or 13 stopped. 

Julie didn’t say anything; she just stared at them, tears streaming down her face. Bill looked at them and nodded. “It’s okay, just watch where you’re going.”

The kids stared a minute longer and sped away. Bill pulled Julie into his arms and held her. “You’re okay, I promise, you’re okay,” he spoke softly to her.

She looked at him and he wiped her tears away. She stood up and began to walk back to the car. 

“Julie, hey, stop.”

She turned to face him and he saw complete fear in her eyes, “I’m scared all the time, Bill. I’m looking around me and wondering when it’s going to happen again. I sit at home and I’m scared to be alone. I have always been independent and that’s what you like about me. I don’t know what to do to get back to that person,” she crossed her arms in front of her. “What if I never get back to who I was? What if you decide that who I am now isn’t,” she stopped and turned away from him.

He turned her gently to face him. “Isn’t what?”

“Isn’t who you want to be with,” she said softly.

“Do you honestly think that?” he asked her.

She shrugged. “I don’t know what to think. I was so safe and content when I was with you for that first week, but now, I’m like a child who is lost and I don’t want to be dependent on you. I want to be someone worth your love and respect. I want you to look at me and know that you are with a strong woman. I want to challenge you and excite you and,” she was silenced by his mouth covering hers. He pulled her to him and continued to kiss her until she stepped back and touched his chest.

“I love you. I respect you. You challenge me every day and your strength is what makes me push myself when I want to give up. Baby, when I thought I lost you, I was a shell of the man you see. I face down a lot of bad things and I am trained to deal with trauma and fear, but with you, none of the training mattered. I was lost without you and I don’t ever want to feel that way again. I’ll help you to feel safe and I won’t let you give up, I promise. But Julie, never doubt my devotion to you or that my love has conditions. I love all of you, the independent and the fierce along with the sensitive and vulnerable. You will feel strong again and you will be okay, but you have to give yourself a break. You have to heal.”

She reached his hands and grasped them in her own. “Are you carrying your gun? Will you show me how to shoot?”

He raised his eyebrows. “Excuse me?”

“I want to learn to shoot a gun. Will you teach me?” she repeated.

He sighed. “They tend to frown upon discharging your weapon on a crowded street,” he smiled at her. “You don’t need a gun.”

She looked at him. “Fine, but I can handle a weapon.”

He put his arms around her. “I have no doubt about that,” he looked at her. “I’ll take you to the range and you can handle my weapon.”

She grinned, “That sounds sexy.”

He laughed. “Right. Come on, let’s go have dinner.”

She linked her arm through his and walked to the restaurant with him.
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JULIE FELL INTO A DEEP sleep as she remembered more and more about why she knew that Bill had to be okay. They simply needed each other in this world

*****
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STEPHANIE AND BRITTANY walked into the hospital the next morning, on their way to meet Jack and Tommy. The men left earlier to pick Julie up and check on Bill. Stephanie linked her arm through her friend. “So, how is the morning sickness?”

Brittany sighed. “It’s like all day sickness,” she smiled. “I guess it’s a small price to pay, but I would like to stop returning my food.”

Stephanie nodded. “I know what you mean. Bee made her presence known at the most inopportune times. But I’ll tell you what; it’s all worth it. I never thought I would have such a capacity for love until I saw her. She is everything to me and to her daddy.”

Shaking her head in agreement, Brittany sat down on a bench and put her head in her hands. Stephanie frowned and rubbed her friends back. “You know, I don’t mean to overstep, seeing as how you are an OBGYN, but maybe you should see someone and make sure you’re okay. With your history, your body may need some help to adjust to this pregnancy.”

“I know, but with everything going on, there just hasn’t been time,” she wiped her eyes. “To be honest, Stephanie, I’m scared. I know I shouldn’t feel so badly, but I just can’t bring myself to get checked out.”

“But why? What’s worrying you?” 

“Tommy,” Brittany said and felt her tears come. “He is so happy, Stephanie. I will do whatever it takes to give him this child.”

“At the risk of what? He loves you and he needs you. A baby is a wonderful blessing and I know how happy it would make you both, but it is also something that you need to be healthy enough to tolerate. Tommy would never risk your health for anything. Don’t forget that,” Stephanie said sincerely.

Brittany looked at her. “It isn’t fair. Why does everything have to be so fucking hard?” she wiped her eyes. “He deserves to be happy.”

Stephanie put her arm around her friend. “I have learned through the last few years, that going through shit makes us appreciate the time when there isn’t any shit. We got a raw deal with our health. So what? We made up for it in overachieving when it came to our husbands,” she smiled when Brittany laughed. “I’m sorry we both have to deal with so much, but it’s who we are and it’s what we carry. We can’t change it and it does no good to ignore it. Tommy knows who he married. You need to remember who you married, too.” 

Brittany nodded. “You don’t beat around the bush, do you?” she smiled. 

“No, tact has never been my strong suit,” she grinned. “I am going to meet Jack. Why don’t you take a minute and make an appointment and then meet us in ICU?”

Brittany smiled. “Okay. I will do that. I’m just going to sit for another minute, first.”

Stephanie hugged her and smoothed her hair. “I love you, you know that.”

“I do and I love you, too. Thank you,” Brittany said as Stephanie walked away.

Just take a few deep breaths and you will be fine. Brittany tried to calm her nerves and she knew part of her issue was coming from the anxiety she felt at being able to sustain a pregnancy. She also knew she needed to take better care of herself, both with eating and sleeping. It just was so hard, with everything going on with their family. She needed to be here, with them. She wanted to be here. She was lost in thought when she noticed someone standing in front of her. 

“Excuse me, can I have an autograph?” a man her age asked.

She fought the urge to vomit on him. “Sure,” she stood up and took the pen he handed her and then looked at the image he wanted her to sign. “Where did you get this?” she asked him, her face turning white. 

“What do you mean?” The man asked. “I think it’s sexy.”

She started shaking and the man realized something was wrong. “Look, I printed it from the Internet. I figured it was from a video you shot when you were younger. I knew you worked here, so I thought I might find you. I’m sorry if I overstepped.”

“Can I have it, please?” she asked him. “Can I have it back? I’ll send you a new image if you want,” she had tears streaming down her face and her right hand was shaking. She realized her left hand wasn’t moving when she wanted it to.

The man saw her fading and helped her sit down. He handed her the photo and he turned to call for help. There was a crowd gathering, whispering and recognizing her. She wondered if she could disappear.

*******
[image: ]


TOMMY SAT WITH JACK and Julie while they waited to go into the ICU. Bill had an uneventful night, which in his case was excellent. They were going to try and wean him off the sedatives and see if he would wake up. 

“How long will it take?” Julie asked as she played with her shirt.

“It’s hard to say. It might be a few hours before we see any change. It might be longer,” Tommy said. They all looked up as Stephanie joined them. Jack stood up to greet her.

“Hey, how is Bill,” she asked as she sat down.

“Dr. Turner is checking his leg so we will go in soon,” Julie said and Stephanie smiled.

Tommy looked behind them. “Did you forget someone?” he smiled.

Stephanie laughed. “No, Brittany was going to make some calls downstairs before joining us.”

Tommy was worried. “Maybe I should go get her?”

Jack smiled at his friend. “Dude, she can spend five minutes without you.”

He scowled at Jack. “Thank you Captain Obvious. I just worry about her. She isn’t feeling well and she tries to hide it.”

Stephanie squeezed Tommy’s arm. “I gave her some advice about that, so hopefully she will open up a bit more.”

Jack looked up as Dr. Turner walked out. They all walked to find out about Bill, forgetting for a moment about Brittany.

“Well, how does it look?” Julie asked.

Dr. Turner smiled. “I think it was a success,” he said and they all smiled. “That being said, he will have a long road to recovery and rebuilding the strength in his leg and calf. But judging how it looks right now, I would say we salvaged a good limb.”

“He is going to be so relieved,” Julie said as she wiped her tears. “He was so afraid he would lose his leg.”

Tommy hugged her. “If he had, you would have helped him through it.”

She hugged him back. “I know, but he deserves this one.”

Tommy nodded. “I agree with that.”

“Can I see him?” Julie was anxious.

“Yes, go ahead.” Dr. Turner said and Julie walked into the room with Tommy.

Stephanie looked at her watch and Jack noticed. “What is it?” he asked her.

“Brittany should have been up here by now. Maybe I should have waited?” she wondered.

“How about if you just call her and find out what happened,” he said and put his arm around her. 

Stephanie dialed her friend and waited. 

“Hello?” A male voice answered.

Stephanie immediately was concerned. “Who is this?”

“I am the security guard. Who is this?”

“This is Dr. Stephens. Why do you have this phone?” she looked up as Tommy walked out of ICU and towards them.

“Dr. Anthony left it behind after the incident.” 

Stephanie was becoming furious. “What incident? What happened?”

Jack watched her and felt sick. He had no idea what had happened.

“You can come talk to the police. They are at the West entrance.”

Stephanie hung up and looked at Jack. “Something happened, I don’t know what. We need to go to the West Entrance.”

Tommy smiled as he walked up to them. “He looks good. Julie is going to sit with,” he noticed his friends’ faces. “What is it?”

“We need to get to the West entrance. Something happened,” Jack said and they all ran.

******
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TOMMY MADE IT TO THE police first. “What happened to Dr. Williams? I am her husband. Please,” he asked as he looked at the people who were gathered. They were questioning a man who stood there with his arms crossed. “Please. What happened?”

The police officer looked at him. “We don’t know where she went. She was upset and slipped out of our custody.”

“Your custody? What the hell does that mean? Why was she upset?” he walked over to the man who was being questioned. “What happened?” he saw Jack and Stephanie catch up to him.

“Who are you?” the man asked. He was a good amount shorter than Tommy.

“I am her husband. What did you do?” Tommy walked closer.

The officer put his arm in front of Tommy and pulled him back. Tommy turned and looked at the policeman. “I just want to know what happened.”

“I saw her sitting down and I recognized her so I wanted an autograph. I thought she would have security with her or something, but she was alone. She smiled at me,” he got a faraway look in his eyes and Tommy almost punched him. Hell, Stephanie felt like punching him. “Anyway, she said sure but when I handed her the picture, she freaked out. She just kept asking me to give it to her to keep. She wanted the picture back. She was all weird and shaking. Look, can I go? I told you everything.”

“Where is the picture?” Tommy asked, “Where is the fucking picture?”

The man sensed Tommy wasn’t in the mood to play. “I gave it to the officer.”

The police officer handed Tommy the picture and he couldn’t believe it. “Oh God. Oh my God. Where did you get this?”

The man looked at him. “That was her reaction. I printed it off the Internet. I thought it was sexy, like from her Rescue Me video or something. I am starting to think that isn’t the case.”

Jack and Stephanie looked at Tommy who couldn’t take his eyes off the image. “What is it?” Jack asked him as he led his friend away from the man.

Tommy couldn’t stop his tears as he stared at the image. “When she was attacked the first time, one of the things the pervert did was take pictures of her in all stages of the attack. When she would wake up, he had them hanging all around her, to show her that he could do whatever he wanted. That’s one of the reasons she is so sensitive to pictures being taken, and the smell of chemicals. He had the pictures hanging all around her, freshly developed,” he felt like he was going to be sick. “This is one of those pictures,” Tommy said brokenly and Stephanie covered her mouth, as Jack was speechless while they looked at the image of a teenaged Brittany bound and gagged with bruises all over and her shirt torn. Her eyes were closed and her hair was hanging over part of her face.

Tommy looked at them. “I have to find her. This is her worst fear. This is too much. Oh God.” 
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Chapter Three
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(A little over a year ago)

Julie was sitting in her living room waiting for Bill to come home from the precinct. He was working training officers in hand-to-hand combat and assisting the detectives with search techniques. She made dinner and had something important to discuss with him. They had had a rough few weeks because Julie found a lump in her breast and they had been worrying about it non-stop. She called Tommy and they were going to be coming to his hospital to have the results verified, but she had a biopsy the day before and the results showed it to be benign. Julie just spoke to the doctor and had some news. She stood up as she heard his car in the garage.

Bill walked into the house and smiled when he saw her. He met her in a few strides and pulled her to him in a kiss. “Hi,” he said after they parted.

She grinned. “That was quite the welcome.”

“I missed you. I wish you would have let me stay home with you today,” he stroked her cheek. “How are you feeling? Any pain?”

She shrugged. “Just a little discomfort, not pain, really.”

He walked to the couch and sat down. “Something smells good,” he raised his eyebrows. “Did you cook?”

She laughed and walked over to sit on his lap. “Don’t worry, I won’t make you suffer from my inept cooking abilities. I ordered in and put it in the oven to warm.”

He shook his head. “I love your cooking,” he said and kissed her again.

She grinned and pressed her forehead to his. “Flattery will get you everywhere.”

He wrapped his arms around her. “What’s going on?” he smoothed her hair away from her face.

She kissed him. “What do you mean?”

“I can see there is something else. Your dimple isn’t as deep as usual and that means you’re thinking too hard about something,” he ran his fingers down her arm.

How did he notice these things? She stood up and turned to look at him. “The doctor called me a little while ago.”

He stood up, immediately concerned. “Oh God, did they find something else?”

She walked to him and took his hands in hers. “They did, but it’s not bad.”

He was confused. “I don’t understand.”

She looked at him with tears in her eyes. “I’m pregnant.”

He was quiet for a minute and then his whole face lit up. “Pregnant? We’re going to have a baby?”

She nodded and he picked her up in his arms. “Oh Jules, that’s the best news ever,” he held her and she laughed. 

“You mean that?” she asked as he put her down.

“What do you mean? Of course I mean that. We both want children. Aren’t you happy?” he tried to figure out what she was struggling with.

“I am. I want to have your children more than anything,” she wiped her eyes.

“So why are you crying?” he hated her tears.

“I don’t know. I think I just don’t want this feeling to end. I don’t want anything bad to happen and take this away,” she said.

“That makes sense,” he walked to the couch and pulled her back down on his lap. “Baby, everything good in your life has been taken away. You lost your parents when you were the happiest and most content. You and I got close and then you were stabbed. We got engaged and I left you for a year. It doesn’t take a lot to realize why you’re scared,” he brushed her tears away. “But this is different. This time everything is going to be okay. You deserve to be happy,” he had tears in his eyes. “You’re going to be the best mother.”

“When I think of you holding a baby, I feel like there is nothing in the world that could compare to that image. You will teach him strength and honor and he will be the best of both of us,” she said softly.

“I’m no doctor, but it’s probably too early to know the sex. Why do you say him?” he found his eyes trailing to her stomach, amazed at what was now nestled there.

“I just feel like we are going to have a son,” she said as she moved to him and pressed her mouth on his, feeling his hands move to the bottom of her shirt and soon his fingers were on her skin, moving up to her chest and running over the fabric of her bra. He could feel her skin react under the material and she moved to pull her shirt off. He sat up more and leaned in to kiss her soft skin. She stood up and pulled him to her, untucking his shirt and licking her lips as he pulled it off. She moved to his torso and kissed his navel as she moved to his waist and unbuttoned his pants before pulling them down and off. He stepped out of his pants and picked her up in his arms, carrying her to the bedroom.

He looked at her as she lay on the bed. “You are so beautiful,” he said as he leaned in and removed her pants and her panties. She took off her bra and he saw the bandaged spot on her chest. “Are you sure I won’t hurt you?”

She smiled softly. “You could never hurt me. Just love me,” she looked into his eyes as he moved over her. She relished the feel of him on her and he took her hands in hers and linked their fingers together above her head. She wrapped her ankles around his calves and held him to her. 

“Oh God,” she moaned and he leaned down and kissed her neck as she gave him everything she had and he knew that without a doubt, he would do whatever he could to make her life everything it should be.
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JULIE SAT WITH BILL and was happy to see the tube out of his throat and his face relatively unobstructed. The machines were less than the day before, but the one on his leg was still running. She made a mental note to ask about that one. She took his hand in hers and brought it to her lips. “I had a dream about us last night. It’s funny, since you left for Iraq; I have been reliving so many of our memories together. I think it’s a defense mechanism for me. I know you probably don’t know this about me, but I don’t like to appear helpless,” she grinned. “Okay, I put up a brave front all the time because it makes me feel better, but in reality, sometimes I feel like if you aren’t with me, I will break into a million pieces,” she felt her tears come again. “I think that’s why I was remembering the night you helped me feel better after my attack. Sometimes the feeling of loneliness gets so overwhelming it swallows me. I need you to help me again,” she put his hand down and touched his cheek. “You’re going to be okay, Bill. You just need to wake up and look at me,” she looked up as Stephanie walked into the room.

“Hey, mind if I join you?” Stephanie asked as she sat down.

Julie smiled. “Of course not. Is everything okay?”

“It will be,” she smiled. “Brittany had a run in with a fan and it got a little ugly, but Tommy will take care of her.” 

Julie sighed. “Dammit, what is wrong with people? When is she going to get a break?”

Stephanie smiled. “I could ask the same about you two.”

The young teacher smiled. “We’re going to be okay. I just need him to wake up.”

Stephanie looked at the machines and shook her head. “Everything looks good. He is really remarkable.”

Julie smiled. “You have no idea. I just hope he knows how much I need him.”

“I would think he has an idea,” she laughed and just sat with her friends, hoping Jack could get through to Tommy.

*******
[image: ]


WHERE DID SHE GO? HE tried to find her, but he didn’t know where someone went who was so broken. He couldn’t believe this happened. There were so many questions. How did those pictures end up on the Internet? Why weren’t they locked up in evidence or destroyed? Tommy paced around the locker room, thinking. He had looked everywhere he could think of and found nothing. 

“There you are, I have been looking for you,” Jack said as he found his friend. “The police are looking for her. What can we do?”

Tommy looked at him. “Stay here with Julie.”

Jack crossed his arms. “Where are you going?”

“I have to find her,” he said.

“Yeah, I get that, but where are you going to look?”

“I don’t know. I can usually figure out what she’s thinking, but I’ve got nothing on this one. I can’t even begin to understand the terror she is feeling. The idea that these images are out there is too much to even process. I don’t know what to tell her that is even true. I can’t fix this. I can’t make this go away and I don’t know what to do,” he turned and punched a locker. 

Jack sighed. “Why don’t you focus on what you do know?”

Tommy looked at him. “What?”

“You are married now. There is nothing you can do to make this go away, but it doesn’t mean she is alone in dealing with it. If she can’t process this, you have to help her. If she wants to give up, you have to help her go on. You and Brittany have a connection that is beyond this. You can make this better for her. You are probably the only one who can,” Jack spoke to him with passion.

“I don’t know where she is,” Tommy said sadly.

Jack was quiet for a minute. “When Stephanie and I first met and she was dealing with what happened to Nikki, she went back to the scene of the fire numerous times. Maybe Brittany went back to the scene of the crime?”

Tommy looked stricken. “I don’t even know where that is. I only know where he took her last year, when I found her in the woods.”

“I don’t know what to tell you. Maybe you should look there?” Jack said. “Do you want me to go with you?”

“No,” he looked at his friend. “Thanks.”

Jack nodded. “We’re here for you guys, you know that.”

Tommy looked at him. “I do.”

*******
[image: ]


BRITTANY WALKED TO the familiar floor and hugged her waist. She tied her hair up in a bun and reached in her purse for her phone. She searched and realized quickly she didn’t have it. She felt her heart race at the realization that Tommy was going to be so worried. She didn’t mean to leave without telling him, she just had to get away from the stares. She also couldn’t imagine him seeing those images. How could she tell him what happened? She felt the sweat break over her brow as the familiar feeling of panic came back. Feeling a little like she was in a daze, she walked into an empty room and picked up one of the receiving blankets from the shelf before she sat down in the corner. She felt so many things rushing through her body and the images she had long since buried were all coming to the surface. Holding the blanket to her, she cried.
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TOMMY WAS ABOUT TO go to the cabin when his phone buzzed. He looked at it, hoping it was Brittany, but saw the number was from the hospital. “This is Dr. Williams.”

“Hi Tommy, it’s Jade. I think you need to come up to labor and delivery.” Jade said softly.

“Why? What’s wrong?” he was confused and he needed to find his wife.

“Dr. Brittany is here and I think she needs you.” Jade said.

Tommy felt a huge amount of relief flood through his body compounded with fear. “Is she okay?” he asked as he made his way to the elevator.

“She doesn’t know I called you. She walked into a room and hasn’t come out. I thought you guys were on your honeymoon and I got worried.” Jade sighed. “She is in room 3209.”

“Thank you. I’ll be right there,” Tommy said and hung up. He had no other thoughts except to get to her. He ran down the hall to the maternity wing and finally got to the hall she was in. He cursed the large hospital, as he had to run all the way down to the end of the last hall. He got to the room and found her sitting in the corner. 

“Hey, you know, if you needed a break, you could have just told me,” he smiled as he sat down with her.

She was startled as she realized he was there. “I’m sorry. I lost my phone. How did you know where to find me?” she looked at him but her eyes were dull and lifeless.  

“It doesn’t matter,” he went to take her hand but she stood up and moved away from him, walking to the window.

She turned to look at him. “Did you hear what happened?”

He sighed and walked to her. “Yes. Stephanie tried to call you because she was worried and the security guard answered. We all ran down and the police were there, questioning the man and you were gone.”

“Did you see the picture he had?” she asked him.

“Yes.” 

She looked stricken. “Did Jack and Stephanie see it, too?”

“Yes,” he said, his heart breaking at her anguish.

“This is all my fault. I did everything wrong. I messed up the first time. I knew he took those pictures and I never followed through to see what the police did with them. I should have made sure they were destroyed. Obviously, he kept them after he got away. They are probably all out there. The one today was just the beginning,” she wrapped her arms around her waist and her tears spilled down her cheeks. “How did I not think of that?” she spoke in a quiet voice.

He was concerned at how calm she was acting. Her tears were there, but her demeanor was one of a regular conversation about the weather. “Brittany, can we leave?”

She looked at him. “I tried that. I gave up everything, Tommy. I changed my name and my whole life and it didn’t matter. It will follow me everywhere and now,” she stopped and looked at her stomach. 

He shook his head as he stood in front of her. “It won’t touch our child.”

She looked at him. “Yes it will. I will never be free from this. Maybe it would have been better if I had just let him kill me.”

He was stunned at her words. “How can you say that? How can you even think that?” 

She sighed. “If he had killed me, you and I would never have been together and you would be free of all of this. You rescued me and now you are connected to this, forever. Our child will be connected to this and it will never end.”

Tommy was so mad she would think this way, let alone say it. He didn’t know what to do. 

She continued talking. “He took pictures of everything. There is no part of me he didn’t see. He used things on me and he made me look at the pictures. He told me I was damaged and that once he finished with me, no one would look at me and not see him,” she turned slowly and looked out the window. “In the last 12 years I never remembered that. When I saw that image today, I remembered so many things that were new to me. I wonder what else I don’t remember.” 

He listened to her and felt sick to his stomach. He walked to her. “I’m sorry,” he turned her to face him and held her. “Baby I’m so sorry,” he held her and she started to pull away from him. “I love you.”

“No, Tommy, you’re better without this,” she said softly.

“I love you,” he repeated and held her.

“No, please. I can’t do it anymore,” she began to sob and finally she broke down in his arms, crying with a suffering he had never heard before. He sank to the ground with her, his own tears falling, and simply held her as she cried. Her body was wracked with sobs and he wished more than anything he had known her back then and could have prevented this. He didn’t know how she got through the hours and weeks after her attack. He was simply amazed by her strength.

Brittany was exhausted and she just wanted everything to stop. She sat back and looked at her hands. “Can we go home?”

He saw her wrap her arms around herself and she looked like she did when he first brought her home after the attack. “I need you to know something.”

She met his gaze. “What’s that?” her voice was low.

“You aren’t alone anymore. We are married and are partners in everything. Let me help you deal with this. Don’t let it put you back to where you were before,” he tilted her face to look at him. 

“How do you do that?” she asked him.

“Do what?”

“Look at me like you still want me. Like the pictures and the things he did don’t matter to you?”

He moved closer to her and leaned in to kiss her softly. “What matters to me is how deeply you were hurt by what he did. What matters to me is that you see what I see when I look at you. What matters to me is that you never doubt my love for you because you’re stuck with me, forever,” he wiped her eyes. 

“I’m so sorry, Tommy. I don’t know what to do. I saw that picture and I just panicked. I’m so sorry I took you away from your sister. I’m so ashamed about everything,” she exhaled. 

“First of all, you didn’t take me away from anything. You are everything to me, Red. Wherever you are is where I want to be. I look at you and I see the woman who makes my heart beat faster and my stomach jump in excitement. I love everything about you and none of that has changed.”

She looked at him and stroked his cheek. “I love you, so much. I just wish this didn’t happen. I don’t want to be scared. I thought I was finally able to move on and have an adult relationship with all of the benefits,” she smiled. “I don’t want to lose the memory of how you make me feel when you hold me and touch me and love me. I want the life we have and the love we share. I don’t want to be the girl I was in that picture ever again. I want to be the woman you fell in love with.”

He stood up and pulled her up with him. He pressed his mouth onto hers and kissed her deeply and with passion. She returned his intensity and ran her hands up to his neck. He broke the kiss and took her hand in his own. “You are the woman I fell in love with and always have been. We will work through this together and you will feel safe again. I promise.”

She leaned in to him and buried her head in his neck as he hugged her. “When you say that, I almost believe it,” she sighed. “Okay, let’s go back to Bill and Julie.”

“No, I’m taking you home,” he said.

She looked into his eyes. “No, I don’t want to be alone. I want to be with our family.”

He nodded. “Okay, but I’m not leaving your side.”

She hooked her arm through his. “Thank you,” she said as they walked back to the elevator.
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Chapter Four
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Tommy and Brittany walked back to the ICU and before they entered the waiting area, Brittany stopped. “I can’t do it.”

Tommy faced her. “What’s wrong?” he saw her eyes were wet.

“They are going to look at me and all they will see is that picture,” she walked to the bench against the wall and sat down. “I can’t do this again,” she put her head in her hands.

He sat down next to her. “They won’t look at you any differently. They are our family and they love you. They are worried about you and want you here with us,” he turned to look at her. “I will take you home if you want, but you have nothing to worry about.”

She reached to hug him, holding onto him like she needed his protection and security. He held her, trying to make her pain go away. “Okay, let’s go see our family,” she smoothed her hair and wiped her face. 

He was so proud of her. He couldn’t imagine how she continued to push through this. He felt sick to his stomach and he was on the sidelines. He couldn’t comprehend the level of violation she must feel. He leaned in and kissed her softly before they stood up and walked into the room.

Jack looked up when he saw them enter the waiting room. He smiled in relief when he saw Brittany and walked to them. “I’m so glad you are both here. Julie is telling Stephanie all sorts of lies about us,” Jack grinned.

Brittany smiled and Tommy crossed his arms. “If they are about me, they are lies. If they are about you, I would venture a guess they are all true.”

Jack looked hurt. “You are full of garbage. I was an ideal college student.”

Stephanie walked out from the ICU and smiled when she saw Brittany. “Who was an ideal student?” she walked up and hugged Brittany.

Tommy raised his eyebrows. “Apparently, Jack is worried about the stories Julie is telling you about our college years.”

Stephanie looked at her husband. “Well, let’s just say I am learning things about my husband that I never knew before.”

Jack felt uncomfortable. “Like what?”

They all laughed at his squirming. “We can discuss that later,” Stephanie said as she kissed him. “You are so cute when you squirm.”

Jack crossed his arms. “Whatever. I have nothing to hide.”

Tommy burst out laughing. “Oh, right,” he said when Jack shot him a look. “I can attest to the fact that Jack never hid anything,” he said as he stifled a laugh.

Brittany knew they were all trying to take all of the pressure off of her and she was so grateful. They were truly a gift in her life, all of them. “How is Bill?” she asked.

“He hasn’t regained consciousness yet, but he should soon. I was trying to get Julie to take a break
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