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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, and plot are all products of the author’s imagination and are used as fiction. Nothing is to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.
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This book is dedicated to every person who has survived a sexual assault and dealt with the stigma that comes along with reporting the crime. I honor your bravery and your strength and I hope you know you are never alone.
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Prologue:
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“Who are you?” she asked him as she loosened her grip on the gun. 

“Someone who can help you,” he said as he approached.

Megan appeared to be listening to Bill. He stood in front of her and reached his hand out. “Why don’t you give me the gun and we can fix this.”

“How can we fix this? There is nothing left for me. I will go to jail forever and I would rather die,” she looked at the door where they had taken her brother out. “Jim will be all alone and everything will be lost.”

“You can get help and Jim can support you. Brothers and sisters can do that for each other,” Bill said. He knew this needed to end.

“Like his stupid sister? She lied to me and tricked me. She talked to me about her husband and how he was fighting overseas and how it was disgusting that he might die for people like me. She made this happen and she will pay next,” Megan looked at Bill.

“Give me the gun.”

“I thought you were going to help me.”

“Jack, move away from her,” Bill said.

“She has a gun in my chest,” Jack said.

“She won’t shoot you. Move away from her,” Bill moved closer to Megan who kept her eyes on him. 

Jack moved and got up quickly and Megan didn’t move. “Go help Tommy.”

He did and grabbed a towel from the sink and held it to Tommy’s head. 

“That’s good, Megan.” Bill reached out to her. “Give me the gun now.”

She was almost ready to move when the police burst into the room and there was chaos. Bill turned to see Tommy and Jack and Brittany and then he saw Megan turned to run, but was cornered. She pointed the gun at Jack and Bill made his move. The rest happened quickly. There was yelling and screaming and then gunshots.

Jack looked around when the chaos cleared. Tommy stood up and looked at Brittany who held Naomi and was sitting on the floor. They all saw at the same time that Bill and Megan were both on the floor.

“Bill?” Jack ran to him and turned him over. “Fuck, get me a gurney,” he yelled and Tommy ran to him. 

“Oh God,” Tommy looked at his brother in law and his heart shattered. He began to help Jack.

“Is he okay?” Brittany walked over slowly and saw at once he wasn’t. “Oh please, oh no,” she sobbed and Mike helped her. 

Jack looked at Tommy and they both had one thought on their mind. How would they tell Julie?

Chapter One:

Julie sat in the nursery rocking David. Stephanie was in the other room, feeding Bee, and both babies were almost ready for bed. Julie smiled as David sucked on his fingers as he lay on her, fitting over her stomach perfectly.

“That’s my big boy,” Julie said softly. “Always so sweet and sensitive, just like your daddy.” Julie tried to quell her fear as she and Stephanie waited for word on baby Naomi. “You know, just because you’re growing up and walking, doesn’t mean that you won’t always be mommy’s little boy. You are my greatest blessing little man. You have been with me through so much and you remind me every day how wonderfully blessed I am,” she kissed his head as she heard him snoring.

“You snore like your daddy,” she smiled. “You know, when I watch how you are with Bee, it makes me so happy. I know Uncle Jack doesn’t like it, but when I see you play with her, my heart grows with love for you. You already know how important it is to make those we love happy. Your Uncle Jack did that for mommy and now you will do that for little Bee. You have already made me and your daddy so proud,” she felt her tears prick her eyes. 

“I don’t know if I ever told you this, but your daddy is the best husband and father in the whole world. I don’t mean because he is a soldier, although I adore that part of his heart. I mean he looks at me and it’s like there is no one else he would rather be looking at. I know that probably doesn’t make sense to you, but you should know that your mommy isn’t perfect.”

David made a noise in his sleep and Julie laughed. “I know, but it’s true. I had so many issues when I met your daddy. I didn’t trust people very easily and I was afraid to get close to anyone. When I lost your grandpa and grandma, it did a lot to shake my faith in the world. Uncle Tommy and Uncle Jack did so much to help me, but when it came to giving my heart to someone, I was afraid that wouldn’t happen,” she exhaled as the babies moved in her stomach. “It was a scary thought for me. I didn’t want to love someone so much that if something happened, and they had to leave me, I wouldn’t make it. I thought it would be best if I stayed alone. But then I met your daddy, and I realized it was out of my hands,” she wiped her eyes and rubbed his back. “The first time we met, mommy embarrassed herself and your daddy came to see if I was okay, my whole world changed. I don’t think there has been a moment since then that I haven’t thought of him and loved him. My fears of being left behind had to be dealt with pretty quickly because he had to leave for a long time,” she moved slightly and readjusted her son. 

“It was so hard, little boy, having your daddy gone for a whole year. I struggled, but I know it was so much harder for him. He was so far away and he didn’t have anyone to help him. I had my family and my job, but your daddy was alone in a very dangerous place. I can never comprehend what it must have been like for him, but when he came home, he only worried about me. He is unselfish like that. I don’t mean to make him out like a perfect person, because he hates that, but to me he is the best. I love him so much and you are so blessed to have him as your daddy. When you grow up and start to become a man, you will have the best role model. Your daddy will teach you everything you need to know and you will have the kind of relationship he always wanted with his own daddy,” she stood up and placed her sleeping son in his crib. She stood there and watched him for a minute before she turned and saw Stephanie standing in the doorway.

******
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TOMMY SAT THERE IN a daze while the doctor stitched his head. He refused a CAT scan and was waiting to join his wife. “You sure I can’t convince you to have the scan?” the doctor asked him.

“I’m fine. Are we done?”

The doctor nodded and Tommy looked at him as he walked out, “Thanks.” 

“You okay?” Mike asked as Tommy walked out. 

“Fine, Where’s my wife?”

“In there,” Mike said and motioned to the room. Tommy nodded and squeezed Mike’s arm before he walked in. 

Brittany stood with the doctor as they examined Naomi. She saw Tommy come in and she ran to him, inspecting his head. “Are you okay?”

He nodded. “Five stitches, no problem. How is she?”

“She is perfect. They are running some blood tests to make sure there are no kidney problems, but she seems fine,” she turned to look at the door. “If Bill didn’t catch the bag, she would be dead,” she sobbed into her hands and Tommy pulled her to him. 

“I know,” he said softly, his own tears falling.

*****
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JACK STOOD IN THE SURGICAL theater and pulled his gown off. He turned and kicked the chair over before he sank to the floor, his head in his hands, the bloody gown next to him. 

(Six years ago)

Jack finished a long surgery and walked to his office to finish some paperwork before he crashed for the night. He approached his door and saw Bill standing there. 

“Hey man, what’s going on? I didn’t expect to see you here.”

Bill smiled and shrugged. “I was hoping I could talk to you for a minute if that’s okay.”

Jack grinned. “Of course. Come on in,” he opened the door and they walked in. “Did Tommy do something that I need to fix?”

The tall solder smiled. “Not this time, but I reserve the right to ask for help in that area again.”

Jack laughed. “The offer is always open,” he sat down after taking a bottle of water out of his fridge and he handed one to Bill. “What’s on your mind?”

“You know I have to leave soon,” Bill said as he looked at his hands. 

“I do. Is there something I can do to help you?” he asked Bill, knowing how much the young couple was struggling with this.

“Actually, I was hoping you could do something for when I get back,” Bill smiled and Jack waited. “I know how important you are to Julie and I hope you know I feel the same way. You are a man of integrity and you have been nothing but straight with me since day one. The way you stepped in and became a brother to Julie and Tommy is really something. You have become a great friend to me and I am truly honored to know you.” 

He stood up and paced a little. “I fully expect to come home from this deployment and my first order of business will be to marry Julie. I know it’s selfish of me to ask her to wait and I still can’t believe Tommy gave me his blessing, but he did and she agreed to be my wife, so all that’s left is me getting through this year away.”

Jack was quiet as he listened to Bill get everything off his chest. He didn’t know what he could possible do, but he was enjoying watching Bill try to get it out. 

“I don’t mean to ramble,” Bill sat back down. “I just wanted to know if you would be my best man.”

Jack was stunned. “Me? Are you sure?”

Bill laughed. “I’m kind of a straight shooter, Jack. I don’t mince words or thoughts and I consider you to be a great friend. I already feel like we’re family and it would be my honor if you would stand next to me while I marry Julie.”

Jack smiled. “It would be my honor.”

Bill exhaled. “Good, now about reigning Tommy in,” he began and they both laughed.

******
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JACK SAT ON THE FLOOR with his head in his hands and sobbed.
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Chapter Two:
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Tommy left Brittany with Naomi and walked to find Jack.  He saw him sitting in the surgical theatre, his head in his hands. Tommy stood inside the room and crossed his arms. “You okay?”

Jack looked at him. “No.”

Tommy sighed and walked over, sitting down next to him. Both men sat there in silence for a while. 

“Did you talk to Stephanie?”

“Yes.”

“Are they coming?”

“Yes.”

Tommy waited and when he didn’t say anything else, he got up and went to leave.

Jack sighed, “Where are you going?”

“To talk to Julie,” Tommy said, void of emotion.

“Want me to do it?”

“No.”

“Do you think she will ever forgive us?”

Tommy turned to face him, his expression blank; “Would you?”

Jack got up and walked to face his friend. “Probably not.”

Tommy almost broke, but pulled it together. “Do you know if Stephanie told her anything?”

“I don’t think she told her it had anything to do with Bill, but Julie knows she wouldn’t be coming here if something important didn’t happen,” Jack said.

“Important? Is that what this is?” Tommy looked at him.

“Whatever, man,” Jack pushed past him and Tommy stood there, his anger mounting.

Jack walked out and saw Brittany sitting there with Naomi. He met her gaze and walked to sit down. “How is she?”

“She’s okay. Her blood values aren’t back yet, but I think everything is fine with her,” she sighed and wiped her eyes. “How are you doing?”

Jack shrugged, “Stephanie’s on her way with Julie, so I’m just waiting for that. How about you? He’s your brother.”

Brittany took a deep breath and her tears fell. “I’m just so sorry, Jack.”

He put his arm around her and nodded. “Me too.”

******
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JULIE AND STEPHANIE made their way to the floor Jack had said and Julie sat down in the lobby. Stephanie had only told her they needed to come down and give statements about Megan and what had happened before. Stephanie feared Julie would need medical attention, so she felt it would be best to be in the hospital when she heard. Jade had come over to stay with the sleeping babies.

“Sit here and I’ll see where everyone is,” Stephanie said.

Julie nodded and played with her wedding band. She wasn’t stupid.  She knew something had happened. Naomi must be dead and they were worried how she would handle the news. Bill probably made them bring her here so they could make sure she didn’t have a heart attack or something. She felt her heart ache as she thought of her brother and Brittany. There was never a couple who deserved to be parents more than them. It was almost selfish, Julie thought. Here she was, almost with four children, and her brother had to fight so hard for his little family. She wiped her eyes as she held her hands on her belly, feeling her children and taking strength from the lives she and Bill had created.

*****
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STEPHANIE WALKED THROUGH the doors and saw Jack sitting with Brittany and Naomi. He saw her approach and stood up as she ran to his arms. He held her tightly as his tears fell and she looked up into his eyes. “Are you okay? Did you get hurt?”

He shook his head. “No, Bill saved me. He saved all of us.”

Stephanie hugged him again and cried into his chest. They stood there for a minute when Tommy walked out. “Where is my sister?”

Stephanie had never seen him like that. She looked at him and wiped her eyes. “She is sitting in the lobby.”

“What does she know?”

Stephanie choked back a sob. “Nothing. I didn’t know what to tell her. She thinks she needs to give a statement about Megan, but she knows there’s more to it.”

Tommy nodded and began to walk. “Hey, wait,” Jack said.

“I don’t think so,” Tommy looked at him and then at his wife and daughter. “I need to tell her, I need to tell her, Oh God,” he broke down and sank to the floor and Brittany handed Naomi to Stephanie and jumped to hold her husband. Stephanie sat down and Jack held her as they watched the scene. 

“Shhh, it’s going to be okay. Please baby, let us help you,” Brittany cried with him as she held him on the floor.

“I can’t do it. I’m not strong enough. I can’t do it again,” he sobbed in her arms and Jack watched silently, his own tears streaming down his face. 

“A person could grow old waiting out there,” Julie said smiling as she walked in, stopping immediately at the scene in front of her. The four other adults all looked up at her. 

“Oh God, is it Naomi? Is she gone? I was afraid that’s what you couldn’t tell me,” She saw her brother and Brittany on the floor and their anguish was palpable. “I’m so sorry,” she felt her tears fall and walked closer when suddenly she saw Stephanie sitting with a very much alive Naomi. She was quiet and searched the area as the dreadful realization hit her. 

“Where’s my husband? If he injured his leg again, I am going to kill him,” she spoke fast and began to wring her hands. Is he in an exam room? I’ll go see him and make sure he knows just how much trouble he is in,” she was quiet for a minute. “He always does things without thinking,” she laughed. “I guess that’s not totally true, he does things and thinks of everyone but himself. He never thinks about himself. I need to talk to him about that, too,” she walked to Jack. “What room is he in?”

Jack stood up and looked at Julie. “Sweetie why don’t you sit down,” he reached to her and she backed up like she was stung.

“No, it’s no big deal. I’m really not that mad. I won’t yell at him or anything. Can you just tell me what room he is in?” she paced and Tommy stood up and faced her. 

“Jules, come here,” he said brokenly.

She looked at him. “No.”

He reached to her and she slapped him across the face. The look on her face was one of horror and shame. “Oh Tommy, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to, I’m sorry,” she sobbed and he pulled her to him.

“Let’s go sit down,” he looked at Jack and the two helped her to the conference area. They sat down with her and Stephanie and Brittany closed the door. 

“Bill was shot in the abdomen. The bullet did a lot of damage,” Tommy tried to minimize the details.

“When we took him into surgery, there was nothing we could do to repair his liver and pancreas. They were both too damaged,” Jack continued.

“But a shot to the abdomen isn’t so dire. Why was it so bad? What aren’t you telling me?” Julie was trying to process everything. She could see them thinking about how to be careful with what they said and she yelled at them. “Tell me what happened. Stop treating me like a child!”

Tommy looked at her and took a deep breath. “The bullet was the type that explodes on contact and when it hit him, there was considerable collateral damage.”

Julie looked between the two men. “Where is he? I need to see him.”

“He is unconscious and will likely only be alive another hour or so,” Jack said. “That’s why we wanted you to be here.”

Julie stood up and her expression wasn’t unlike her brothers from earlier. “Take me to him, please.”

“Julie, you need to prepare yourself for,” Jack began and Julie cut him off.

“Jack, please just take me to him,” she took a deep breath and he nodded. 

Tommy and Jack walked Julie to the room and she turned to them before she went in. “Go be with your wives. I need to be alone with him for a little while. Please.”

She was in shock and they all knew it. They nodded and watched as she walked into the curtained off area.

******
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STEPHANIE HANDED NAOMI back to Brittany and the two sat there in silence, both lost in thought. They were interrupted by a nurse who walked in with a doctor. 

“Excuse me Dr. Williams. I know this isn’t anything you want to deal with right now, but I need to talk to you about the Admiral. He has listed you as next of kin,” the nurse said.

Stephanie took Naomi from her again and Brittany stood up. “How is John doing?”

“I am afraid he suffered a catastrophic gunshot wound to the head. He is devoid of all brain activity and we need permission to remove life support,” the doctor said. “We also need to know about organ donation. Do you know if John wanted to donate his organs?”

Brittany sighed. “I don’t know. I didn’t even know he put me down as next of kin,” she looked at Stephanie. “I don’t know what to do.”

“I’ll stay with Naomi. Why don’t you go see him? Maybe that will help,” Stephanie said softly.

Brittany nodded and followed them to the room.  
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Chapter Three:
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Tommy and Jack walked back and saw Stephanie sitting with Naomi. “Where’s Brittany?” Tommy asked as he sat down, looking at his daughter and feeling his heart ache and burst at the same time.

“Apparently John put her as next of kin. They want to remove him from life support and they need her permission. She went to see him,” Stephanie sighed. 

Tommy looked at them. “I’m going to help Brittany. Are you okay holding her until we get back?”

“Of course,” Stephanie said, looking at the sleeping infant.

He nodded and walked down the hall. Jack sat next to Stephanie and looked at Naomi.

“What should we do Jack? How can we help anyone? How is any of this happening?” Stephanie sobbed and he put his arm around her, holding her to him and crying with her. 

“I don’t know. I don’t know how I couldn’t fix him, but there was so much damage. I don’t understand how someone can endure so much only to end up like this. Bill deserves so much more and so does Julie,” he wiped his eyes and looked at his hands. “What good is being the best surgeon if you amount to nothing when it matters most? What good are my hands, Stephanie? What good am I?” he put his head in his hands and cried.

Her tears fell as she leaned into him and he pulled her and Naomi to him. “How does everything go from so happy to so sad in such a short time?” she asked softly.

He kissed her forehead. “I don’t know.”

******
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TOMMY WALKED INTO THE room and saw Brittany sitting by the bed, holding John’s hand. He walked up to her and she jumped. 

”Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said as she turned and buried her face in his chest.

“How are you doing?” she rubbed his back.

“It doesn’t matter. What can I do to help you?”

She looked into his eyes. “Don’t be like that with me.”

He sighed and sat down, “What am I supposed to do? How am I supposed to live through this? How is my sister?” His voice cracked and he put his head in his hands but then swore at the pain from his head wound.

“Listen to me for a minute,” Brittany said as she faced him. “Is it a possibility that we could transplant John’s liver and pancreas into Bill?”

Tommy looked at her and then John. “What? Is he even a donor?”

She blinked and her tears fell. “It’s up to me. He left all of those decisions to me. I don’t know what he wanted, but Tommy; he was such a giving man. He was the highest ranking Navy Seal and I know that meant the world to him. Being a career military man meant that John dedicated his life to serve and protect. I know, in my heart, that he would give his life for anyone, and for our daughter, he did. He would want to help, especially someone who is as selfless and giving as Bill. I want to consent. I want it to be his last gift to the world.”

Tommy looked at John and then he looked at his wife and was speechless. She cupped his cheek in her hand and took her other hand and held his. “Go see what can be done. I’ll make this right with John.”

He leaned in and kissed her softly and then ran out.

Brittany sat back down and took his hand in hers. “I need you to know how much you mean to me. You are the closest thing I have to family and I know how much that means to you. You were my dad’s best friend and he trusted you with my life. You have done everything for me and I will never forget that. I hope you know how much I love you and how honored I am to know you.”

She leaned in and kissed his forehead. “Nothing that happened to me was your fault. I need you to hear me and believe me. You have done your job and I need you to know that I am so proud to have known you. You danced with me at my wedding and you helped my family become whole. You brought me to Bill and you connected my life to one with meaning. Please rest in peace and when you see my dad, tell him I’m going to be okay,” she felt her tears pouring down her face and she wiped her eyes. 

“You saved my baby girl. You gave your life for her and there will never be a way for me to thank you enough for that. I will make sure she knows all about you and is as proud of you as I am.”

She closed her eyes and took his hand in hers. She closed her eyes and took his hand in hers and sang a beautiful rendition of Amazing Grace.

She kissed his hand and cried for the whole horrible situation.
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Chapter Four:
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Julie walked into the room and up to the bed. She felt like she was in a fog, almost like she was watching the scene in front of her. She shook her head as she approached her husband and when she saw him, she felt all the air go out of her lungs. She leaned down and kissed him softly on the forehead before she sat down and took his hand in hers. 

“I love you,” she said simply and brought his hand to her lips. “I need you to be okay. Baby this wasn’t the plan,” she took a deep breath and closed her eyes for a minute before looking at him.

“I know we’ve been here before, but I think maybe this time it’s simply too much,” she sobbed and then quickly pulled herself together. She put his hand down and moved closer to his face, running her finger over his chiseled features. “Do you remember the first time you kissed me?” she traced her finger over the part of his lips not impeded by the breathing tube. “Do you know what I thought?” she smiled a tiny smile. “I remember it like it was yesterday. I thought that those lips should be the only lips I ever kissed for the rest of my life. I knew from that instant, that you were my everything.”

She put her head on his chest and heard his heart beat. “Oh Bill, I hear you, baby. You’re still there and your heart sounds strong,” her tears fell as she laid her arm across his chest. “What am I supposed to do now? How do I live without you? I don’t think I can do it, Billy. I simply can’t live without you,” she felt like she was going to throw up and she put her head in her hands.

“This can’t happen. How can I say goodbye to my soul? How can I live in a world where you don’t hold me when I cry or soothe me when I’m scared? How do I live never falling asleep again in your arms?” she felt her panic grip her chest as she fought with her fear.

“Where will you go? Will you be alone or will you wait for me? What if you’re scared or hurting? We never talked about this. How could we have never talked about this? How could I be so arrogant to think we would never have to? After everything we’ve gone through? I’m so stupid,” she moved to the garbage and vomited. She sat there for a minute and held her stomach before she returned to his bedside.

She ran her hand over his chest and his strong arms. “How will I make it through life never feeling your body against mine as you love me or laugh with you as we lie together and watch some stupid movie? Who will hold my heart as gently as you always have and how will I ever see the world the way you showed it to me?” she took his hand and placed it on her belly. “How can these babies come into the world never knowing their daddy?” she cried as if her heart was breaking, which it was. She held him and rubbed his chest. 

“My love, my life. I don’t want you to hurt anymore, but it’s too soon. We have so much more to do and your job isn’t done. I can’t do this. I can’t tell you it’s okay because it’s not. Nothing is okay and nothing ever will be without you.”

“Julie?” Tommy and Jack stood there.

She sobbed. “No, don’t come in. Don’t tell me it’s time. I can’t do it, please. Let me die with him, please. Oh God,” she wailed as Jack came to her and held her as she sank to the floor. Tommy had trouble getting his body to move. The despair was crippling.

“We need to talk to you about something,” Jack said soothingly. “We want to try a transplant.”

Julie looked at them. “What? How can he donate his organs? He doesn’t have anything left?” 

Tommy walked over and sat with them. “No, sweetie, we want to try and transplant John’s liver and pancreas into Bill. It’s a long shot, but it’s a shot. We need to pray Bill stays with us long enough to get through the procedure.”

She tried to process. “Is John dead?”

“He is on life support. He is brain dead and Brittany is signing the order for him to be removed off of support after his organs are harvested,” Tommy said.

“We need to do it. We need to try,” she looked at them. “Please.”

“The O.R. is being set up. We will take him soon,” Jack said.

She looked at them. “Why is Brittany signing the order?”

Tommy wiped his eyes. “John put her as next of kin. She had to agree to make him an organ donor. She knows it’s what he would want.”

Julie nodded. “Go get ready. I’m okay.”

They helped her up and she looked at them. “Are you both okay? Who is doing the surgery?”

“The transplant team is assembled. We will be there only if needed. He has the best,” Jack said.

She nodded and turned to look at her husband. Was it even possible? She went to say something when the alarms went off and his heart stopped.
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Chapter Five:
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Bill sat on the blanket on the sand and watched Julie run into the water and splash her arms. She wore a tiny red bikini and her tanned skin glowed along with the shiny gleam of her new wedding band. They had been married for a few months and had gotten away for a quick weekend of camping on a secluded beach. They had been trying to get pregnant and there had been some struggles. Bill knew she was worried that the miscarriage she had suffered in the past had done more damage than they thought. He knew that wasn’t possible. She was meant to be a mother. He laughed as she danced on the beach. He could watch her for hours, her gorgeous form and her giving eyes. Her square chin and her deep dimples were the vision of pure beauty to him. He had missed her so completely while he was away and he was still amazed at how she stood by him through everything. He looked out over the water at the setting sun. 

“Are you going to join me?” she asked him as she stood in the sand.

“I like watching you,” he grinned and she laughed.

“What do you like to watch?” she ran her hands over her body and he swallowed thickly. 

“We are out in the open you know,” he stood up and walked to her. 

“It’s dark out. No one can see us,” she led him into the water and it splashed up to their waist. “Besides, we are in a private area of the beach, all alone,” she kissed his chest. 

He tilted her chin up to him and lowered his mouth onto hers as she ran her hands up and down his back. “I love you so much,” he said breathlessly as he picked up her leg and wrapped it around his waist. They kissed and touched each other for awhile before she moved her leg down and ran her lips over his chest. 

He moaned as she pressed her body against his and moved her hand over his back while he slipped his hand over her behind. “I love you so much,” her voice echoed over the crashing waves and he felt himself losing control. 

His hands were all over her and he pressed his palms over her bikini covered body. “I’ve missed you so much,” she murmured as they walked onto the beach in the darkness. Once they were somewhat free of the water, she pulled him down onto the sand and pushed his trunks down over his buttocks. 

“Shit, Julie, we’re out in the open,” he moaned as she continued to kiss him.

“It’s dark and no one is here. Please, I need you,” she groaned as he took the tie from her bikini bottoms and pulled it apart, revealing her to him. He lay on her and the waves rushed over them as they made love.

A while later, they were lying on their blanket. Both were on their backs, looking up at the stars, her head on his chest. His hand was lazily drawing circles on her stomach. “I think we made a baby,” he said.

She put her hand over his on her middle and was quiet for a minute. “I hope so. I want to have your child so much. I want to give you a house full of children.” Tears pricked her eyes.

He smiled. “How many is a house full?”

She chuckled. “I don’t care, as long as they are all just like their daddy.”

“I want a little girl like her mom. I want to watch her grow up with the fire you show me every day,” he said softly.

She moved to lie next to him and he ran his fingers through her hair. “I love you so much. I hope you know that,” she said sincerely.

He tilted her chin up to him. “Of course I know that. What’s going on in your head?”

She smiled and her eyes were wet. “Nothing. I’m just glad you’re home and safe and we’re married. I never want anything to change that. I want every day to be the best for you. You deserve a lifetime of love and happiness.” 

He kissed her forehead. “You’re wrong, but I love how much faith you have in me.”

“I’ll just keep working until you see yourself how I see you,” she smiled. 

“Good luck with that,” he grinned and rolled over onto her again. 

********
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JULIE OPENED HER EYES and saw Tommy looking at her, concern all over his face. “What happened?” she asked as she tried to remember.

“You passed out. We were in the room with Bill and you fainted. You’ve been out for a few minutes,” he held her hand.

“His heart stopped, didn’t it? Oh God, is he dead?” she covered her face.

He smoothed her hair as he spoke to her. “No. He is in surgery. They are doing everything they can to help him. John donated his liver and pancreas and they are trying, Jules. Jack and Stephanie are in there with them and ready to help. They didn’t want me in there because of my head injury, but I’m ready if needed.”

She went to get up and he stopped her and sat on the bed facing her. “You need to stay in bed. You have to take care of yourself. I’m worried about you.”

She squeezed his hand as her tears fell. “I don’t know what to do, Tommy. How is this happening? What am I supposed to do?”

He pulled her gently into his arms and held her. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know how to even try and make this okay.”

She looked at him and nodded. “I know,” taking a deep breath. “Can I talk to Brittany?” she looked at him and her tears continued to spill over her cheeks. “I need to talk to her, please.”

He nodded. “Of course. I’ll get her,” he stood up and kissed her forehead before walking out. He looked at Brittany who sat there holding Naomi. She looked completely exhausted and pale and he knew she was treading on very dangerous ground with her health. He hadn’t had a moment to talk to her about John. So much was wrong with this. 

“Julie wants to talk to you, is that okay?”

She handed him their daughter and nodded. “Of course,” she exhaled and stood up, kissing him softly before making her way into the room.

Julie had her legs over the side of the bed and was taking a few deep breaths. She looked up as Brittany walked in.

“Are you okay?” 

Brittany sat down across from her. “Me? I’m more worried about you and these babies,” she touched Julie’s hand. “How are you?”

“I feel like such a failure,” she said and put her head in her hands. 

“But why? How can you think such a thing?” Brittany held her hand and tried to soothe her. 

“I should be strong for Bill and my children, but I feel like I’m dying. I don’t know how to handle this, Brittany. I can’t think about what happened. I can’t handle what might come next,” she looked at her with an expression of utter despair.

Brittany moved to sit next to her on the bed and put her arms around her. “We just need to let Bill show us what he can do. I know it’s a lot to ask, but there is a chance and right now, nobody deserves a chance more than Bill.” 

Julie looked at her. “I’m so glad you’re here. I’m so sorry you lost your friend.”

The tall redhead wiped her eyes and took a deep breath. “John would have wanted to help.”

“It doesn’t mean it was okay for you to be the one to let him go. You loved him and there was still so much you and Bill wanted to know. There was such a connection that now is lost forever,” Julie put her head on Brittany’s shoulder. 

Brittany rubbed her back. “See that’s where you’re wrong. Thanks to John, the connection I found with Bill is solid and strong. I have known John my whole life, and these last 13 years that we lost have been reestablished because of Bill. John carried so much guilt about my attack and he lived with that guilt eating away at him. Because we were able to reconnect, he was able to let that go. John was happy and it would have been his honor to help us.”

Julie turned and hugged her sister in law, sobbing and Brittany did her best to comfort her. She felt her strength waning and her resolve fading, but as long as Julie needed her, she would be there.
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Chapter Six:
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Jack and Stephanie were scrubbing in and both were lost in thought. It wasn’t going well, and they all knew how precarious the idea was of Bill not only surviving the operation, but his body accepting the organs. He was struggling to remain stable through the surgery and Jack and Stephanie were an extra pair of hands to try and speed things along. 

“There is so much damage. One bullet can’t cause so much destruction,” Dr. Bloomfield said. “Everywhere I look there is another part of his abdominal cavity that is damaged.

“He was involved in a serious explosion while overseas. His body took on a lot of shrapnel and although it was repaired, this probably dislodged some of the pieces we had to leave inside,” Jack said as he and Stephanie approached the mess that was their friend.

“Whose idea was this? He can’t possibly accept these organs,” a nurse said, shaking her head.

“Please excuse yourself from the room,” Stephanie said firmly. “The only attitude welcome in this O.R. is one of positivity and optimism. Your doubts have no place in this theatre.”

“I’m sorry Dr. Stephens, but these organs should be used for someone else,” the nurse continued.

Jack shot Stephanie a look that said all she felt. “It’s a good thing you don’t make these decisions. Get out.”

The nurse shook her head and walked out. 

“Anyone else wanting to make moral judgments can follow. I’m here to do my job,” Jack looked around and everyone was working intently on fixing the patient. “Dr. Stephens, please help me tie off these bleeders,” Jack went to work with Stephanie and the other doctors continued their work.

*****

[image: ]


JULIE SAT WITH TOMMY and Brittany and Naomi and they all waited. It had been hours and Tommy reassured her that it would likely take a long time. They had to basically reconstruct Bill’s abdomen. Julie took comfort in the fact that they were still working, which meant Bill was holding on. Naomi began to cry and Brittany stood up. 

“She needs to eat. I’m going to call the NICU and have them come and take her back to the secure area. They have been waiting for her,” she handed Naomi to Tommy and stood up. “Excuse me for a minute?”

He looked into her eyes and saw they were dull and her skin was pale. “You can go lie down in the room for a bit. I can call.”

Julie looked at her, her panic surfacing. “Are you okay? I’m so sorry if this is making everything worse.”

Brittany shook her head. “I’m fine; please don’t worry about me. I’ll be right back.”

She leaned over and kissed Tommy and walked away. 

******
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JACK AND STEPHANIE made their way out to Julie several hours later. She watched them approach and held onto Tommy’s hand. Brittany sat on his other side. “He made it through the surgery,” Jack began.

“Oh thank God,” Julie sobbed and collapsed against Tommy. He held her and Brittany let her tears fall. Stephanie and Jack sat down and looked at them. 

“There is a lot we are going to have to deal with, but that can wait. Bill is extremely critical, and we need to wait and see if his body accepts the organs. He is going to look very yellow, but that’s to be expected with a liver transplant. The pancreas will be monitored for insulin production and his blood sugar will be closely checked. He should regain consciousness in a few hours, but it may take longer. I wish I could tell you he was going to make it, but I can’t. What I choose is to look at the chance that he can come back to you and that’s what we need to focus on right now,” he took Julie’s hand in his. “Of all he has been through, this will be the hardest test. You need to talk to him and be with him. I truly believe he feels your love and strength,” Jack wiped his face and looked at Stephanie. 

“We talked to Jade and she is going to stay at your house for the night with the babies. They are bringing a bed into the room with Bill for you to rest and Jack and I will stay here for the night in case anything comes up. I wasn’t sure what your plan was,” Stephanie looked at Brittany and Tommy.

“We will be here. We can rest in Tommy’s office if needed, but we will be here,” Brittany said and held Tommy’s hand. 

Julie felt detached. She needed to see he was alive and fighting for them. She simply needed to touch his body. 

“I’ll get you situated before we go,” Tommy said to Julie and walked to see if things were ready. Jack went with him and Julie walked to the bathroom. Stephanie moved next to Brittany.

“You look terrible. Tell me what you need.”

Brittany smiled. “I’m okay. I just need this to all have been a dream. I miss John already and I’m terrified I am going to lose my brother. It seems a bit selfish, because none of this is about me, but in an instant, everything was almost taken, again.”

Stephanie hugged her and they both looked up as Tommy and Jack came back. They stood up and Brittany sat back down quickly.

“What is it?” Tommy was at her side. 

“I’m okay, just a little unsteady. I’m good,” she stood up again and took his hand in hers. They all saw Julie come out and Jack and Stephanie walked to her. 

“We will take Julie. Why don’t you both go rest for a bit,” Jack said.

Tommy nodded. “We’ll come down to the room in a little while,” Tommy said as he watched Jack and Stephanie lead Julie to Bill.

******
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TOMMY HELPED BRITTANY into his office and she sank down onto the couch. This was all simply too much and she didn’t know what to do next. Her tears spilled over her cheeks and she put her head in her hands.

“Hey, what is it? Are you okay?” he sat next to her and put his arm around her.

She nodded. “Is it wrong to feel like I’m owed an explanation?”

He wiped the tears off her cheek and shook his head. “No, it’s not.”

“I know John had his faults, and he was hard to get close too, but he deserved better than dying because he was protecting our baby. Being hurt in battle is one thing, but both John and Bill made it home. How is this their reward? How is any of this okay?” she sobbed and he pulled her to him. 

“I’m sorry John is gone. I’m sorry Bill is fighting to stay with us. I’m sorry my sister has to face this again,” he sat back and smoothed her hair. “But I’m mostly sorry that you had to lose someone so important to you.”

She looked at him and touched his head. “Are you okay? He hit you so hard,” her tears continued.

“I have a hard head,” he smiled. “I’m fine. I’m more worried about you.”

She sighed. “The fatigue is so overpowering, you know? I feel like all of my energy is gone and what have I done? Nothing to warrant that.”

“Nothing? I would say you have been through things that would level an iron man. You and Bill are definitely connected that way. I have never seen two people fight harder to stay in this world. I am so grateful for that,” he said sincerely.

“I love you so much,” she said.

He lay down on the couch and pulled her down with him. He wrapped her in his arms and they both fell asleep.

*****
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JACK AND STEPHANIE led Julie to the intensive care unit and they could both tell she was slowing down. Stephanie sat down with her on a bench outside the room and Jack went to get her some water. 

“Talk to me, Jules. How are you feeling?” Stephanie checked her pulse.

“I’m not feeling. I’m numb all over. I need him so much, Stephanie, and I don’t care what shape he’s in. I just don’t think I can do this alone,” she cried.

Stephanie held her and tried to soothe her. “You are so much stronger than you give yourself credit for. You can do anything, and because of David and these growing babies, you will continue to do what needs to be done,” she smoothed Julie’s hair and smiled. “But sweetie, you aren’t alone. We are all here with you and I know it isn’t the same as Bill, but there is nothing you will have to handle alone. In the meantime, talk to him, be with him and tell him everything. He loves you to pieces.”

Julie hugged her and nodded. She saw Jack approach and took a drink of the juice he gave her. She stood up and hugged him tightly. “How can I ever thank you both? How can I ever repay you for what you’ve done?”

Jack smiled at her and swallowed the lump in his throat. “We’re family. It’s what we do,” he and Stephanie walked her into the room. 

She stood there and looked at him, the machines making noise and his body wrapped tightly. She moved closer to the bed and Stephanie walked with her. “We are going to give you some privacy. We are here if you need us.”

Julie nodded, not taking her eyes off of her husband. Stephanie left with Jack and Julie walked to the bed, sitting down next to him. She took his hand in hers and placed it on her cheek. She said nothing, just closed her eyes and willed him to live.

******
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STEPHANIE AND JACK walked to his office and he sat down on the couch before she sat down behind him. She began to massage his shoulders and he moaned at how good her hands felt. “God Stephanie, you have such an amazing touch.”

She smiled as she leaned in and kissed his neck. “I just love you so much. I’m so proud of you.”

He smiled as she moved her hands down his back and then wrapped them around him, resting her cheek on his back. He clasped his hands over hers and sighed. “What a day.”

She smiled. “Crazy, huh?”

He turned and looked at her, tucking her hair behind her ear. “You were amazing in there. I still can’t believe the audacity of that nurse.”

Stephanie nodded. “I know. We need to have a discussion with the chief about that. The O.R. is never the place to voice your disagreement with a procedure. She was way out of line.”

“I don’t know how anyone can look at a person and decide they aren’t worth saving. Forgetting who Bill is and all the good he’s done, he is a human being and he deserves our very best,” Jack sighed.

“And that’s what he got,” Stephanie leaned in and kissed him before they lay down together.

******
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IT HAD BEEN ANOTHER couple hours and Julie stood up to move in the room. She had talked about everything and nothing, but she was feeling increasingly uncomfortable. Her back hurt and her chest hurt and her legs and feet were swollen. She tried to lie down, but she simply couldn’t get comfortable. Her tears came again as she smoothed his hair away from his forehead. She leaned in and kissed him softly on the forehead. 

“How are you doing?” Brittany and Tommy asked as they stood in the doorway.

Julie looked at them. “I’m glad you’re here,” she said as her tears fell.

They walked in and checked Bill’s vitals. Julie looked at Brittany. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

Tommy looked at them and nodded as Brittany walked her into the hall. They sat down and Julie looked at her hands, which shook.

“What is it?” Brittany asked, sensing something was wrong. 

Julie looked at her. “I had some spotting and some pain, and I haven’t felt the babies move in a long time.”
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Chapter Seven:
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“Okay, tell me exactly what you’re feeling,” Brittany said as she held Julie’s hand.

The young woman cried. “I don’t know, because I’m so worried about Bill. I don’t know what’s part of that and what’s something else. All I know for sure is that the babies have been so active and now I don’t remember when I felt them last. I’m so scared something is wrong and I know I need to stay calm, but I can’t.”

Brittany nodded, “Okay. I’m going to take you to a room and we can do an ultra sound and an exam and make sure everything is okay. I’ll have Dr. Lacey paged”.

“No, can’t you help me? I don’t want to talk to anyone else. I trust you and I need you to help me, please,” Julie cried and Brittany hugged her. 

“Of course. I’ll do whatever you need,” she stood up and smiled. “Let me tell Tommy we will be back in a few minutes. He will stay with Bill.”

Julie nodded and Brittany walked into the room. 

“Is everything okay?” Tommy asked her as he sat with Bill.

She sighed, “I’m not sure. I’m going to take Julie to a room and check her out. Will you stay here with Bill?”

“Oh no, how much more can she take?” he put his head in his hands.

“She will do what she has to do and we will help her. I think it’s good to check. We won’t be long,” Brittany leaned in and hugged him.

They looked up as Jack stood there. “Hey,” he smiled. 

“Hey, come on in,” Tommy said as he wiped his eyes. He looked at Brittany who smiled at Jack as she walked out.

Stephanie was sitting with Julie who looked at Brittany. “I told Stephanie. She will come too,” Julie said.

Brittany nodded and the three women walked to a room.

*****
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“ALRIGHT, LET’S SEE what we have going on here,” Brittany said after Julie was lying on a bed and they had an ultrasound machine brought in. Brittany wore a mask and made sure every part of her was covered. Stephanie sat next to Julie and held her hand. 

“Just try to relax and breathe,” Stephanie said and rubbed Julie’s arm.

“I wish Bill was here. I need him, “she sobbed.

Stephanie nodded, not even able to imagine going through any of this without Jack by her side. “I know, I know.”

Brittany began the ultra sound and saw Julie close her eyes in fear. “You hang in there sweetie,” Brittany said.

“Remember the last time we all did this? We were in the cabin and you were having David. You were the strongest woman, Jules, and you continue to have that strength, no matter what happens,” Brittany said as she looked at the monitor and her eyes filled with tears. 

Stephanie looked at Brittany and could see something was wrong. She felt her own eyes fill. Brittany cleaned off Julie’s stomach and covered her up. 

“What is it?” Julie asked as she opened her eyes. “What’s wrong?”

Brittany raised the bed so Julie was sitting upright. She pulled off her mask and gloves and took her sister in laws hand. “You have only one baby. You suffered two miscarriages. I’m so sorry.”

Julie looked at her and then at Stephanie. “What? Oh no, please. What did I do? How did this happen? Was it because I got too upset? How did I lose them? Oh God,” she cried and Stephanie held her. Brittany moved to the bed and joined them. The three women held each other and cried. 

After a bit, they all looked at each other, “What am I supposed to do?” Julie asked in a tiny voice.

Brittany stroked Julie’s cheek and Stephanie walked to get her some water. “You are a mother and that means you will do whatever it takes to be healthy and strong for the baby still thriving inside of you. You have so much to live for, sweetie, and as horrible as this is, you are going to be okay. You can do this.”

Stephanie wiped her eyes and Julie looked at Brittany as a thought occurred to her. “Which one is left? Is it a boy or girl?” she asked as her tears continued to flow.

“Your daughter is still growing. It appears the boys shared a placenta, so whatever happened affected both of them. Until we can run tests, it’s hard to know what caused this. I can tell you one thing for certain; stress didn’t do this. You are not to blame,” Brittany spoke firmly to her.

“Yes I am. It’s my job to carry these babies and give them the best chance possible. It’s my only job and I failed,” she was completely exhausted and pushed to her limit.

Brittany shook her head, the irony of her struggles carrying Naomi at the forefront. “I know what you mean, but you need to know that sometimes this happens. As horrible as that sounds and as lame of an explanation as it is, it’s the truth, I’m truly sorry.” 

“What do we do now? Do we have to remove them? Will they hurt my baby girl? She has to grow next to the bodies of her brothers?” Julie’s voice broke as she asked the questions. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

Stephanie sat with her and gave her a bed pan. Brittany checked her blood pressure and made sure everything was stable. 

“Try and take a few deep breaths,” Brittany said calmly. “You can do this.”

”I don’t think I can. I feel so empty. I don’t know how to move on from here.”

“You just do. You put one foot in front of the other and you push forward. Sometimes we don’t know how strong we are until that’s all we have left. Take it from me, the love of family can pull you through unimaginable sadness,” she smiled. “Actually, I think you already know that.” “As for the other babies, we will wait until you deliver. There is no need to disrupt the growth of your girl and she will not have any problems being near them,” she sighed. “I’m truly so sorry, Julie. I would have given anything not to tell you this.”

“I’m glad it was you. I’m so glad you both are here with me,” she started to cry again and Stephanie held her. “How am I going to tell Bill?”

******
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“DID YOU GET SOME REST?” Jack asked Tommy as they sat with Bill.

“A little, you?”

“A little.”

“This is shit,” Tommy said. “This is shit and it’s all my fault.”

“How do you figure?” Jack knew his friend was about to explode.

“Megan was after me. She almost killed Brittany, she kidnapped my daughter, she killed John and she shot Bill. All because of me,” he sighed and ran his hand through his hair. “This is my fault, and if something happens to my sister’s babies, I don’t know what I’ll do.”

Jack sighed. “You can’t be like that, Tom. That’s like saying Brittany was attacked because she was a singer. You need to lay blame where it belongs. That psycho bitch is the only one responsible for her actions.”

“I wish I believed that. I wish I didn’t feel so responsible. I wish I could make this better,” he said.

Jack nodded. “I know what you mean, but unfortunately, the rest is up to them,” they looked over as Bill began to move.

Both men stood up and walked to the bed. “Bill?” Tommy asked as he touched his shoulder.

Jack wondered what was taking the women so long and his heart ached for what might have happened. He checked Bill’s vitals.

Tommy waited, but Bill stayed asleep. He sighed and looked at Jack. 

“Hey, can you guys come out here for a minute?” Stephanie asked from the doorway.

Jack and Tommy felt their world’s crash a little more with the look on Stephanie’s face. They walked silently out into the hall. 

“I need you both to listen to me and not say anything for a minute,” she took each of their hands in hers. “Julie lost two of the babies,” she began and both men faltered. She squeezed their hands and continued. “Listen to me, please. She needs the people who have been there for her from day one. Bill can’t comfort her right now, so she needs her parents, and for all intense and purposes, that’s you two. She is a remarkable woman, but this is crushing for so many reasons. Brittany is with her, but she needs some time with you two. I will stay with Bill and when you get there, Britt will join me,” she touched each of their faces. “You raised a strong and independent woman, but right now she just needs something in her life to be the way she remembers. She needs to feel the love and compassion you both have always shown her. She needs this to be about her and Bill, and not about either one of you.”

The two men nodded and hugged Stephanie before they walked to see Julie.

Stephanie walked over to see Bill. She sat down and took his hand and let her tears fall. “I’m so sorry, Bill. I’m so sorry for your loss.”
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Chapter Eight:
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Tommy and Jack walked silently to the room and when they got there, Brittany was sitting next to the bed, rubbing Julies back as she lay facing away from the door. The two men walked in and she stood up, hugging each of them as she walked out. 

They made their way to the bed and sat down on the chairs. “Julie?” Tommy said softly.

“Can you guys just leave me alone? I need to go back to Bill but I can’t move. I just need a minute,” she said brokenly.

Jack shook his head and Tommy looked at him and they both climbed onto the bed. Julie turned around. “This bed is going to break. Get off.”

“No. We love you and we aren’t leaving,” Tommy said. “You’re stuck with us no matter what.”

“He’s right, Jules. Through it all, we are here for you and we always will be,” Jack said.

She looked at them and her heart broke. “I don’t know how to get through this.”

“I know, but we’re going to help you find a way, and when Bill wakes up, you will find the way together,” Jack said.

“How am I going to tell him?  He is going to be devastated,” she sobbed and Tommy pulled her into his arms. 

“I think you might be surprised. He will be devastated, but you are his whole world, Jules. He will just want you to be okay,” Jack said. 

She turned and nodded before wiping her eyes. “I need to go back and sit with him.”

“Okay, we’ll go with you,” Tommy said. 

“We love you to pieces,” Jack said.

“Forever,” Tommy said.

Julie sobbed and as upset as she was, she felt the love all around her. 

******

[image: ]


BRITTANY WALKED INTO Bill’s room and Stephanie smiled as she came in and sat down. “You were so good with her, I was a mess.”

Brittany shook her head. “I don’t understand any of this, Stephanie.”

“Julie?” Bill mumbled.

Stephanie and Brittany moved closer to him. “Bill? Can you open your eyes?”

He was out again and Stephanie touched his shoulder. “He’s waiting for Julie.”

Brittany crossed her arms and cried before she put her head in her hands. Stephanie walked over and hugged her. “I’m so sorry about John.”

“I just can’t process that right now, you know? I just need Bill to be okay,” she wiped her eyes. 

Jack and Tommy walked Julie in and the women got up, letting her come to the bed. She turned and looked at them all and took a deep breath. “Thank you all so much. I just want to sit and talk to him for a little bit, okay?”

“Of course. We will be right outside,” Brittany said and the two couples walked out. 

Julie turned and looked at her husband. A sob escaped her lips as she put her hands on her stomach and then she shook it off. She had to be strong for her husband and her daughter. She had no choice. Sitting down, she reached and took his hand in hers, almost immediately feeling him squeeze back. 

“Bill? Baby can you wake up and open your eyes?”

He did as she asked and she gasped at how yellow his eyes were. He looked at her and she stroked his cheek. “Hi my love,” she said.

He tried to speak, but he couldn’t. He just looked at her and she smiled. “Don’t talk, it’s okay. I’m here and I love you so much,” she couldn’t help it, her tears spilled over her cheeks.

He concentrated real hard and licked his lips. “I love you, too.”

She put her head down and sobbed at his words and she felt his hand on her head. “Oh God, thank you for bringing him back,” she cried.

“What happened?” he whispered.

She sat up and looked at him. “You were shot,” she held his hand as she spoke to him. “You are still very critical, so you need to rest.”

“Are you okay?” he studied her face. “Something is wrong, I can see it.”

Shit, she thought. “Let me get Jack and Stephanie to check you out.”

“Julie,” he said but she walked out. Her panic was mounting and she looked at the faces of her family as they rushed to her. 

“What is it?” Tommy asked.

“He’s asking questions and I can’t tell him. I can’t destroy him like this. He knows something is wrong and I just can’t do it,” she sobbed and Tommy held her.

“Come on,” Stephanie said to Jack and they walked into the room. 

Brittany and Tommy helped Julie to the chairs and Brittany rubbed her back. “Just breathe, nothing else is important right this minute other than your health. You just need to breathe. Close your eyes, listen to my voice and just concentrate on each breath,” she spoke in a soothing tone and Julie immediately began to calm down. 

Tommy held his sister and looked at his wife, grateful for her strength and calm under pressure. 

******
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JACK AND STEPHANIE walked up to the bed and Stephanie touched Bill’s hand. He opened his eyes and they immediately noted his jaundice. “What happened to Julie? What’s wrong?” he asked in a whisper, his fear evident but his strength fading. 

“Julie is in the hall with Tommy and Brittany. She will be back in a few minutes. Let’s make sure you stay with us. That will help Julie the most,” Jack said. 

“You really scared us,” Stephanie smiled at him as Jack checked his incision.

“Where was I shot?”

“In the abdomen,” Stephanie said. 

He closed his eyes, trying to remember. “Naomi! Is she okay?”

“She is wonderful. You saved her,” Stephanie smiled.

“You saved me, too. Megan was going to shoot me and you walked in front of the bullet,” Jack said. “I owe you my life.”

Bill exhaled. “You don’t owe me anything. We’re family and it’s what we do. How is John? He was shot too, right? I need to talk to him.”

Stephanie looked at Jack and sighed. “Right now you just need to rest. We’ll go get Julie.”

He closed his eyes and fell asleep, exhausted for the moment.

******
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JACK AND STEPHANIE walked out and joined the rest. “Is he okay?” Julie asked as she wiped her face. 

“He is stable, but still critical. He has no idea the extent of his injuries and he wants to talk to John,” Jack sighed. 

“Oh God, he is going to feel so badly about everything. Why does he have to go through so much?” Julie sighed and put her hands on her belly and looked at them. “Will it be too much if I tell him everything?”

Tommy sighed. “Normally I would say yes, but knowing Bill, it is probably the opposite. He will feel worse if he sees you suffering and doesn’t know why. It’s up to you to do what you feel is right, but he loves you and he would want to know.”

She nodded. “I know,” she stood up and took a deep breath. “Thank you.”

They all watched her walk back into the room. 

******
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JULIE MADE HER WAY to the bed and sat down. Bill opened his eyes and looked at her. 

“Please tell me what’s wrong,” he said softly. “I know something bad happened and I need to know what it is. Did Naomi die? Is that why Tommy and Brittany haven’t come in? I know Stephanie said she was fine, but I don’t know what else it could be.”

She took his hand in hers and shook her head. “Naomi is fine. She is back in the NICU and Tommy and Brittany are right outside. I can go get them if you want.”

“Is it David or Bee? Why are you so sad?” His chin quivered as he looked at her. 

“They are fine,” she watched him close his eyes and almost fall back asleep. “I love you so much. I’m a mess because you almost died.”

He smiled. “I think maybe it’s time I got a desk job.”

She couldn’t help it; she sobbed and put her head down on his shoulder.

“I was trying to be funny, don’t cry,” he said brokenly. “Although I’m kind of serious.”

Her heart was breaking and she was lost. He had been through so much and he had been so happy about these babies. Through all of her fear from the beginning, all he showed was happiness and excitement. He was going to be destroyed.
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