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UCLA Medical Center Los Angeles, California

Sarah’s eyelids struggled to open several times but with no success.

Dr. Mendoza leaned forward and inspected them for a moment before instructing the nurse to bring him a hand towel soaked in warm water. I held my breath as Sarah tried to open them again. I felt my pain wash away and replaced with relief.

“Wait just a minute, Miss Hayes,” Mendoza said in a soft voice. “I’m just going to moisten them a bit then you can try and open your eyes, okay?”

“Who are you? Where is Steven?” Sarah struggled to get the words out through her parched throat.

Between an unknown voice and not being able to see she was starting to panic. I held her hand in mine, not trusting myself to speak for a few seconds as emotions overwhelmed me.

“I am your surgeon, Dr. Mendoza,” he answered. “Mr. Thomas is holding your hand, Miss Hayes. Can you feel his hand? Can you squeeze your own hand at all?”

I felt her hand stiffened slightly in response. 

My heart skipped a beat.

“That’s it, Sarah, come back to me,” I urged excitedly. “I’m right here with you.”

“Water...” she croaked.

I looked around as the nurse returned.

“Can she get some water?”

“Give her a few drops at a time from the washcloth for now, Mr. Thomas...that will help her throat get used to liquids again.” Mendoza cautioned with a shake of his head.

The nurse was sent for another washcloth and a bottle of water as I watched Dr. Mendoza begin to gently dab the washcloth against Sarah’s eyes and eyelids, removing an almost invisible layer of crusting that had sealed her eyelids shut while she’d been asleep. Satisfied that he’d removed all of it, he set the washcloth on a side table and encouraged her to try again.

I found myself waiting with baited breath as her eyes moved again, then her eyelids tried to open but were only partially successful. She tried again and opened her left fully as the right still struggled and finally opened. I felt hot tears start down my cheeks and I blinked more out of my eyes.

“I’m on your right, Sarah,” I said and leaned forward so she could see me, I wasn’t sure if she could move her head or not and I didn’t want her to struggle. “Try to focus on my voice to find me.”

“Blurs...can’t focus...” she croaked and I let the nurse step in when she arrived.

“Miss Hayes, I need you to suck on this washcloth. It has water for you,” she instructed. “Don’t try to speak yet.”

I held Sarah’s hand as the nurse placed the wet washcloth to her lips and she sucked slightly. Once dry, the nurse poured the rest of the water into a bowl and dipped the washcloth into it before letting Sarah suck it dry again until the bowl was empty.

“Now see if you can speak better,” she instructed.

Sarah swallowed once then hissed a bit before she spoke in a slightly calmer voice. “Steven? Are you there?”

“Nowhere I’d rather be.”

I spoke in a shaky voice and felt her hand squeeze mine with a bit more strength this time.

“Tell me what you see, Miss Hayes,” Dr. Mendoza instructed her and studied her pupils which were huge. Sarah blinked several times and tried to focus on him.

“I only see blurs...I can’t see anything...just blurs...” her voice was rising and I knew she was starting to panic. “What’s wrong? I can’t...”

“Sarah, I’m right with you,” I told her in a soothing voice, trying to calm her down. “Don’t be scared: it will be okay so just try to relax.”

“Miss Hayes, your vision will return in due time, please don’t get upset that you just see blurs right now,” Mendoza added. “These things take some time.”

“Where am I?”

“You’re at the University of California Medical Center in Los Angeles.”

“Just try to relax, Sarah, my love,” I reassured her. “please try to relax and not get too excited, okay?”

I looked down at her as she shifted her head slightly in my direction. She smiled slightly, blinked and I watched her try to focus on me. I suddenly felt very self-conscious of my appearance and checked myself.

“I can just see you...I’m thirsty,” she said.

I wiped tears away with the back of my hand and sniffed.

“I love you, Sarah. You don’t know how much. You’ve no idea how much.”

The nurse returned with a small tray that had several small boxes of apple juice with straws. She prepared one and slipped the straw between Sarah’s lips and she drank greedily, finishing it before the nurse could stop her. Sarah began to cough and sputter and took several deep breaths, the effort causing her to blink and raise her head up off the pillow and jerk her arms.

When she recovered, she looked at me and smiled one of her radiant ones.

“I can see you now!” she said excitedly, and I saw tears start to well in her eyes. I leaned forward and kissed her softly before I wiped the tears away. “No more blurs!”

I laughed and kissed her again, then put an arm around her and held her lightly. I wasn’t sure what I should do or what she could do but I desperately wanted to hold her. My heart was jack hammering and I didn’t even realize I was crying.

“Did you think you were going to lose me or something?” she asked, confused. “What’s going on?”

“Miss Hayes...” Mendoza started then looked at me for a moment, unsure of how to break the news. “You’ve been in a coma for approximately seven months.”

“What? Seven months? I don’t...” Sarah looked at him then to me confused and wanting an answer.

“Sarah, you’ve been in a coma since the day you were shot,” I blurted out and took a deep breath and tried to compose myself.

“Seven months?” she asked in disbelief. “Are you serious?”

“I’m afraid so, Miss Hayes. You suffered massive trauma from the bullet that was used. You were in surgery nearly nine hours when you first got here.”

“That...that can’t be possible...” Sarah stammered.

Her mind was struggling to grasp the concept.

“Sarah,” I said, “This is way too much for you to hear right away. Let’s let the Doc check you out for a while and then we’ll catch up later on, okay? I don’t want you to get overwhelmed.”

Sarah nodded.

I reluctantly let go of her hand and allowed Dr. Mendoza and his team to begin their examination as more specialists joined them. I walked back to the table I’d been plotting my revenge at for these months and sat down with relief. I pulled out my cell phone and started to dial Tyler Davis, then stopped short. I paused, not sure what to do for a moment, then dialed a number Cody Pearson had given me before I’d left.

It went straight to a voicemail.

“Cody, I just wanted to let you know that Sarah just woke up!”

I broke the connection, took a breath and finally dialed Tyler Davis.

“Steven? What is it, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing is wrong, Mr. Davis,” I said. “I wanted to let you know that Sarah just woke up. The doctors are checking her out as we speak.”

I heard him sigh.

“Steven, that is fantastic news,” he said in a warm voice. “I can’t express to you how happy I am to hear that. I know this has taken a lot out of you but I want you to know that I’m very happy for both of you.”

I nodded gratefully.

“I appreciate that, Mr. Davis, and I really appreciate your support throughout this whole ordeal. I know you didn’t want me to go down there: most people would have just fired me or reported me to the police.”

I heard him chuckle.

“I’ve been right where you were, Steven, and I know exactly what you were going through. You and I have been through a lot during our careers in the Army and here and I know the sacrifices and the pain we’ve all gone through. In my case, it was my wife who died from cancer. It consumed her so quickly that chemotherapy would have simply stretched out the agony for her. I sat by her side for five months in a hospice room before she finally passed. I’m genuinely very glad it is turning out differently for you and Sarah.”

I nodded my understanding.

“I’m very sorry to hear about your wife, Mr. Davis, I didn’t know that.”

“I would very much appreciate if you would let me know when I can come and visit Sarah, I’d really like to say hello and welcome her back.”

“Absolutely, I will ask the Doctors about visitors.”

“Well, don’t be in a rush, the last thing Sarah needs is a mob coming to visit her,” Davis said with a chuckle. “I imagine it will take some time to get used to idea that she’s been asleep for so long.”

I nodded and looked around at the bouquets of flowers that filled the room. 

“I think she’s going to have a lot of thank you notes to write before she can get rid of all these flowers,” I joked and heard him laugh. “But yes, I will definitely let you know.”

“By the way, Steven,” Tyler added. “I meant to say something else.”

“Oh?”

“You’ve done a hell of a job with this assignment and I’m glad that Dave recommended you to me.”

“Thank you very much, Sir, I appreciate that.”

I blushed at the unexpected compliment.

“I like my people to know how much I appreciate them. Let me know when you are ready to come back to work. And don’t think I don’t know about those offers the studio is dangling over you. I think we can work out something so you can do both.”

I laughed at that.

“It has been tempting.”

He laughed.

“Well, we can talk about that later. Take care of your woman Steven and be sure to give me a call so I can stop by for a visit.”

I nodded.

“I will be sure to do that. You’ll be the first in line.”

Davis broke the connection and I set the phone on the tabletop. I watched the team of doctors and nurses check Sarah out. I pulled out my laptop and flipped it open. I didn’t want to speak on the phone anymore and decided that an email to everyone would be a much easier way to spread the news.

I typed out a quick email and sent it off to everyone I knew at the studios as well as Hugo and Enrique before shutting it down again. I glanced at my watch and realized it was nearly seven in the evening and I hadn’t eaten since the night before I’d left Puerto Vallarta.

After a while, I looked up and saw Dr. Mendoza walking over with one of his nurses and they stopped before me.

“Okay, she’s going to be fine, Mr. Thomas. We will of course keep her under constant supervision until we know she won’t have complications.”

I nodded gratefully.

“I appreciate that Doc, and everything your staff has done for her all these months.”

“It’s been our pleasure but now we have to continue your physical examination.”

I looked up at them and stood up.

“Okay, but you’re probably not going to like what you see.”

Mendoza nodded in agreement.

“Probably not.”

I took off my shirt to reveal a mottled group of bruises, cuts and scars across my back and chest.

“How many bullets did your body armor stop?” Mendoza asked in surprise as he tentatively touched the center of several bruises and I flinched violently in response.

“I don’t know, maybe three or four. I wasn’t keeping track: I was trying to stay alive.”

Mendoza nodded and looked into my eyes.

“Do you see clouds around my face or objects, rings around things you look at?”

“Yeah, but that’s been going on for years. I’ve had several Traumatic Brain Injuries in the past and more than a few concussions. I know the symptoms.”

“That would account for your hearing aids you’re not wearing?”

I gave him a lopsided grin and pointed to a small black plastic case sitting next to my computer.

“They’re in there: there’s too much background noise here in the hospital so I take them out.”

He nodded and probed my ribs as the nurse looked over my back and touched a few spots.

“I’m tender, Doc. This only happened a few days ago.”

“I understand that Mr. Thomas but long-term concussion symptoms can indicate something more serious.”

The nurse handed him a clipboard and he began writing.

“I’m ordering a full body MRI and CAT scan and X-Rays for you as well as a more in-depth physical examination and blood work. The results I get back will determine if have to admit you. If that has to happen I will be sure they move the two of you into a private room together.”

I opened my mouth to protest but he turned away without another word and handed the clipboard back.

“Bring him all the paperwork and submit it immediately.”
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“Tell me what happened while I was asleep, Steven,” Sarah said as she looked at me lying beside in a separate hospital bed. “I need to know what happened.”

I blinked, yawned and looked at my watch: It was three in the morning. I’d been gazing at her and had apparently fallen asleep.

“I’ve been lying here trying to piece together what happened that day. Please tell me about the day I got shot.”

“Tell me what you remember and I’ll fill in the blanks.”

“Well, I remember rafting that morning...and we stopped for lunch beside the river...but then I remember falling into the water...” she began to breath quickly as she struggled to recall what happened next. “That was it, wasn’t it, Steven? He shot me out of the raft...”

I reached a hand to her and she held it tightly and began to cry.

“Yes, that’s when it happened,” I said in a soft voice. “I jumped in after you and we reached the opposite shore. They shot and killed everyone else in that raft. I got you out of the river and revived you but you passed out when we crossed the river again. We got a ride to an Emergency Room and I even donated blood for a transfusion while they were trying to save you.”

“You donated blood?”

I nodded.

“They flew you here after they had you stabilized. You were in surgery for a long time after you got here, then they moved you into this room and I stayed with you until the last three weeks.”

She stared at me in silence for a long minute.

“You went after Suarez didn’t you.”

“Yes, I did.”

“You promised not to...”

“I promised I would go after him if he did anything to you. I took care of Eduardo Suarez, Sarah,” I told her simply. “He’s not dead, but God knows I wanted to kill him...”

“You went on your own? And Tyler let you?”

I shook my head.

“The Drug Enforcement Agency made me an offer to go get him and that is what I did. A strictly off the books operation,” I explained, not wanting to give her the details. “You don’t want to know the details but I didn’t go there alone. Enrique, Hugo and Matthew went with me. But Matthew...he didn’t make it.”

“Oh, Steven...”

I hadn’t meant to blurt it out but the emotions hit me suddenly.

I began crying.

“This whole thing is my fault, Sarah. I was responsible for taking you camping. If I hadn’t done that none of this would have happened. I thought I had lost you, Sarah...”

“Steven, don’t...”

I needed to let it all out.

“You wouldn’t have been shot and Matthew would still be alive. I’m responsible for all of this. I don’t know how to ask for your forgiveness, Sarah...I wanted to get revenge so badly I jumped at the chance and Matthew died because of it.”

“Steven, you don’t need to do this. None of this is your fault: it’s mine. My choices and mistakes led to all of this. But they also brought you into my life and now, I can’t imagine being without you. There is nothing to forgive, My Love, except for your forgiving me for creating this whole mess in the first place.”

I shook my head then looked into her eyes.

“All I did these last few months was plot and plan out how to get Suarez for what he did...I lived and slept for that reason. So that when you woke up I could tell you that you had nothing more to fear from him: that you could live your life without having to look over your shoulder to see if someone was trying to kill you.”

“Then this is a time to celebrate, Steven.” Her voice was soft with a beautiful smile. “I know I didn’t want you to leave me to go after him but I also know you did what you needed to do to protect me. I can never fault you for that. You couldn’t have predicted any of this would happen.”

I started to protest but knew in my heart she was right. Just like what happened to my squad that fateful night in Iraq: there was nothing I could have done to anticipate or prevent it.

“You know, Steven,” she said. “You have changed my life in so many ways. You’ve opened my eyes to things that I never thought possible before, there are things I’ve always wanted to do but never thought I’d get the opportunity to do.”

“Oh?”

“I’ve always wanted to learn to scuba dive and I want to learn to ski. My life has been a constant struggle to succeed. I’ve been scraping and struggling until I finally got my break at the studio. I’ve done things that I’m not proud of but now I’m finally seeing it pay off and once I’m back on my feet I want to start enjoying it.”

I simply stared at her for a moment in awe and shook my head.

“You know Sarah: you are the toughest, most beautiful woman I have ever known.”

“I have to say that you’re the most amazing man I’ve ever known,” she replied. “I simply can’t imagine you not in my life, Steven. I love you with all my heart.”

Her eyes fluttered shut drifting off to sleep and I drifted asleep as well with a contented smile.
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I held my salute as the rifle shots split the air and tried to fight the tears as the Honor Guard fired their three sets. A lone bugler, standing off to the side of the assembled friends and relatives brought a silver bugle to his lips and the haunting notes of Taps issued forth. I stared at the coffin through my tears, focused on the American flag draped reverently across it.

There were nearly fifty of us assembled there who had either served with Matthew in Iraq or at Hunter Army Airfield in Savannah, Georgia. Some were members of his Squad and platoon while others were Rangers from our old Company that had been friends, including our old Company Commander and a Platoon Leader or two, along with Matthews’ mother, wife and son. Most were here by themselves but perhaps a dozen or so had wives or girlfriends with them. I’d flown his family here to D.C. so he could be buried at Arlington National Cemetery according to his wishes. Sarah was at my side in her wheelchair: she was far too weak to stand but had vigorously insisted that she attend.

I had managed to fit into my Army Dress Uniform.

Sarah had been amazed by the ribbon rack on my chest but the tan beret I slipped and adjusted proudly on my head and blue infantry cord encircling my right shoulder were the things I treasured the most.

“You look so handsome, Steven,” she had said and I had blushed.

“You look beautiful.”

She wore a black dress that was simple and understated, and a shawl to protect her from the morning chill. Beside her sat Talia, Matthew’s wife, held her hand as she cried.

The members of the Honor Guard brought the flag up folding it with practiced motions that looked fluid but smacked of expert precision and the Master Sergeant at the end of the row of men expertly inspected it, tucking the ends in and smoothing the material with practiced precision.

Everyone slowly lowered their Salutes and a slight breeze carried the scents of pine and fresh cut grass as the Master Sergeant slowly brought the folded flag to his chest, did an about face and took a step forward and did facing movements until he stood in front of Matthew’s son. The boy, just eight years old, stood and sobbed slightly as he stared at the flag. Though not fully understanding the reason he was being given it, he looked up at the man holding it to his chest as he slowly kneeled down in front of him.

“On behalf of a grateful nation, I present this flag of honor to you. Please treasure it as each of us will treasure your father’s memory...” the man said and slowly placed the flag in the boy’s outstretched hands. “Your father was a true hero. These men gathered here loved your father and you will hear a lot of stories from them about him.”

It wasn’t part of the script that they normally used but I could tell the Master Sergeant was genuinely moved by the appearance of so many Rangers, both active and former who had cared enough to be here. The Master Sergeant slowly rose to his full height and reverently saluted Matthew’s son, lowered it again and the Honor Guard filed reverently away to follow the Firing Detail and Bugler. The sounds of the horse’s hooves clattered on the tarmac as it led the whole detail away from the site as the Chaplain stayed on in case he was needed.

Nobody moved for nearly a minute as we stood there staring at Matthews casket, each of us consumed by our own emotions and memories, before we began to file through and pass our condolences to Matthew’s mother and wife. Each one of them picked up his son and held him in their arms for a few seconds.

At the end, I turned to Matthew’s son and bent down to pick him up. I held him for a moment and felt him crying into my shoulder.

“Your father was my best friend,” I whispered into his ear. “He saved my life. He was my brother. If you or your mother need anything, please to call me.”

I set him down and slipped a picture of his father and I into his hand. I moved to Matt’s mother and hugged her for a moment.

“I’m so sorry for what happened...”

“You don’t have to apologize Steven,” she said with a sad smile. “He loved you. He called me to say goodbye before he flew down there to help you. He couldn’t have been happier than getting into another fight beside you.”

I had to laugh at that.

“We did more than a few times,” I admitted. “Still...”

“Stop, Steve. You would be doing him a disservice if you take blame for his sacrifice,” she said and I nodded. “By his actions, he saved lives and that can’t be taken away.”

I smiled and felt a wave of peace sweep over me. Her words made me think about it in a completely different way, A tinge of guilt still lingered but nothing like I’d been feeling since that day.

“Thank you, Mrs. Taylor,” Sarah told her as I was about to thank her. “He was a true hero. He didn’t have to help Steven.”

“Yes, he did Miss Hayes,” she corrected her. “You see, Matthew’s loyalty to his fellow Rangers is what he treasured most, almost as much as his loyalty to his family. He would have been ashamed if he had turned down Steven’s request.”

“Actually, I didn’t even ask him, he sort of insisted on helping,” I pointed out, remembering the conversation in the Consulate conference room.

“That sounds very much like Matthew.”

I hugged her again and sidestepped in front of Talia, Matthews’ wife and give her a hug.

“I am so sorry, I know how much he loved you and little Matt. He carried a picture of the two of you in his breast pocket when we went to Costa Rica.”

“Thank you, Steven, and thank you for arranging to fly us here,” she said gratefully. “Seeing everyone here really makes me appreciate him even more. All these men here to honor him is very moving.”

“He was the best I ever served with,” I said. “He was loved by the entire Company.”

“He said the same about you many times,” she replied and I looked down. “He always looked up to you, Steven. He always said that he would never be quite as good as you, but he would always try to live up to your standards.”

“Well my expertise has gotten a lot of good men killed,” I said, shaking my head sadly. “I wouldn’t take much stock in my standards if I were you.”

“That is not important, Steven,” she said. “He loved you and there is nowhere he’d rather have been than down in Costa Rica with you.”

I nodded silently.

“They are throwing a party in his honor,” she said. “Some Major told me that they have reserved a large ballroom at the hotel for it and relayed to me that he fully expects you to be there when they do something called a Roll Call.”

“It is tradition,” I nodded. “I will be there.”

“Can I come?” Sarah asked and I laughed.

“Of course, you can.”

Drinks were flowing freely when I pushed Sarah into the room in her wheelchair and I froze for a brief moment.

I was suddenly terrified to be in the same room as these men.

What happened in Iraq had left me ostracized by the entire Company. Part of me wanted to turn and leave but my old Platoon Leader, Jacob Mitchell, spotted me and walked over with a glass of what smelled like scotch whiskey in his hand.

Mitchell was a good foot and a half than me with a big barrel chest with arms to match. He had a shock of bright red hair that had cut into what was known as a “Ranger High and Tight,” which was basically an oval patch of hair on top of his head from his scalp to the back of his head. He had grey eyes and a thick Texas drawl when he spoke. He had left the Army at the rank of Major and now ran a training center for Military Contractors.

“I’m glad you decided to show up, Sergeant,” he shook my hand with a tight, firm grip. “I know you left under bad circumstances but none of us hold you responsible for what happened.”

“I can’t say it ever felt that way, Sir,” I admitted, looking down at my spit-shined jump boots. “I felt like I’d been betrayed by my own family.”

“I know and I can’t apologize enough for how you were treated,” he said in a soft voice. “None of us could have predicted what happened that night, Steven and I am ashamed for how we treated you afterwards. I know that I speak for all of us in saying that we’d very much be honored if you and your beautiful wife would join us for drinks.”

I was truly taken aback by his words and I felt tears well up in my eyes. He saw it, and politely asked if Sarah could hold his drink for a moment, which she was happy to do. Jacob gave me a tight hug and held it for a brief moment.

“I want to be the first to welcome you home, Brother,” he whispered. “I know it’s been rough for you and I know we turned our backs on you after that happened. You have nothing to feel guilty about and you need to know that all of us have your back. We are brothers and nothing will ever change that.”

“Thank you, Sir,” I managed to say, still choked up. “You don’t know much that means to me.”

He nodded and broke the embrace, then looked down at Sarah.

“Thank you for saying that,” she told him as she handed him back his drink. “You have no idea how badly he has felt about what happened.”

“I’m Jacob Mitchell, Mrs. Thomas, I was his Lieutenant in Iraq when all of that happened,” he introduced himself for the first time. “I’m ashamed to say that we abandoned him after that happened. We turned our backs on him and forced him out of our unit at the time he needed our support. I take full responsibility for it and I hope he will be able to forgive me.”

“We’re actually not married, Mr. Mitchell,” Sarah corrected him in a soft voice. “I have to admit something to you, Mr. Mitchell. After today what I witnessed today I can understand why he is so loyal to me and took Matthew’s death so hard,” Sarah said. “I don’t believe I have ever seen so much love in a group of men before. It was quite moving, and I feel very honored to have been part of it.”

“Loyalty like this is very hard to find, Ma’am. It is ingrained in us from the first moment we become part of the unit and becomes an unbreakable bond among us,” he explained proudly. “More so after we’ve survived combat together. There is not one of us here that wouldn’t still come to another’s aid in a time of need, just as Sergeant Taylor...Matt, did. It is a huge relief for me that Sergeant Thomas made it here...”

He looked at her curiously for a moment.

“Is something wrong?”

“Wait a minute, you are Sarah Hayes, the actress, aren’t you,” he said, suddenly recognizing her and she looked away, blushing as she nodded.

“I thought it was just a joke when Matthew had told me he’d met you with Steven. Now it is all making sense,” he continued with a laugh. “He said he thought you two would be getting married.”

“He hasn’t asked me yet,” she admitted shyly.

“Oh, really...” he said and turned to me again and straightened to full heighted, placing his hands on his hips. “Is that so? You do realize what this means, correct?”

“Uh, Jake, hold up, I have something already planned...” I started but was waved off by the red headed giant.

“Steven?” Sarah looked at me and asked nervously. “What’s going on?”

“We are here to celebrate the life of our Brother and so, what better time...” Mitchell said and he shoved his drink into my hand with a wicked laugh I remembered vividly from Iraq.

Before either of us could react or object he had bent down and scooped a stunned Sarah up in his arms and walked off into the crowd of Rangers. She was too shocked to even say anything as they all gathered around and looked at them curiously.

“Gathered Brothers, I have an announcement to make,” he said and spun Sarah around in his arms. “I have just discovered that our Brother over there has not yet asked this woman to marry him. You all know what he’s been through the last few years and all of it was for this lovely lady right here.”

There were cheers and some guys came over and dragged me to them, spilling half the drink in the process. It felt as if I’d never left and I was elated.

“Who votes in favor of him asking her right now?”

“Oh, my fucking God,” I muttered under my breath and everyone died laughing and cheered.

“Do it! Do it!”

I laughed out loud as both Sarah and I were now lifted up into the air.

“Do it! Do it! Do it!”

I held my hands out to calm the crowd, nodding to them and everyone began to quiet down and formed a ring around us. Someone found a tall bar stool and Jacob set Sarah gently down on it and held her steady. Sarah stared at me as they set me back down on my feet, still too shocked to understand what was going on.

This was not how I’d imagined doing this but in a twisted way it felt appropriate. I had bought her a ring a few weeks before she’d been shot and had originally been planning on asking her that same weekend. It felt right even though it wasn’t the intimate setting I’d originally intended.

I turned away, pulled out my wallet where the ring had sat for the last seven months so she couldn’t see and slipped it into my hand. I took a few deep breaths to slow my pounding heart and calm my nerves as I turned to face her. She stared at me, her eyes wide with disbelief and I lost myself in them for a moment and forgot what I wanted to say.

I walked over and picked up her hands and placed them on my chest and kissed her on the lips.

“This is not how I had planned to do this, Sarah, but I know that I cannot imagine my life without you in it. You have changed me in so many ways. You’ve seen me at my worst and at my best and have accepted my faults and fears,” I said awkwardly, hoping I was making some kind of sense instead of just blabbering. “Sara, will you marry me?”

Her eyes widened even more as I raised the gold and diamond ring up for her to see. 

“Steven? I can’t...are you serious?”

“I am very serious, Sarah.”

“I can’t believe you are asking me!”

A tinge of fear nagged at my heart and it skipped a beat.

“Of course I’ll marry you!”

The crowd went wild and laughed and I joined them, then kissed her and slipped the ring onto her finger.

“Why would you ever doubt it?” she asked as tears streamed down her cheeks and her arms, weak as they were still, slid up my chest and wrapped around my neck and we kissed again.

I suddenly picked her up and spun around several times, her feet inches off the floor and she laughed as she rested her head in the crook of my neck.

“Steven, let me try to stand, just hold me so I don’t embarrass myself and fall,” Sarah whispered into my ear and I nodded proudly.

I slowed my spinning and stopped to set her down carefully against the barstool until her feet were flat on the floor. She looked at me, her face scared but determined at the same time. The doctors had said it would be months before she’d be able to walk again and it had only been a week since she had awakened from her coma.

“I’ve got you, Baby.”

I didn’t notice everyone watching intently to see what would happen.

I relaxed my hold slightly and felt her knees start to tremble as they struggled to support weight they weren’t used to. I steadied them against my own.

“I’m not going to let you fall, Sarah,” I told her in a soft voice and she looked up at me.

“I’m scared,” she cried in a shaky voice. “I don’t want to embarrass you.”

I smiled.

“You could never do that.”

She smiled at me and seemed to take strength in my words.
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