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To all of the families who struggle with fertility and premature babies, your strength inspires me.

Heaven’s Tiny Tears
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(Prologue)
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She looked at him. “I don’t think I can do this. I’m not strong enough, Tommy,” she whispered. ‘Whatever you think; you’re wrong,” she looked at him, “I want to induce now.”

“No, we can’t do that. I won’t listen to you talk about this,” he stood up and faced her. “We need to wait.”

“I won’t terminate this pregnancy. I want to deliver her alive,” she said softly.

“She won’t survive. Why would you put yourself through that? Why would you put her through that, or me?” he yelled at her, desperate to get through to her.

She stood up and turned to walk out but he moved and stood in front of her. “Please just let me go. I just need to go away. I just need to stop,” she yelled at him. “You can’t fix this. You can’t save me and you can’t save our daughter. Please leave me alone.”

He shook his head. “I can’t do that. You want to induce? You could die. I guess that’s what you want, but it sure as hell isn’t what I want. I know what you’re thinking and you’re wrong. You don’t have to punish yourself. This isn’t your fault.”

She looked at him with a strange expression on her face. “Tommy, we need to go to the hospital.”

“Why?”

She sobbed, “My water just broke.”
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Chapter One:
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Tommy paced in the hallway as Brittany was being admitted. He was numb and he didn’t know what to do or think or feel. He was petrified of losing her and he couldn’t even think about what was going to happen with their baby. He looked up as his four best friends came down the hall. 

Jack walked up and hugged him. “Where is Brittany?”

“They are admitting her,” he looked at all of them, “You didn’t all have to come,” he spoke gently.

Julie walked up to her brother. “We had nowhere else to be,” she hugged him.

Tommy felt like he was going to lose it and he couldn’t. He had to be strong for Brittany. He looked at Bill who nodded and put his arm around Julie, holding her to him. 

“Can we do anything for you?” Stephanie asked him.

“I don’t know what we are supposed to do. I don’t know how we are supposed to get through this. I don’t know how to help her,” he turned and walked away, never one to show emotions and not wanting to fall apart.

Jack went after him and Stephanie stayed back with Julie and Bill. He put his hand on Tommy’s arm and the friends looked at each other. “Can you try dialysis?”

“If there is no kidney development at all, there is no hope. If she has any kidney function, we can try immediate dialysis and wait for a transplant, but only if her lungs are developed and her respiratory system can support life,” he wiped his face; “But Brittany isn’t going to make it through this delivery. She is going to bleed to death,” he sobbed and Jack hugged him.

“We have to do something,” Julie cried as she watched her brother fall apart. “I can’t watch him go through this and not try everything.”

Bill looked at Stephanie, who was watching her husband intently. “Is there anything we can offer?”

“There are a lot of questions. We need to know if there is any kidney development at all. The most immediate concern for Brittany is bleeding. As a doctor, Tommy knows the chances of both of them surviving this are low,” Stephanie said sadly. “That’s what he keeps thinking.”

Dr. Lacey rushed out and Tommy ran over with Jack. “You need to come in so we can discuss things.”

He nodded and followed her into the room. He saw Brittany in the bed, hooked up to numerous machines and a fetal monitor on her stomach. She had her eyes closed and he walked up and took her hand. She looked at him and touched his face. Tommy leaned down and kissed her softly before sitting down next to her and looking at Dr. Lacey.

“You are in active labor and are dilated to 4 centimeters. Although the baby is small, it is still going to be a very taxing process for you and your system. On the other hand, doing surgery is a last resort because of your bleeding history and the fact you have been on the blood thinners until yesterday,” she sighed.

“What about the possibility of transmitting HIV to her? I don’t want her to be at risk,” Brittany said.

“The chances are low, and despite all of your issues, your viral load is extremely stable. Assuming everything goes according to plan, the HIV transmission risk is the least of our worries,” Dr. Lacey stopped when she saw a contraction coming.

“Oh God,” Brittany closed her eyes and squeezed Tommy’s hand. She tried to breathe and concentrate on counting while the pain went through her. She exhaled as the feeling subsided and looked at the doctor. “Okay,” she said weakly as Tommy smoothed her hair away from her face. “I want a peritoneal dialysis machine standing by to use after she is born.”

Dr. Lacey looked at Brittany. “It is very likely she will not have sufficient respiratory development to support life.”

“We want the machine ready and we want the NICU on standby,” Tommy said.

“Of course. I will leave you both alone for a bit while we wait for you to dilate more,” she stood up and walked out.

Brittany leaned back and took a deep breath. Tommy wiped her forehead and smoothed her hair off her face. “We need to discuss some things,” she said.

He held her hand and kissed her fingers, “Okay.”

“You need to write some things down,” she said as she closed her eyes for a minute.

“What are you talking about?” he couldn’t do this, he just couldn’t.

“Tommy, I need you to understand what to do in the event I can’t tell you,” she said as she held his gaze.

“Please don’t talk like this. Please don’t do this to me,” he whispered as he looked at her and his chin quivered.

She reached up and touched his face. “I’m not leaving you. I am going to get through this, but I am an obstetrician and I know what should happen and what might happen to Naomi after she is born. In the event I am too out of it, I need you to know what to do and what to ask for. I need to make sure we give her every chance possible,” she began to pant as another contraction took over. “Shit,” she said and groaned as the pain came over her body.

He didn’t think there was ever a time where he felt more helpless. “You’re doing great baby. Just breathe.”

She looked at him and smiled. “I love you. We both do.”

He swallowed a sob. “I love you both with everything I am.”

“We know that. Now if you would prefer I talk to Stephanie and tell her these things, I will do that. It’s okay if you need a minute,” she felt her heart break for his fear.

“No. I am Naomi’s father and if there is something my baby girl needs, her mother or I will take care of her,” he said. “Tell me what I need to know.”

******
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JACK AND STEPHANIE sat in the waiting room with Bill and Julie and they all thought about what their family was going through in the delivery room. They looked up as Tommy walked out and they all waited for him to talk.

“Stephanie and Julie, can you go in for a minute? She wants to talk to you,” he asked.

“Of course.” The women stood up and walked to the back while Tommy sat down with Bill and Jack.

“She is dilated to 4 so it might be a while,” he said and looked at his hands. “We have the NICU on standby, but it’s probably a moot point. Even if there is a tiny bit of kidney function, without respiratory support, she will only live a short time,” he looked at his closest friends. “What am I going to do?”

Bill sighed, “You know, I have seen a lot in the last few years; some things I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy, but others, well I’ve seen some miracles. I’ve learned that no matter what odds you’re facing, there is hope. When you least expect it, something amazing can happen,” he sighed. “But even if it doesn’t, and the unimaginable happens, you will learn how to move forward. You do what you must because that’s who you are. Tommy, you can do anything. I have never met anyone who has more strength and courage and conviction. If I have, it’s your wife. When the two of you face something, there is nothing you can’t get through. With all of us behind you, you can’t fail.”

Tommy wiped his face and looked at his brother in law. “Thanks, really.”

Jack looked between them and shook his head. This family deserved the biggest miracle of all.

******
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STEPHANIE AND JULIE walked into the room and Brittany smiled at them. “Hi, come on in.”

The women smiled at each other and sat down. 

Brittany took a deep breath as another contraction came. Stephanie held her hand and helped her count through it. Julie watched the monitor and told them when it was stopping. Brittany exhaled and wiped the beads of sweat off her face. “Ouch,” she said and sighed.

“I think you’re allowed more than an ouch,” Julie said, angry at her tears.

Brittany looked between them. “I need to tell you both something.” 

Stephanie took a deep breath. “Whatever you need.”

Julie nodded. “Anything.”

“I need Tommy to be able to do what needs to be done. I need to make sure that my baby has the best chance, and if that means my health is at risk, then so be it. I need you to help him understand that,” she wiped her eyes. 

“He needs you to be okay. You have to focus on that,” Stephanie said. 

Brittany closed her eyes. “You don’t understand. He is hanging on by a thread. I need to know that he has the support he needs.”

“He needs you,” Julie said and let her tears fall. “You can’t leave my brother, he won’t survive.”

Stephanie looked from Brittany to Julie. “We will do everything we can, but you need to do everything you can as well. Tommy and Naomi deserve nothing less from their mother.”

“I know,” she felt another contraction and cried as the pain took over. The nurses came in and checked her vitals and looked at the women. 

“Her husband should be here,” the nurse said and looked at Stephanie.

Julie and Stephanie nodded. “We love you.”

Brittany held their gaze for a minute and then exhaled through the contraction.

*******
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TOMMY CAME BACK IN and stood at the door, looking at her for a minute, her eyes closed. He walked to her and took her hand, causing her to look at him. “Hi,” she panted.

“Hi yourself,” he leaned in and kissed her forehead. She was exhausted and sweaty and he saw his heart and soul when he looked at her. 

“Don’t leave again, okay? I know I said I wanted to talk to them, but now I just need you here,” she said weakly.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he rubbed her arm. 

“I’m sorry. I don’t know if I told you that,” she panted again.

“No, I’m sorry. I did this. I caused so much stress when I woke up from the accident and hurt you. I will never forgive myself for that. I am so sorry,” he stroked her cheek and let his tears fall.

She touched his lips. “Let’s stop apologizing,” she cried as the pain took over her body again. 

“Just look at me, please. Focus on my eyes and breathe through it,” he held her gaze and counted with her. 

“Tommy, I don’t want to do this. I can’t do this. It’s so hard and I don’t want to be without her. She is safe in me. She is okay and soon, she won’t be and I’m doing that. How can I make her go into the world where she won’t survive?” she sobbed and he pulled her into his arms and cried with her. He felt her get heavy and he moved her back against the pillow. 

“Brittany? Can you look at me?” he asked, but the alarms began to go off and she was unresponsive. “I need help in here, now!” he screamed and the doctors and nurses ran in.
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Chapter Two:
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Tommy was pushed back in the hall while they worked on Brittany. Jack saw him and they all rushed over. “What happened?” Bill asked.

Tommy stood there, his arms crossed and he didn’t say anything. Jack looked at Stephanie and she nodded, taking Julie by the arm and walking back to the chairs. Bill looked at Jack and they stood on either side of Tommy.

“What can we do?” Bill asked.

“She passed out. She is going to die. The baby is going to die. I think I already did,” he said.

Jack put his hand on Tommy’s shoulder and Bill sighed. “Here they come.”

Tommy looked at Dr. Lacey. “She is stable. You can go back in.”

Jack squeezed his arm and Bill smiled at him. “We are right here if you need us.” 

Tommy nodded and walked back in. Brittany had oxygen in her nose and looked at him when he entered. She reached her hand for him and he took it as he sat down. 

“I’m okay,” she smiled as she held his hand. “I’m sorry about that.”

He smoothed the hair on her forehead and Dr. Lacey walked in. “I’m going to check you and see how far you’ve progressed. The baby’s heartbeat is steady, but your blood pressure is spiking. We need to do our best to make sure you tolerate labor,” she went to move the blanket and Brittany started to cry.

“What is it?” Tommy asked her.

She looked at him. “I know it’s so stupid and this isn’t the time,” she panted as another contraction took over. Dr. Lacey watched the monitor.

Tommy held her hand and tried to figure out what was wrong. He saw the nurses in the room and realized immediately. “Can we have the men leave the room, please? Nothing personal, but for my wife’s comfort, when you are examining her, please have women only.”

Dr. Lacey nodded. “Of course.”

Tommy looked at his wife who had tears streaming down her face. “It’s okay. No one is going to look at you,” he stroked her cheek. 

She closed her eyes and squeezed his hand. “I know it’s stupid,” she said softly.

“It’s not stupid. You are absolutely right and we will make sure you are safe and protected,” he looked at Dr. Lacey who went to check the progress. He kept his gaze on his wife and she looked at him.

“Okay, we are at 9 centimeters. I am happy with how things are going and I would like to try and let you progress to delivery. Are you both okay with that? I am very concerned with surgery.”

Brittany nodded, “Whatever is best for the baby.”

Tommy agreed.

“You both need to make sure you’re prepared for what might happen after delivery,” Dr. Lacey said. “Would you like me to have the chaplain come in and talk to you both before we progress?”

Brittany shook her head. “No.”

Tommy wiped his eyes. “No.”

“Okay. I’ll be back soon.” Dr. Lacey said and left.

“Wait,” Brittany said softly.

Tommy looked at her and Dr. Lacey stopped.

“Please tell our family to come in for a minute,” she said.

Dr. Lacey nodded and left.

Tommy looked at her. “What’s going on?”

“I just want us to be together for a few minutes,” she said and wiped her eyes. “Am I covered up?”

He nodded. “Yes,” his chin quivering. He looked up as all four of their family came in. They stood around the bed. 

“Hi, thanks for coming in,” Brittany said as they all stood around the bed. She saw them all looking like they were going to fall apart. She looked at Tommy and then at them. “They wanted to bring in a chaplain, but I said no. I have never been big with religion and I don’t know what that says about me,” she took a deep breath. “But one thing I know for sure is that this group of people is the best and strongest in the world. If I need help and strength, I don’t need to look any farther than all of you. You are the best source of support and love I could have and I wanted to thank you,” she closed her eyes. “Excuse me for a minute.”

Jack and Bill were alarmed. “What’s wrong?” Jack asked.

“She’s having a contraction,” Julie smiled at the men. 

Brittany screamed through it and Tommy counted for her. She panted and finally everything calmed down. “Sorry about that,” she smiled.

Julie took Bill’s hand in hers and held Jack’s hand in her other. Jack took Stephanie’s hand in his free hand and she took Tommy’s hand in hers. Tommy held Brittany’s hand and Bill held her other hand. The six adults all closed their eyes and prayed for the littlest member of their group to make it. It was a powerful and meaningful moment for all of them and Brittany was able to take renewed strength from it. 

“Thank you,” she said and looked at Tommy. “I needed that.”

The four friends nodded and left them alone, each deeply affected by what just happened. Tommy looked at his wife. “I love you so much.”

She nodded. “I love you too,” she began to pant as another contraction took over. She looked at him. “I think I need to push.”

He looked up as Dr. Lacey came back in. “I think we need to move things along.” Dr. Lacey had the latest test results. “Your platelets are too low and I don’t want to take any chances. We are going to try and push a little, okay?”

Brittany leaned back and cried. “Okay.”

Tommy made sure the right people were in the room and he helped her to sit up more. He held his arm around her back and she leaned into him. Dr. Lacey sat in front and smiled at them. “When I tell you, I need you to push as hard as you can. Try to hold it for 10 seconds.”

Brittany nodded and rested her head against Tommy. He held her hand in his and felt her body tense up at another contraction. “Okay, here we go. Push,” Dr. Lacey said and Brittany pushed as hard as she could. Tommy found he was holding his breath with her and when she was done she fell back in his arms, exhausted. 

“Good job, baby,” Tommy said, wiping her forehead. 

Dr. Lacey smiled at her. “He’s right. We need to keep going, though. Are you ready?”

Brittany didn’t have the energy to say anything, so she just nodded. 

“Let me help you. You lean on me,” Tommy whispered to her. 

“Here we go, push again.” Dr. Lacey said and Brittany pushed and pushed. 

Tommy was trying not to panic, but this was just too much. He didn’t know how she was still able to move. They had been at this for a while and there was little progression. Brittany lay back in the bed and Dr. Lacey sighed. “There is a lot of bleeding going on and little progress. I think we need to consider surgery.”

“No, she won’t survive. We can’t do that,” Tommy yelled as he got up.

Dr. Lacey looked at him. “I will have you removed from the room if I need to.”

“Tommy, look at me,” Brittany said weakly as she pulled off her oxygen mask.

He sat down and did as she asked.

“This isn’t about us anymore,” she began and he went to protest when she touched his face. “We need to help our baby make it. We need to do whatever it takes to bring her into this world,” she let her tears fall. 

“I can’t lose you. I can’t live without you. Please don’t ask me to do this,” he sobbed. 

“I’m not. I’ll consent on my own,” she said. 

He shook his head and she felt another contraction. “Oh God, here comes another one.”

Dr. Lacey looked at her. “Let’s push one more time,” she told her and Tommy held his wife. She pushed with everything she had and Dr. Lacey told her to stop. 

“She’s almost here. We might have dodged the surgery bullet. I need the neonatal respiratory therapist ready,” she said and Tommy held Brittany tightly. They both were scarcely breathing. 

“Oh God, please let her be alive,” Brittany sobbed as Dr. Lacey worked on delivering the baby. 

“One more push, but not too hard,” Dr. Lacey said and Tommy helped her as she pushed and they all saw the baby finally arrive. Tommy and Brittany watched as they whisked her away and put her on the table next to the respiratory therapist and they all began working on her.

Brittany covered her face with her hands and Tommy cried. There was no cry from the baby, there was nothing. Dr. Lacey worked on caring for Brittany and she looked at the nurse. “Get the O.R. ready, she’s hemorrhaging.”

Tommy looked at Brittany and held her face in his hands; blood seemed to be coming from everywhere. “Please don’t leave me. Please hold on.” 

She was pale and she was exhausted. “I love you, Tommy. I don’t want to leave,” she smiled suddenly and Tommy turned to look at what she was seeing, but there was nothing. 

“What is it?”

“I see Courtney. She is waving to me,” Brittany said softly.

Tommy moved into her view. “Red, stop that right now. You focus on me and you focus on this right here. You are not to go with Courtney. You are not to leave me,” he was ushered out of the room as they rushed her to the operating room.

Tommy stood there and felt the air go out of his lungs. He looked up as Jack walked over to him and then his legs gave way and he sank to the floor.
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Chapter Three:


[image: ]




“Come on, you can do it,” Jack helped Tommy to his feet and Bill stood on the other side, supporting his brother in law. They walked him to a nearby bench and sat down, Stephanie and Julie right with them. They waited for him to talk.

“She started hemorrhaging. They took her to surgery,” he said and put his head in his hands.

Jack put his arm around his best friend. “I’m going to scrub in.” 

Tommy looked at him, “Thank you.”

Jack looked at Stephanie and she nodded and mouthed her love to him. He ran to the OR. Julie sat next to her brother and held him.

“The baby?” Stephanie asked.

“She made no sound or movement. They took her away. I didn’t even see her,” he said and sobbed.

“I’ll go to the NICU and find out what’s going on,” Stephanie stood up and looked at Bill and Julie.

“Here,” he handed her a piece of paper. “Britt wanted to make sure this was done.”

Stephanie took the paper and took his hand. “Don’t give up on your girls, Tommy. They won’t give up on you,” she kissed his cheek and made her way to the NICU.

Bill sat on one side of Tommy and Julie sat on the other. They all waited and prayed.

******
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“WHAT CAN I DO TO HELP?” Jack said as he walked into the surgical theatre. There were alarms going off all over and they were working feverishly on her. He saw the blood everywhere and his heart dropped. 

“Dr. Stephens? Should you be here?” Dr. Lacey asked.

“I am a surgeon and you look like you could use a hand, so yes I should,” he said as he looked at her vitals, which were horrible. “What’s the status?”

“We are waiting for more blood and I am trying to close the rupture. I had to open the uterus and she is not clotting. Where are the platelets?” she yelled to them.

“Go ask Bill in the lobby for blood. He is her type and can donate immediately,” Jack said to one of the nurses. “He is sitting with Dr. Williams.”

Jack grabbed the clamps and began working on helping to tie off the bleeders. He looked at Dr. Lacey and then back at the mess of Brittany’s abdomen. “Thanks. I’m glad you’re here.” Dr. Lacey said.

“She has to make it. There is no other option here,” he said intently. He worked diligently and was dismayed at the blood, which continued to pool. “Brittany, you need to fight harder,” Jack said firmly. “This isn’t you. You can do this.”

The nurses looked at him and they all showed the sadness in their eyes. They had all worked with Brittany. They all loved her. Jack looked up as they brought in the blood and platelets. They began to run them quickly into her. 

“She should be improving faster. The platelets should be helping.” Dr. Lacey said.

Jack knew what needed to be done. He looked at the nurse. “Go get Dr. Williams and tell him he needs to come in and talk to his wife.”

Dr. Lacey looked at him. “Do you think that’s wise?”

Jack continued to work and looked at her. “It’s what needs to be done. The only person who has ever saved her is Tommy.”

Dr. Lacey nodded and they continued to work.

******

[image: ]


STEPHANIE PUT ON HER gown and walked into the NICU. She made her way to the doctors feverishly working on the infant and observed. She looked at the chief neonatologist and he nodded, allowing her to come closer.

“We have started dialysis, and she is on a respirator. Her lungs are much better developed then we had hoped, but her kidney function is almost non existent.” The doctor said. 

“We weren’t sure she had any kidney development,” Stephanie said.

“There is minor development of one kidney, and nothing on the other side. Other than that, she appears perfect. It is imperative she receives a kidney transplant if there is any hope for survival, and the next few days will be critical. There are numerous issues she could face and infection is the biggest.”

“Did you test her for HIV?” Stephanie asked.

“It is being run right now. We gave her a dose of AZT and will continue to monitor her. How is Dr. Williams?”

“In surgery. It doesn’t look good, but knowing her baby is alive will help immensely,” Stephanie looked at her paper to make sure everything Brittany wanted was taken care of. “There needs to be extra security around her. Everyone needs to be vetted and here is the list of nurses who can be around her.”

“I understand,” he looked at Stephanie. “We are all pulling for her. We will do our part up here; can you let us know what is happening down there?”

“Of course. Can I see her for a minute?” Stephanie asked.

The doctor moved over and Stephanie walked to the incubator. She felt her eyes fill as she looked at the teeny tiny baby. “Hi sweet Naomi. Your mommy and daddy love you so much. You fight to live and we will stand with you,” she took the measurements and went down to talk to Tommy.

******
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TOMMY LOOKED UP AS the nurse came out. “Dr. Stephens wants you to come in and talk to your wife. We are having trouble stabilizing her and he wants you to help her.”

Tommy got up and looked at his sister. “You can do this. Go remind her what she has to fight for,” Julie hugged him.

He nodded and followed the nurse into the room to gown up.

********
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JACK WAS FINISHING up, tying the last bleeder and the alarms were still going off. Her blood pressure wasn’t stabilizing and he was afraid it was only a matter of time before he couldn’t get her back. Lacey was beginning to sew up the uterus and they both looked up as the nurse came in with Tommy.

“Hey, we’re almost done here, but she is being stubborn. You need to talk to your wife and remind her that she needs to fight a little harder,” Jack spoke to Tommy and motioned to the chair they moved by her face. 

Tommy walked over and sat down. He reached up and put his hand on her forehead. He leaned in close to her face and kissed her forehead through his mask. “I am going to be quick about this, because we have an audience and you and I both value our privacy. You have to fight to come back from this, and if anyone can do that, it’s you,” he heard the alarms going off and Jack swore. They all began scrambling and he put them out of his mind. 

“Listen to me right now. I have seen the worst, Red, and this is nothing. You have survived such heartache and pain and you are not that person anymore. You have strength in buckets and you need to remember who you are. You are the woman I love and I can’t be in this world without you,” he felt his tears fall. “You once told me that when I was with you, your world was a lot less scary. But Red, without you, my world is nothing. I waited my whole life for you and we deserve this life. We deserve this happiness and we deserve this love. You are not allowed to quit on me. I love you and I need you. Please don’t leave me,” he put his head in his hand as he cried and he felt Jack put his hand on his shoulder.

“We’re done. We need to move her to recovery. Whatever you did, it worked; she’s stabilized. We put pressure bandages on and we will pump her with platelets and blood,” he smiled at him. “Let’s get her into a room and then you can stay with her,” he waited and Tommy didn’t get up. “Come on, man, I’ve got you,” Jack helped him up and supported him as they walked out into the surgical lounge.

******
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JACK SAT WITH TOMMY in the conference room and looked up as Stephanie walked in. He had sent a message for her to come in and talk to Tommy. She walked over and sat down next to him. “Tommy, let me tell you about Naomi.”

He looked at her. “Do we have to bury her? I need Brittany to tell me what she wants to do.”

Stephanie wiped her eyes. “No. She is alive and fighting just like her mom. Her lungs are fairly well developed and she has partial function of one kidney,” she stopped when Tommy seemed to hear her.

“She’s alive?” he asked.

Stephanie smiled. “She’s alive. She is a little spitfire.”

Jack wiped his eyes and squeezed his friend’s shoulder.

“She is on oxygen and dialysis, but they already put her on the donor list. She is 3 pounds of pure beauty,” Stephanie hugged him. “You need to hold onto your faith and love and I think a happy ending is in order.”

Tommy nodded and was too overcome to speak. 

“Let me take you to Brittany and you can tell her the good news. She should wake up soon,” Jack said.

“Someone needs to stay with Naomi,” Tommy said.

“Bill and Julie are keeping watch. We made a list of people allowed near the NICU and Bill is checking the security measures to make sure they are sufficient. He is also donating more blood to keep on hand for Brittany in case she needs it,” Stephanie said.

Tommy was overcome with gratitude for his family. “I don’t know what to say.”

“It’s simply what we do,” Jack said. “Come on.”

******
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TOMMY WALKED INTO THE ICU and looked at the machines which were hooked up to his beautiful wife. There were beeps coming from the monitors that were oddly comforting in their calm. There were precaution signs up about her HIV and security signs posted for all to see. It was weird, but he didn’t notice any of that. He noticed what he always noticed; his physical reaction to just being near her. His heart beat faster and his face softened. He felt shaky on his legs and walked to sit next to her bed. She was so white, and he knew her blood volume was dangerously low. He watched the blood being transfused into her and the platelets running as well. He gently picked up her hand in his and held it to his lips, kissing her long fingers. He leaned in and kissed her forehead before putting her hand down and stroking her face. He looked at his bracelet, the one she had given him on their honeymoon. He looked at the inscription. “To the man who was my heartbeat when I lost my way. You will always be my inspiration. My love always, Brittany”. He let his tears fall as he put his head down next to her and just sobbed. 

“It’s okay,” she whispered.

He lifted his head up and saw her sapphire eyes open a fraction and her tears spilled over the side of her face. He leaned inches from her and wiped her eyes. “Hi. Welcome back.”

She stared at him, almost like she was trying to see something that wasn’t there. “Is she gone? Did you at least get to say goodbye? Did you tell her we loved her?” she spoke in barely a whisper as her chin quivered and his tears kept coming as he looked at her.

“She is alive and waiting for us. She is a fighter just like her mom,” he said and he saw her begin to cry in earnest relief. He leaned in and gently held her. “It’s going to be okay my love,” he sat back and wiped her eyes, alarmed at her sudden nosebleed, but he didn’t want to alarm her. “You saved her. You did everything to help her into this world and now I just need you to get better,” he reached for gloves and took some Kleenex to wipe the blood that came from her nose. “Your system is doing everything it can, but we pushed it to the limit,” he felt the sob build in his throat as she closed her eyes, exhausted.

“I’m tired,” she said through her closed eyes.

“I know. You need to rest and let the medicine work so we can go meet our daughter,” he smoothed her hair back. 

“My stomach hurts,” she said softly and he moved the blanket to see her incision was bleeding through. 

“Shit,” he said as he pushed the call button. 

“I want to get up. I’m uncomfortable, Tommy,” she sobbed. 

“Just look at me and concentrate on staying calm. We’re going to help you feel better,” he wiped her tears.

Jack and Dr. Lacey came in and Tommy moved so they could see the pressure bandage.

“Why don’t you give us a minute Dr. Williams,” Dr. Lacey said.

“No, don’t leave,” Brittany cried in a louder voice than she had used since she woke up. She held his hand tightly.

“I’m not going anywhere,” Tommy looked at her, keeping his hand in hers. “Jack will fix you up. I will never admit it, but he is the best.”

“I heard that,” Jack grinned as he looked at Brittany. She looked to be hanging on by a thread. “Do you mind if I take a look? I don’t want you to be uncomfortable.”

Brittany looked at him. “I trust you.”

Jack nodded and swallowed the lump in his throat.

“Well that’s good, because I’m the best,” he put on his gloves and they closed the curtain so he could uncover her middle. Tommy held her gaze as she fought to stay awake.

“We need to try some tougher tape and flood her with platelets. She isn’t clotting and there isn’t much else we can do,” Dr. Lacey said.

Jack nodded. “Do we have some surgical glue?” he expertly worked on cleaning up the incision. The nurse went out and brought some in. He placed the glue where it needed to go and waited a moment, making sure it stopped. He got another pressure bandage and wrapped her. “That should hold until the platelets work.”

Tommy wiped his face. “She is going to bleed out.”

“You should work on your optimism. I said it will hold and it will,” Jack tossed his gloves in the biohazard bin and looked at Tommy. “I know this is bad, but it is going to get better.”

“Jack’s right,” Brittany whispered.

“See? The women always listen to me. Bought time you learned that,” he grinned and squeezed Tommy’s shoulder. He bent down and kissed Brittany’s forehead and smiled. “You just do your part and we will both prove him wrong.”

He smiled and left, leaving them alone again.

“You should go see Naomi. What does she look like? How big is she? How are her lungs?” she looked at him and her eyes filled again with tears. “Did she have her HIV test?”

Tommy stroked her shoulder. “Shh, she is hanging in there. She is 3 pounds and her lungs are nicely developed. She is fighting to live,” he said.

“Oh God, you didn’t tell me about her HIV. She’s positive, isn’t she? Oh God, what did I do?” she began to get upset and the monitors went off. He took her face in his hands.

“Red, stop this. I don’t have the results yet. You need to relax, baby, please,” he said through his tears. “Please don’t do this,” he smoothed her hair and she began to calm down. “That’s it, just try to relax. I promise as soon as I know I’ll tell you.”

She took more deep breaths and nodded. “Tommy?”

He looked at her and wiped his eyes. “What is it, baby?”

“I just love you so much. I am so honored to be your wife. I’m so sorry to have put you through this,” she said sincerely.

He shook his head, barely able to form a sentence. “I love you, too. There is nothing in my life that means more than you and our baby girl. You just have to get better.”

She took a deep breath. “Can you hold me for a minute?”

He leaned down and wrapped his arms around her gently and she put her arms around him. The couple held each other and simply took comfort in the silence.
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Chapter Four:
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Bill and Julie sat in the NICU and watched over Naomi. Bill was working on getting a video camera set up so Brittany could see her baby and Julie was simply watching the tiny infant breathe. She wiped her eyes as she thought of her brother and how much he loved the little baby. She prayed nothing would happen to her and she had more on her mind, something she needed to talk to her husband about.

“We should be all set. I’ll take the feed and hook it up to the television in Brittany’s room and she and Tommy should be able to see Naomi,” he walked up and stood next to Julie. They both looked at the baby.

“It’s amazing, isn’t it? She is incredibly tiny, but she looks perfect. Her tiny hands and feet and her little nose; she looks like my mom,” Julie was quiet.

Bill rubbed her back and she leaned into him. “What’s wrong? I mean aside from the obvious.”

She turned to sit down on a chair and he sat next to her. “I just want her to be okay. I worry about my brother so much. I just want him to have the family he deserves and the life he wants. I want him to be as happy and as in love as we are.”

Bill took her hand in his. “We will do everything in our power to help that happen. Should we go to the room?”

“John is on his way to sit with Naomi so we can all be with Britt and Tommy for a bit,” she looked at her husband. “Why don’t you go down and I’ll wait for him. I know you don’t want to see him.”

Bill sighed. “I just don’t know what to say to him yet.”

“I know and that’s why it can wait. He doesn’t even know we looked at the letter,” Julie ran her hand through his hair. “Did you pick up the DNA results?”

“No, with all that happened, I forgot,” he said.

“Okay, so why don’t you get them now on your way down and we can look at them together?” Julie knew how anxious he was. 

He sighed, “I’ll see if they are ready,” he stood up and leaned in to kiss her. “I love you.”

She pulled him to her for a longer kiss. “I love you, too.”

*******
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JACK AND STEPHANIE sat in the room with Brittany and Tommy. She had been asleep the entire time and Tommy refused to leave her side. She continued to have sporadic bleeding from her nose and mouth but the pressure bandages seemed to be holding. Stephanie stood up and walked over to Tommy. “Why don’t you and Jack go and see your daughter. Brittany would want you to see her.”

Tommy sighed. “I don’t want her to get scared if she wakes up. I don’t think she will survive another bout of stress.”

“She will be fine. You need to connect with your baby girl. You need to be able to tell your wife how she is,” Stephanie spoke softly and Jack stood up. 

“We won’t be long,” he said and looked at his friend.

Tommy leaned in and kissed Brittany’s forehead. He turned and walked out with Jack.

Stephanie sat down and took her friend’s hand in her own. “Finally, I thought they would never leave,” she smiled and smoothed Brittany’s hair. “I am so proud of you. You did great, Britt. You just need to wake up and meet your daughter.”

*****
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TOMMY WALKED TO THE NICU and saw Julie standing inside. Jack walked in and put his hand on her shoulder and she turned around and saw her brother. She walked out and hugged him tightly. “She has been waiting to meet her daddy.”

Tommy nodded, not able to form a word. Jack and Julie stood together. “We’ll wait right here. Take your time,” Jack said.

Tommy nodded and exhaled a big breath; he walked in slowly and approached the incubator. His heart almost stopped as he saw the most precious thing he had ever laid eyes on. The tubes and the wires disappeared and he looked at the life he and Brittany had created. She was beautiful and delicate and her face, even in its teeny form was the spitting image of his Red. She lay on her tummy, the tubes helping her breathe didn’t impede on her tiny nose and when he moved close to the incubator, she scrunched her face and made a squeak. He didn’t care that his tears were falling. He looked at the nurse who walked over and showed him how he could reach his hand in through the sterile glove and touch her. He looked at the nurse. 

“Are you sure it’s okay?”

“We only allow the parents, and actually, it’s very beneficial. If your wife is up to it soon, we can try a kangaroo hold, skin on skin contact that can promote weight gain and maternal healing. She is a little fighter, just like Dr. Brittany,” the nurse said and gave him some privacy.

Tommy pulled up a chair and sat down, eye level with the incubator. He reached his hand in through the glove and his finger was almost the length of her arm. He gently touched her tiny fingers and she scrunched her face into what he could only describe as a smile. His heart swelled with love for her and he didn’t even know he had the capacity to love someone so completely. It was different from any other connection he felt. It was as if everything in the world was right because of this precious little being.

“Hi sweet girl. I’m your daddy. We haven’t officially met before, but I’m the strange voice you kept hearing. I know you’re probably confused because you were in a nice warm home where you were safe and protected and now you are here and things are scary and harsh, but you need to know something. You are loved and you are wanted more than anything in this world. Your mommy and I, we are so proud to be your parents and we love you to pieces. You are going to grow and get stronger and you are going to have the best life,” he wiped his eyes and she let out a teeny wail and he moved the little cloth she had covering her over a bit to conceal her little behind and she calmed down immediately.

Tommy let a sob escape his throat. “Just like your mom. You like your privacy and you should. Your daddy will never let anyone hurt you. My sweet baby Naomi. Daddy loves his baby girl,” he watched as she slept and he stepped back, looking at the nurse who also had tears in her eyes. “Thank you.”

She nodded and he turned and walked out to Jack and Julie. He saw John who stood with them. “There is a lot we need to talk about, but right now, protecting my daughter is all I care about,” Tommy said.

John nodded. “I will stay as long as you need.”

Tommy nodded and he walked back to see his wife with his family around him.

******
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JULIE, JACK AND STEPHANIE stepped out of the room after Tommy came back in and they went to wait for Bill who was on his way down. Brittany hadn’t woken up since earlier with Tommy and they were all concerned about her. “When will she stop bleeding so much?” Julie asked.

“As soon as the platelets hold. We knew it was a really dangerous proposition for her to have any type of surgery, but it couldn’t be avoided. Her body has to heal and it will take time,” Jack said.

“But it will heal, right?” Julie said.

“I hope so,” Jack answered.

They looked up as Bill came down and Julie smiled at him. “Did you get it?”

“Wasn’t there yet,” he said and shrugged.

“Okay,” she took his hand. 

“Who is that?” Bill asked them as he looked at the man standing at the end of the hall.

Jack looked at him. “I don’t know.”

Bill walked over and approached the man. “Can we help you?”

“Nope,” the man said.

“This is a restricted hall. Can I see your clearance?” Bill asked him and looked up as Jack joined him.

“Fine, I’m going, but you can’t keep her hidden forever. This story is huge. Is she dying? Is it AIDS? Can you just give me a scoop?”

“Get out of here,” Jack said, his anger brewing.

“I’ll be back.” The reporter said.

Bill watched him leave and sighed. “We need to do better.”

Jack nodded. “We will.”

******
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TOMMY WAS A MESS OF emotions and he needed to talk to his wife. He needed her help and her comfort and he felt like he was losing himself. He couldn’t reconcile the amazing blessing he had just seen with the vision of his wife fighting to live. None of this was the way it was supposed to be. He stroked her cheek and his heart soared as she opened her eyes. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I can see it in your eyes. You’re struggling with something,” she said weakly.

“I’m just worried about you.”

“You should be used to my drama by now,” she tried to joke. “I’m just attention seeking.”

He chuckled despite his fear. “Can I tell you about something?”

She nodded.

“I just met the most amazing little girl,” he said, his eyes filling again with tears.

Her eyes opened wide. “How is she?” her tears spilled over her cheeks.

He wiped them as he spoke. “She is absolutely beautiful. She looks just like you and she is perfect. I touched her fingers and she squeaked. I think she has a beautiful voice, just like her mom. I think she is a fighter just like her mom,” he wiped his own tears. “She had a little tiny blanket over her back and it had fallen off. She squeaked and was upset so I covered her little behind and she went right to sleep. She didn’t want anyone looking at her,” he smiled. “She values her privacy just like we do.”

“Does she know we love her? Do you think she feels sad that I haven’t seen her yet?” she asked as she cried.

“She knows, baby. She feels the love and she knows,” he said and looked up as there was a knock on the door. He saw their family standing there and he smiled at Brittany who nodded.

“Please come in,” she said and they all piled in. 

“How are you feeling?” Stephanie asked as she walked to the bed and squeezed her friend’s hand.

“Fabulous now that my family is here,” she said sincerely.

Tommy looked at all of them. “You should all go home. You have been here all day.”

“Tommy’s right. You have all gone above and beyond for us,” Brittany said and smiled. She looked at Bill. “So I suppose I should thank you for supplying me with half my blood volume?” she grinned weakly.

He shrugged. “I didn’t need so much blood,” he grinned. “It was the least I could do.” 

Julie laughed and took her husband’s hand. “We all would do anything for you, you know that.”

Brittany and Tommy looked at their family and felt so blessed. “Go home and get some sleep. We love you all so much,” Tommy said. 

The six friends spent a few more moments together and then left. Tommy looked at Brittany and he knew what she needed. “So if you’re up for something, the neonatologist had a suggestion.”

She looked at him. “What’s that?”

“He thinks Kangaroo touch is something we should do,” he said.

Brittany looked at him. “I can’t get up. I can’t move. How can I go to the nursery?” she sobbed.

He rubbed her head. “They are going to bring her here. We are going to transport the dialysis machine and the oxygen can come with her. It is important for her growth to be on your skin, connecting to you. You can also benefit from the connection,” Tommy smiled.

“Don’t tease me. Do you really mean it?” she asked him.

“I do,” he stood up. “I’ll tell them to bring her over.”

The nurse came in a few minutes later, wheeling the incubator into the room. They hooked the lamps up and Brittany looked at the tiny infant for the first time. She was overcome as she looked at their daughter and Tommy held her hand as they watched the nurse hook everything up. She turned to Brittany and Tommy and smiled. “This is a little unconventional, but Naomi needs to be with her mom,” she walked over and closed the door to the room and came back over, wrapping the privacy curtain around them. She looked at Brittany. “We need to remove your gown and we are going to place Naomi on her stomach on your chest. Studies have shown that the mother’s body temperature actually will change to increase the baby’s. The physical connection is very important to the bonding and nurturing aspect of development and since Naomi is breathing well, aided by oxygen, it is important we allow this bonding time. We will unhook the dialysis for the time you hold her and as long as you are comfortable, we should be able to do this a few times a day.”

Brittany couldn’t take her eyes off the incubator and she needed to see her daughter better. “Okay. Can we make sure no one comes in while I hold her?” she was a bit uncomfortable having to be there with no top on, but she would do anything for her baby.”

“No one will be here but your husband and I will stay in the room, but give you your privacy. Is that okay?” the nurse asked.

“Yes,” she smiled. 

The nurse put on her gloves and helped Tommy to take Brittany’s gown off. She lay back and sighed in exhaustion as the nurse lifted the back of the bed so she was elevated enough. Brittany looked at Tommy. “Can you make sure my bandage is covered? I don’t want to risk any blood getting on her.”

He nodded and put a blanket around her waist and over the bandage. The nurse looked at her and then at Tommy. “Why don’t you come and sit next to her on the bed and you can be a part of this connection,” she said and Tommy sat on the bed next to his wife, his arm around her. The nurse smiled. “I think we’re ready.”

He nodded and watched as the nurse very gently lifted Naomi out of the incubator and placed her between Brittany’s breasts. She put the tiny oxygen over the baby’s nose and looked at them. “Just hold her and talk to her. I’ll be right over there if you need anything,” she smiled, as they didn’t even acknowledge her. She walked to the door and sat down.

Brittany looked at the tiny baby she had carried for 7 months and didn’t think she could ever feel so much love and devotion to another human being. She reached up and stroked Naomi’s tiny foot. The teeny baby squeaked and Brittany felt her tears fall. She looked at Tommy who was mesmerized by his beautiful wife and his baby girl. He held them and never wanted to forget this moment. Naomi’s oxygen saturation began to improve and both Tommy and Brittany saw the numbers on the monitor. “See how much she needs you? We both do,” he said and kissed her forehead.

Brittany nodded. “Hi sweet baby. Your mommy and daddy love you so much. You are the strongest little girl in the whole world and there is nothing you can’t do,” she said softly.

Tommy could hear her voice getting weaker and he fought his panic. “Red, you need to hold on, too. You need to stay with us,” he said as he held her.

“I’m just so tired, Tommy. I look at her and I’m so scared. She has such a fight ahead of her and it’s because of me. She needs a transplant and until then she has to go through 10 hours of dialysis every day. She is so tiny and nothing she does is going to be easy. I feel like I already failed,” she looked at her tiny baby who was nestled on her chest and was completely content and she wished more than anything she could make her well.

“I choose to look at this as a miracle that’s meant to be. I choose to think that we have been blessed with this life and we will raise her with love and family. You are the best tribute to strength and honor and you will teach her how to fight and how to love and how to live. You will help her be the woman she is meant to be and it will be my honor to be with you on this journey,” Tommy held her as they looked at their baby and suddenly the beautiful sound filled the air as Brittany softly sang to her baby.

Tommy and Brittany both let their tears fall as they held their baby daughter and watched her simply live.
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Chapter Five:
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Stephanie and Jack sat in their bed while Bee slept on Jack’s chest. They were both just staring at their precious baby, counting their blessings. Jack looked at his wife and smiled. 

“We are so lucky,” he said. 

She moved closer to rest her head on his shoulder. “The luckiest,” she rubbed Bee’s back. “How bad was it when you were operating?”

He sighed. “Bad, but it was quite something when Tommy came in. They really are connected,” he looked at her. “Like we are.”

She kissed his cheek. “It’s simply part of who we are as a couple. The kind of connection we have all found with each other is so deep and profound; we just don’t work without the other. It isn’t dependence as much as a necessity. My whole world is simply better when you’re near me.”

He looked at her and kissed her forehead. “That’s exactly it. It’s funny, when I think of my life before I met you, I can’t even remember the man I was. I was so lost and I didn’t even realize it. I look at you and Bee and I just feel like I must have done something right to deserve such amazing blessings.”

Stephanie wiped her eyes as she listened to him. “I hope Brittany and Tommy get to experience this kind of calm. I hope they can enjoy their beautiful baby girl.”

Jack nodded. “Me too. I think we will know more after a few days regarding Brittany, and there is so much still to do for Naomi.”

“I can’t imagine going through something like that with our little girl. She is so beautiful and precious and every day she is more and more like us,” Stephanie said. 

They both were quiet when the loud sound of Bee filling her diaper broke the silence. They both looked at each other. “More like you, definitely,” Stephanie grinned.

Jack rolled his eyes. “You keep believing that,” he looked up as Bee picked her head up and laughed before blowing bubbles all over him.

******
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TOMMY WENT BACK TO the NICU with Naomi and stayed while the nurse got her settled. John had taken a break while they had the baby in the room but he was going to stay on guard for the night. After he was sure everything was okay, he went back to Brittany.

He walked into the room and saw her laying there, her eyes closed, with the gown over her, but not on. She asked the nurse to let Tommy help her and to just give her a few minutes alone. He walked back in next to her and pulled the curtain closed. 

“Was she okay?” she asked him softly, her skin alarmingly pale and her eyes bloodshot.

“Absolutely,” he smiled as he sat on the bed facing her. He took her hand in his. 

“You should go home. You have to be so tired, Tommy,” she reached her long fingers up and touched his cheek.

“I am home, Red. Jade took Tramp and I am right where I want to be. I plan to spend the night with my wife and remind her of the promise she made to me,” he kissed her fingers.

“I’m not giving up. I promise,” she said.

“Good to hear, because I will never let you forget it,” he said. “Lets get you dressed,” he took the gown and helped her sit up in his arms. He saw her back was bruised and he felt his heart drop. He leaned her back and she smiled at him. 

“It’s okay, bruising is normal,” she knew what her body was going through and she hated how worried he was.

“I know, but you need to turn the corner already,” he saw her nose start to bleed again from the movement. He grabbed his gloves and helped her. 

“I know,” she said quietly. “I’m scared. I don’t want to dwell on it, but I’m scared.”

He removed his gloves and got into the bed on the covers next to her. “Will you let me hold you?”

“I don’t want to risk getting my blood on you,” she said as her body ached for him to hold her.

“I’m covered, baby, and just like our daughter needs you to gain strength, we need each other,” he put his arms around her and she put her hand on his chest and kissed his cheek. 

“You know what?” she asked through her closed eyes.

“What’s that?” he ran his hand through her hair.

“Despite all of the issues and the medical garbage we have been through and the fear of what’s to come, this has been the best day ever. You have given me the best gift in our daughter and I never ever would have believed I was capable of having such a blessing in my life,” Brittany held him as best she could.

He kissed her forehead and watched the machine reading her vitals. Her oxygen saturation was too low and her blood pressure began to fluctuate. He moved a little and looked at her. “Baby can you look at me?”

She opened her eyes and tried to focus on him. “I feel like something is on my chest.”

He pushed the call button and laid her back, grabbing the oxygen mask and placing it on her face. He held her face as she closed her eyes when a terrible thought occurred to him. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t thought of it before. It was probably the clot. They never fixed it and he realized in an instant what that meant.

******
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“YOUR WIFE STILL HAS heavy bleeding from the trauma suffered during birth. Her blood count is dangerously low and her platelets are not improving quickly enough. We need to pack her uterus and try to stop the blood flow. There is no surgical option at this point because of her critical state and to be honest, I don’t think she will survive another procedure. I am not saying we are out of options, but we are getting there. You can step out while we do the pelvic and treat her,” the hematologist stood with Dr. Lacey and spoke to him.

“I’m not leaving her while you do anything,” Tommy said. He looked at Brittany, who had heard what they said and he sat down next to her. “Do you understand what they need to do?” he wiped her tears.

She nodded.

“Okay. Dr. Lacey needs to get started,” he said.

“Tommy, I don’t know if I can do this anymore. There is nothing more of me to hold together. I am falling apart and you can’t keep taping me back up,” she looked at him and her eyes had blood in the corners.

“You can do anything. I know it looks bad and I can’t imagine how badly you feel right now, but I know you can come back from this. I feel it and as much as I always trust your instincts, I need you to trust mine here. You are going to be okay,” he wiped her face.

“Okay,” she smiled at him. “Do I look like a vampire?” 

He chuckled and kissed her forehead. “I’m totally on team Brittany.”

Tommy held her hand as they worked on her and he stayed in the room while they tried to make her more comfortable. His heart broke as he heard her gasp in pain as they wrapped the pressure bandages around her incision. He felt sick at the situation she was in and the grace in which she went along with everything they asked of her was still astounding to him. The hematologist had already spoken to him and explained how she would continue to bleed from her mucus membranes, especially her nose and mouth and eyes. He watched the nurses leave and he closed the curtains before sitting down next to the bed. He looked at her and fought back his tears. She had an oxygen mask on and there was blood trickling from the sides of her mouth. He put his gloves on and took some tissue before moving the oxygen and wiping her face. He put the mask back on and took her hand in his. “Hey,” he said softly.

She looked at him, but didn’t speak. She just blinked and tried to smile.

“I love you, you know that, right?” he spoke softly and looked her in the eyes. 

She nodded and tried to squeeze his hand.

“I know you love me too,” he smiled and she nodded.

“It doesn’t appear the clot has caused any problems, but you are going into acute thrombocytopenia, so they are pushing more platelets and blood. We just have to wait and hope it works,” he smoothed her hair. “I’m sorry you’re in so much pain.”

She moved the oxygen off her face. “Why don’t you go sit with Naomi or get some sleep?” she tried to look at him but she was so tired and her eyelids were heavy.

“I’m good right here. You just sleep,” he said and watched her.

“Will you tell me something?” she asked him as she rubbed the back of his hand with her thumb.

“Of course.”

“Tell me what you see when you think of our future.”

“What do you mean? I see you and me and Naomi.”

She smiled. “That’s not an answer.”

He grinned and his stubble covered face made her heart smile. “You are in no position to be so feisty.”

“I am always feisty. I want you to show me the picture,” she reached up and touched his face.

He took a deep breath and ran his hand through his hair. “What I see when I look into the future is simple. I see love and happiness. I come home after a long day’s work of saving lives and when I walk into the house I’m greeted by Tramp who looks at me like he wants to get away because Naomi has dressed him in doll clothes again. I walk farther into the room and Naomi runs to see me, her long red curls bouncing all over as she jumps into my arms and kisses my cheek, while she talks nonstop about everything she learned that day. Some of it will make sense, but most of it will be gibberish. She will show me the picture she drew and I’ll try to figure out what it is and her big blue eyes will fill with tears when I guess wrong, but then you will come in and explain to her how daddy’s have different words for things and when I said the wrong word, it was code for what was right. Naomi will feel like she has learned a huge secret and she dances around the house while Tramp barks and I say a proper hello to my beautiful wife who has been cooking dinner and is radiant as she glows from being pregnant again,” he looked at her and saw her mesmerized by his story and her tears fell down her cheeks.

“Are we the Cleavers?” she smiled. 

He grinned. “Too much?”

“I don’t cook,” she said. “But I love your picture. I would love that life, Tommy. You deserve it.”

“No, we both deserve it. We can have that life, Red, we will,” he said softly.

“When can I hold her again? I miss her,” she said softly.

“I know. I think we can bring her over again in the morning. You just need to get stronger. You need to build your platelets up,” he said. 

“I will do whatever it takes. I want us to have that life, Tommy,” she said and they both looked up as the neonatologist came into their room. 

Both Tommy and Brittany saw the look on his face and they clutched each other’s hands. 

“I need to talk to you about some developments with your daughter,” he said.

******
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STEPHANIE AND JACK met Bill and Julie in the lobby the next morning as they all made their way to see Tommy and Brittany. Bill had picked up the DNA results but they didn’t open them yet. 

“Do we know how the night was?” Stephanie asked.

“I spoke to Tommy, but he was kind of cryptic. I think he wanted us to just come and he will tell us what’s going on,” Julie said.

“Then let’s go,” Stephanie said and put her arm around Jack who was visibly worried about what they would find. She rubbed his back and he put his arm around her.

The four made their way to see their friends.
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Chapter Six:
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Tommy met them in the hallway before they entered the ICU. He had his arms crossed in front of his chest and was leaning against the wall. He looked utterly exhausted and the stubble darkening his face wasn’t covering the sadness he showed. He looked at his family and smiled slightly. 

“Hi. Why don’t we go and sit in the conference room so we can talk?” he said to them.

They all followed him in and he closed the door before sitting down. “Sorry to be so cryptic, but we thought it would be better if I spoke to you guys in here.”

“What’s going on, Tommy? Did something happen?” Stephanie asked. 

He looked at her and his eyes were swimming with tears. “Naomi took a turn for the worse and is on a ventilator. Her lungs were struggling to function and it is likely she won’t make it through the next week. She needs a kidney transplant but there is nothing I can do to move that along. I don’t know how to help her and to be honest, it isn’t that unexpected and it was kind of foolish on our part to think she would magically be okay,” he sighed. 

“How is Brittany?” Julie asked.

Tommy put his head in his hands and almost sobbed for a minute before pulling himself together. “She is devastated. She blames herself for everything and the fact that she can’t go and be with her is killing her. She continues to bleed out and there is nothing I can do to help her. She didn’t want you guys to come in because she doesn’t want to scare you. She is bleeding from her eyes and nose and mouth and it won’t stop. We also found out the HIV test on Naomi was inconclusive and so we still don’t know about that. I really don’t see how that even matters at this point, but it just killed Britt.”

Bill stood up. “I need to go see her.”

Tommy was surprised by his outburst. “She doesn’t want anyone to come in.”

“I don’t care. I need to see her. Is that okay?” Bill sincerely asked his brother in law.

Julie knew what was going on and nodded. “I think it’s a good idea. I think we should all go.”

Tommy sighed. “I don’t know what’s right anymore.”

Jack looked at them. “Why don’t you have Bill and Julie go see her? Stephanie and I want to talk to you for a bit.”

Tommy shrugged. “Okay. Just remember to put gloves on when you’re near her. She will get upset if she has to remind you.”

Julie nodded and stood up to hug her brother before taking Bill’s hand and walking out.

Jack and Stephanie looked at their best friend. “I’m worried about you,” Jack began.

“You need to talk to us. Tell us what you want to do or what you’re thinking about,” Stephanie said. “You can’t be everything for everyone, Tommy, or there will be nothing left of you.”
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