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To my sister. Your support and love have always been the greatest gift. 

Thank you.

Darkness

PROLOGUE:

It’s strange, the things you think of in the moments before tragedy strikes. It isn’t exactly your entire life flashing before your eyes, but rather moments that make up who you are; who you have become. It’s a subconscious way of reminding you of your importance, of how you matter, and the results are easy to figure out. 

Sometimes it simply isn’t your time. 

But sometimes, despite our best efforts.

It is.

******
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THERE WAS NOISE AND then there was silence. There was happiness and suddenly fear. 

There was life and then there wasn’t. 
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Chapter One:
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Stephanie and Brittany were driving down the road when they got stuck in a huge traffic jam on the way home from the Pocono’s. They had been following their husbands for most of the way, but had made a quick stop at the drug store.  “Must be an accident or construction,” Brittany said. 

“I’ll call Jack and see how far ahead they are,” Stephanie smiled as she dialed her husband. She was surprised when a strange voice answered. Brittany became alarmed when she heard Stephanie. “Oh God,” Stephanie said softly. “Oh my God. Are they okay?”

Brittany clutched the wheel while her friend was on the phone. She looked at Stephanie after the phone call ended. “What happened?” she whispered.

“They were in an accident. We are only a small way away,” Stephanie said in a voice she didn’t recognize. 

“Are they okay?” Brittany asked as she began to drive on the shoulder to get around the people and get to the scene.

“I don’t know, but I don’t think so,” she said, her tears falling, “If he could have, Jack would have talked to me.”

Brittany nodded. They needed to get there right now.

She pulled the car close enough and both women got out. Stephanie grabbed Bee from her car seat and they ran towards the scene. There was an officer who stopped them.

“Please let us in. Our husbands’ were in that car,” Brittany said.

“You should wait. It isn’t anything you need to see,” he said.

“We are both doctors, let us in, please,” Stephanie said. “We can help.”

The officer nodded and walked them closer to the scene. Stephanie immediately saw Jack on a stretcher, the paramedics working on him. She ran over to them.

“Oh God, Jack?” she said as she saw him lying there, blood all over his shirt and face and his eyes closed. 

A female officer walked over to her. “Ma’am, let me take the baby from you,” the officer said and Stephanie realized she almost dropped Bee. She looked at the officer. “I will stay right here,” she said to the frantic wife.

Stephanie handed Bee over and knelt down next to her husband. “Jack? Baby? Can you look at me?” She looked at the paramedics. “I’m his wife and we are both doctors. What do you know?”

The paramedic nodded at her. “He suffered a deep laceration to his leg and his knee was twisted. He has a shoulder dislocation and possible internal injuries,” they both looked as Jack began to move.

“Jack? I’m here baby, look at me. I love you so much,” Stephanie cried as she touched his face and saw him open his eyes at her voice.

“Stephanie? Are you okay?” he asked weakly.

“I’m fine. I love you,” she said softly.

His eyes were wide. “Tommy? Is he okay?” his voice was strained and his fear evident.

“I don’t know yet,” Stephanie turned and looked at the paramedic who shook his head sadly. She swallowed her cry and looked at Jack who didn’t see the paramedic’s response. “Try not to worry about anything. Everything is going to be okay,” she spoke softly and her tears spilled down her cheeks.

“I never saw him. He just sped towards us with no warning. I tried to swerve but there was no time,” he sobbed. “Oh God, he hit Tommy head on.”

“Shh, you need to try and stay clam. We are going to get you to the hospital and then we will know more,” she didn’t know what to tell him.

“Where is Bee?” he asked her.

“Right here,” she looked at the officer who held her sleeping baby. “We are fine and you are going to be just fine. I love you so much.”

“I love you too,” he closed his eyes, losing consciousness again. She stood up as they moved to the ambulance and she took Sabrina from the officer. She looked over to where Brittany was, but she didn’t see her and she didn’t see another paramedic. She had no idea what that meant.

She needed to call Bill and Ron and someone to help Brittany, but she knew that was futile. There was only one thing that could help her friend right now. She felt sick at the thought of what happened, but she needed to stay with Jack. She turned and ran to the waiting ambulance.
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Chapter Two:
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Brittany stood there with the officer as he discussed something with another officer. She wasn’t sure if she was alive or if she had taken a breath since getting out of the car. She looked at the smashed car, but was too far away to see anything. The cop came back over. 

“We are unable to extricate your husband. The fire department has ordered the Jaws of Life and a life flight copter is on the way,” the officer said.

“Let me see him. I need to talk to him,” Brittany said, barely registering what the officer said.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” one said.

She glared at him. “I don’t care what you think. He is my husband and I am going to see him.”

One officer looked at the other and nodded as Brittany rushed forward, not waiting for approval. She hesitated as she approached the car, not really sure where the front was. She ran to the crushed side and her breath was literally taken away. Tommy was stuck inside of the smashed metal, the side of the car pressed up into him. He was wedged inside and from all angles, appeared dead. His face was bloody and she ran to the side of the car and looked at the paramedics. “Gloves?” she asked.

He handed her some and she placed them on before moving to the twisted auto. She reached in and checked his neck for a pulse. The paramedic looked at her. “We think it’s too late. He appears to be gone. We are unable to get a read.”

She pushed closer to the car and looked at the medic. “Then you didn’t check long enough; he will not leave me,” she said and reached in to hold his face. She moved to stroke his cheek. “Tommy, I’m here with you. You are going to be fine,” she spoke firmly as she tried to see the extent of his injuries, but he was literally sealed inside the car. The dashboard was pressed against him and she couldn’t see anything past his sternum. His arms were pinned below the metal and although the airbags were open, it appeared he struck his head on some piece of metal.

“You are my hero my love. You just need to hold on and you can’t give up. I am not leaving you. Do you feel me here with you?” she stroked his cheek and then touched his chest. “I love you so much. Please fight to stay here. I know it’s hard and I know you’re in pain, but you have to hold on,” she felt her tears fall, but it was surreal. She looked up as the firemen came with the horrible looking machine. “You can do this. I know you can do this.”

“Ma’am, you have to move.”

“No, I am not leaving.” 

“You just need to let us get him out,” the paramedic said. “You can come stand over here.” 

Brittany walked the few feet behind and watched while they cut away the car.

After what seemed to be hours, they were able to see the rest of his body. Brittany watched as they moved the backboard to the car and gently extricated her beautiful husband. He was placed on the stretcher and the paramedics worked on him. She rushed back to him and took a bloody hand in her own, but realized his wrist was severely broken. She gently placed it down and touched his shoulder. “You’re doing great baby. Just hold on, please. You need to live,” she sobbed as they began to do compressions. “Please don’t do this. I need you and your family needs you to live. Please fight for your life. I love you so much,” she was pulled away and they continued working on him as they moved to the helicopter. She went with them and just prayed as they continued to breathe for him.

******
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STEPHANIE PACED OUTSIDE the room while the doctors examined Jack. She called Ron and Bill and she expected they would all be there soon. She couldn’t get the image of the paramedic’s face when asked about Tommy. She was afraid her husband wouldn’t survive losing his brother. She knew Brittany wouldn’t. Julie had already lost her parents to a car crash. It was too much and it was so unfair. She took comfort in the fact that it appeared Jack would be okay physically, but this was so much worse than any one of them had experienced.

******
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BILL HUNG UP WITH STEPHANIE and felt his heart crumble. He looked up as Julie walked into the room, smiling and dancing with relaxed happiness. She put David down for a nap and wanted to continue with their vacation festivities. “I think we should all make this an annual trip,” she said as she looked through a brochure. “What do you think?” she smiled as she looked up at him and immediately saw something was wrong.

“What is it? Are you okay? Does something hurt?” she rushed to him.

“I’m fine, but I need to tell you something,” he said.

She had never seen him like this. She touched his face. “You’re scaring me, baby. What is it?”

“There’s been an accident and we need to go to the hospital,” he said softly. “Jade is on her way to stay with David.”

“What kind of accident?” she asked him, her face white with fear.

“Jack and Tommy were hit,” he began, “It’s bad.”

“Oh God,” she sank to the ground.

He limped to her side and pulled her into his arms. “Baby it’s going to be okay. Come on, you can do this.”

She looked at him and shook her head. “No, I don’t think I can move.”

“Then I will carry you. Let’s go be with our family,” he said and kissed her forehead as she stood up slowly. She nodded as they let Jade in and left.

*****
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STEPHANIE WALKED INTO the room to see her husband. He had his shirt off and his shoulder was bandaged. His forehead was taped and his leg was wrapped. He saw her and tried to get up.

“Hey, don’t move. You need to rest,” she said as she ran to his side.

“How is he, Stephanie? I have to see him,” he said brokenly.

“He isn’t here yet,” she said. 

“What does that mean? Where is he? Where is Brittany? Oh God, Julie is going to fall apart,” he put his head in his hand and sobbed. She held him as he cried and she felt her tears flow with him. 

“Baby you have to relax. I will try to find out what I can, but I can’t lose you. Jack I thought you were dead. I need you to be okay. I can’t live without you. I was so scared and I need you to be okay,” she rambled, but her fear was right at the surface.

He held her with his good arm and nodded. “I’m sorry. I love you and I’m okay, but I have to help Tommy. He has been with me my whole life and if he needs me, I have to do whatever I can,” he broke down again and she looked up as a nurse rushed in.
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Chapter Three:
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“What is it? What did you hear?” Jack asked as he struggled to sit up.

“Life flight is on the way with Dr. Williams. They had to use the Jaws of Life to extricate him from the car, but I don’t know much more than that. They are prepping an OR and his wife is with him. I will let you know more when I hear,” the nurse said before leaving.

Stephanie turned to see Jack sitting with his legs over the side of the bed. “Stop it, Jack. You cannot move. Your knee is injured, your shoulder dislocation is recently reduced and you have a ton of cuts and bruises. You cannot do this.”

“He needs surgery. I have to assist. He needs me to do this,” he said brokenly.

“I need you and your daughter needs you to be alive. Our colleagues here are the best and he will have the best care,” she saw him lay back, fatigue taking over. 

“Life flight? Stephanie you know what that means,” he covered his face again.

She took his hand in hers and made him look at her. “It means he is on his way to get help. It means he has a chance and it means he will be with us soon.”

Jack looked into her eyes and saw her fear for him. He exhaled. “I need to talk to Julie. Did anyone call her?”

“I spoke to Bill. He will tell her and they will be here soon,” she said. They both turned around as Ron and Jenny walked in. Ron came to the bed.

“Son? Are you okay?” Ron asked.

Jenny hugged Stephanie and the women spoke.

“I’m fine, just minor bumps and bruises,” Jack said. “Tommy is critical and being brought in by life flight.”

Ron knew what Tommy meant to his son. “Do you know the extent of his injuries?”

Jack shook his head. “No.”

“Okay, so we will find out what we are dealing with and then deal with it,” he looked at Stephanie as she and Jenny walked over to join their men. “Where is Bee?”

“In the nursery. Do you think you could take her tonight?” Stephanie asked Jenny.

“Of course.” Jenny hugged her. “We will wait and see what’s going on with Tommy first.”

They all nodded and turned as Julie and Bill walked in. Ron and Jenny excused themselves to try and find info. 

Jack held his arm out and Julie ran to him. She sobbed and he rubbed her back. “I’m so sorry Jules. This is all my fault,” he looked as Julie stood back with Bill.

Stephanie looked at him. “Stop that right now. This was an accident. The man who hit you suffered a heart attack and was unconscious. He hit you and there was nothing you could have done.”

“Tell me how he is. Please tell me what you know,” she said and Bill held her as she faltered.

“I don’t know. He is on the way here,” he said.

“Why didn’t he come when you came? Why has it taken so long?” she asked with a panic to her voice.

“They had to use the Jaws of Life to get him out of the car,” Jack said.

“Oh God,” Julie sank to the ground and Bill held her. “This can’t be happening again. I can’t breathe.”

“You have to try and relax baby,” Bill said softly.

“Where is Brittany? How is she going to get through this?” Julie asked.

“She is with him. She and I drove up on the scene and she stayed behind while I came with Jack,” Stephanie said. “And you’re right. She is going to need all of us.”

Jenny came back in and looked at them. They just got here. Ron went to find out what he could. 

Julie stood up. “I have to go see him. I have to do something.”

“You need to wait here with me and we will let the doctors do their job,” Bill said. “The best thing you can do is stay strong for Tommy. He needs you to be okay.”

“Bill is right, Jules,” Jack said and wiped his face. “I’m so sorry about this.”

She walked to Jack and touched his face. “Stephanie is right. None of this is your fault. I’m just so glad you are okay,” she hugged him.

******
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BRITTANY WALKED OUT of the helicopter and followed Tommy out. They had been working on him through the flight, and were unable to get his heart to regulate. He would have a beat and then it would stop. She looked at the doctors and nurses who worked with them and felt strange. This whole thing was surreal and she just needed to be with her husband. 

“Brittany, hey,” a voice said and she turned to look.

“Ron, what are you doing here?” she asked him.

He could tell she was in complete shock. Her skin was so pale it was almost translucent. 

“How are you doing?” 

“I’m okay. There was an accident,” she said.

He nodded. “I know. Let’s go see how Tommy is.”

“I don’t think he is in good shape,” she said softly.

Ron felt tears prick his eyes. “Come on,” he went to put his arm around her but she moved away. He took her hand and they made their way to triage.

Ron walked into the room and saw them frantically working on Tommy. He went to see what he could do to help and Brittany stood back, watching the scene in silence. 

“Brittany, come here.” Ron said as he walked over to her. 

She moved slowly to him and kept her eyes on her husband. “He needs surgery right now. They need to figure out where the bleeding is coming from, and they need to stabilize his wrist.”

“Can I talk to him for a minute?” she asked.

Ron looked at the doctors and they nodded. “They are getting an OR ready. You have a couple minutes.”

She nodded and walked up to the bed. They had cut his clothes off and he was covered with a sheet. There was blood all over, and his face was bruised and bloody. She looked at him, the tube in his mouth breathing for him. “Tommy?” she reached up and touched his scruffy cheek. “I need you to be okay now,” she felt her heart tearing in two. “My love, I need you to fight and come back to me. I just need you. Please don’t leave me,” she sobbed and leaned in to lay her head on his chest. “I love you. Please feel my love and come back to me. I’ll be right here, waiting for you, always,” she kissed his chest and then his forehead.

“We need to take him now,” a nurse said.

Brittany nodded and turned to watch them. She saw Ron and seemed surprised. “When did you get here?”

Ron fought back his tears. “Come on, let’s go see Jack and Stephanie.”

She wrapped her arms around her waist, maintaining her distance. They walked the short distance to the area where Jack was. Ron walked into the room and Brittany stood there, looking down.

“Brittany? Come in, please,” Jack said as he saw a shell of the woman they knew. They all saw her covered with Tommy’s blood.

She stood there, not moving. Stephanie moved to her and Ron filled Jack and Julie in on what was happening. Bill held his wife as Jack felt his tears fall. 

“Come sit with us, let us help you,” Stephanie said as she touched Brittany’s face. 

“Stephanie, I need some help for a minute,” Brittany finally spoke to her friend.

“What is it?” she asked her.

“I think I had a miscarriage,” she said, void of any emotion.
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Chapter Four: 
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Stephanie stared at her friend. “What did you say?”

“I think I had a miscarriage. I need to change my clothes and then I can assist in surgery. I know it’s been a little while, but I can help,” she turned to walk towards the locker room.

Stephanie stood there for a minute, stunned, and then ran to her friend. “Britt? Hey, look at me for a minute,” she knew her friend was in severe shock. “Let me help you.”

Brittany stopped and looked at Stephanie. “No, I don’t think so. I’ll wait for Tommy. He will make everything okay.”

Stephanie let her tears fall. “Let’s go to the locker room and you can put on a pair of scrubs and then we can check on Tommy.”

Brittany didn’t say anything, but she didn’t argue, either. She let Stephanie take her to the locker room and she changed her clothes and washed the blood off her arms. 

“Should I call Dr. Lacey?” Stephanie asked.

“Why?” Brittany asked her.

“To make sure you are okay. You need to see if the baby is still healthy,” Stephanie wasn’t sure what to do. She was fairly certain her friend had indeed lost the baby, but until she was examined, there was no way to be sure.

“Is Jack okay? Tommy will be so worried,” Brittany looked at her. 

“Yes, he will be fine. Would you like to see him?” Stephanie tried to get Brittany to go back with her.

“Okay,” she said and Stephanie helped her stand up and walk back towards the room.

Jack looked up as his wife walked in with Brittany. He could see the fear on her face and Brittany walked up to Jack. “You’re okay?”

Jack felt his chin quiver. “I’m okay. I’m so sorry, Brittany.”

She squeezed his hand and looked at him. “It’s okay. I’m glad you are okay,” she turned and looked at Julie and Bill who were watching her. She looked like she wanted to say something, but she just turned and walked out.

Stephanie shook her head and looked at her family. “I don’t know what to do. She is in serious trouble,” she wiped her eyes.

Julie looked at them. “I’ll talk to her,” she walked out into the hall and saw Brittany standing there. “Brittany?”

“I’m okay. I just need to find Tommy. I think I should help in surgery,” Brittany said.

“Look at me, please. You need to be okay right now. You are everything to my brother and he will only be able to pull through this if he knows you are okay. You have to try and let us help you,” Julie said passionately. 

Brittany looked at her. “I just need to see him and I’ll be fine. I didn’t mean to worry you. Please go back in there and I will be okay.”

Julie stood there while Brittany walked back towards the O.R.

Jack looked up as Julie walked back in. “I need to go wait with her.”

Stephanie looked at him and then at Julie and Bill, knowing what her husband needed. “I’ll get a wheelchair. We will all go and wait with her.”

Bill nodded and Julie walked out while Jack had Bill help him cover up. Stephanie brought in the chair and they helped Jack into it and they made their way to the O.R. Brittany was sitting in a chair while Ron and Jenny sat by her. There was a significant distance between Brittany and everyone else. Jack looked at his father. “Do we know anything yet?”

“They are working on him, but I don’t know anything more,” Ron sighed and looked at Brittany. “Is there something we can do for her?”

“I don’t think so,” Jack said when they saw the surgeon walk out. Brittany stood up and walked to him. They all moved to an area where Jack and Bill could sit comfortably. Brittany stood and waited for word.

“He made it through surgery, but there are numerous issues. He has a fractured pelvis and his right wrist is severely fractured. He has a lacerated liver and pancreas, but we were able to repair the bleeding. There was significant damage to his right knee, the ligaments were torn and he will likely need more work there. There is bruising to his ribs, but no fractures there. He suffered a head injury, but the scan didn’t show any bleeding, so we are probably looking at a serious concussion,” he sighed, “I know it sounds bad, and it is, but he made it this far, and that’s a very good sign. I will feel better when he regains consciousness, but for now, we will just keep him comfortable and try to guard against infection. He will be in ICU soon and you can see him briefly, one at a time. We need to make it through the next 24 hours and then we will reevaluate.”

The doctor left and they were all silent. Julie looked at Jack who had his head in his hand. Stephanie had her hand on him and Bill held Julie. Brittany turned and ran into the bathroom.

“What are we going to do? Tommy will never forgive us if she falls apart. He loves her more than anything and we have to help her,” Julie said.

Stephanie looked at them, deciding helping her friend was more important than keeping her silence. “Brittany is afraid she suffered a miscarriage, but she won’t let me call the doctor. She needs to be looked at, but I don’t know how to make her see that. The only person who has ever helped her is Tommy. I don’t know what to do now,” she wiped her eyes.

“She miscarried?” Jack said with despair in his voice. “Oh God, they love this baby so much. I can’t believe this happened.”

Stephanie rubbed her husband’s back. “I don’t know. There are lots of things that might have happened, but until she is examined, there is no way to know for sure.”

“Maybe I can talk to her,” Bill said. “She seems to listen to me sometimes.”

Julie nodded. “I think that’s a good idea.” 

They all looked up as she walked out of the bathroom. “Come sit for a minute while we wait for Tommy to be moved into the room,okay?” Stephanie said.

Brittany walked over and sat down gingerly. She still wasn’t talking and they were all worried. Julie stood up and walked away with Stephanie and Jack, leaving Bill next to Brittany.

“Can I ask you something?” Bill said softly.

She looked at him and shrugged.

“What would Tommy want you to do right now?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“How can it not matter? You are all that matters to him and you need to be okay. He won’t care about anything that happens to him if you aren’t okay,” Bill said sincerely. “I know what it’s like and I wouldn’t have survived if Julie hadn’t helped me every step of the way. Tommy needs you to do the same.”

She looked at him and her tears spilled over her cheeks. “I can’t breathe. I can’t live without him. I’m not strong like you guys are. When I saw him in that car, he was broken. How can he come back from that? We were just at the resort and having the most amazing time. How could this have happened?” she put her head in her hands and sobbed softly.

Bill moved over and went to hug her, but she pulled herself together like she wasn’t supposed to act this way. “It’s going to be okay. You aren’t alone,” he said.

She looked at him, blue eyes against blue. “I appreciate you trying to help me, but without Tommy, I am completely alone.”
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Chapter Five:
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Brittany, the first one being allowed back, stood at the doorway of the Intensive Care room. She looked in and saw Tommy lying there, wrapped in bandages and still, so completely still. She almost stumbled as she moved closer to him, her legs a bit like jelly. She half expected him to get up and catch her, as he always did, but not this time. She wondered if he ever would again. She sat down on the small stool by his left side and looked at him. “Oh my God,” she said as she touched his cheek. He was warm, so that was good.  “My sweetheart, I’m so sorry this happened,” she moved closer to him and was able to put her hand on his shoulder. She carefully smoothed the sheet around his side. “You don’t look so bad, really. I think you’ll be just fine. You have to be, because I simply can’t live without you,” she felt her heart crumble as she finally began to sob. She cried as her heart broke and she was afraid for a minute that she wouldn’t be able to stop. She felt hands on her and turned to see Stephanie. She grabbed her friend and cried.

Stephanie held Brittany and let her cry, knowing it was good she was finally letting some of it out. She looked at her and wiped her eyes. “Tell me what I can do to help you. We are all here for you and Tommy needs you to lean on us,” Stephanie smoothed Brittany’s hair, “When you were so sick, he fought our help at first, but in the end, we needed each other.”

She didn’t seem to listen. “I need to go do something. Will you have Jack and Julie come in while I’m gone?” Brittany asked her.

“What do you have to do?” Stephanie was scared for her. “You can’t leave.”

“I’m not leaving. I need to go take care of something in the hospital,” she stood up, wiping her eyes. “I’ll be back. Please Stephanie, let me be for a few minutes. I’ll be right back.” 

Stephanie sighed and watched her leave. She walked out and looked at Julie. “Why don’t you go in? Brittany left for a few minutes.”

“Where did she go?” Julie asked. 

Stephanie wiped her eyes. “She just needed a minute. I don’t know what to do to help her.”

Jack held out his good arm for her, seeing her falter. She came over and sat down next to him. “Jules, you both go and see him and then I’ll go in,” Jack said. 

Bill grabbed his crutches and he and Julie went to see Tommy. Stephanie looked at Jack when they were alone. “Where are your dad and Jenny?”

“They went to take Bee home. I told him to go and I would call if we needed anything,” he wiped his face. “I don’t know what to do, Stephanie. I feel so helpless.” 

She stroked his face. “I know, baby, but so far the news is as good as we could hope for. He has the best of everything working for him and he can recover from this,” she wiped her own eyes.

“Did you get through to Brittany at all?” he asked her as he held her hand.

“She broke down a little bit, but she is going to implode. I am hoping she went to see Dr. Lacey. I don’t know what she will do if she really did lose this baby. So much has happened to her in such a short time, and this might just be the one thing she can’t come back from,” she looked at him. “I don’t think I can help her with this and I’m so scared for both of them. I hate that she won’t let us help her.”

He chuckled for a minute. “They are so much alike. He wouldn’t let me help him, either, always had to do everything himself,” Jack looked into her eyes. “If she falls apart, Tommy will never forgive himself after he wakes up. He lives for her and she has become so strong because of that. They both are an extension of each other and they need each other to pull through this.”

She smiled. “I know exactly what that’s like,” her lip quivered. “I was so scared for you, Jack. When I saw that car and didn’t know where you were, I was frozen. I thank God you are okay.”

He pulled her to him and kissed her softly. “I will never leave you and Bee. You are my everything and I love you both so much.”

She nodded and they looked up as Bill and Julie came out. Julie looked white as a ghost and Bill helped her to sit down, wiping his own eyes. Stephanie looked at Jack. “I’ll help you in there, but then I’ll give you some time alone.”

He nodded and she wheeled him in.

*******
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BRITTANY MADE HER WAY to the maternity ward. She knew she shouldn’t do this, but it was the only thing she could handle. No one could look at her; no one could touch her. She was an obstetrician and she would do this alone. She went into an empty exam room with an ultrasound machine and closed the door. She got the materials ready and sat down on the bed, turning the machine on and grabbing the gel. She lay down and pulled her shirt up before beginning her own ultra sound.

******  
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STEPHANIE LEFT JACK alone and waited out in the hall. He looked at his best friend, his brother, and let his tears fall. “Jesus man, what the fuck is this?” he asked. “I’m sorry. I should have swerved, or stopped, or something. You have taken care of me my whole life and the one time it was the most important, I let you down,” he sighed and looked at the bandages and tubes all over Tommy’s body.

“I remember when we came to see your dad in the hospital after the accident and there was a moment when you thought he might make it. I also remember when he died, you were so angry because you thought it was your fault for wishing he wouldn’t have to suffer without your mom. You were afraid of what it would do to your dad to live in the world without his heart and soul,” Jack touched Tommy’s arm. “You have the same problem now. Brittany is your heart and soul and she needs you to live. You have taken care of people your whole life, but I know you feel like she takes care of you. I’m telling you right now that you need to get better for both of your sakes,” he put his head in his hand. 

“I need you to get better, too. You are my family. You and Julie have been with me since I can remember what family is and now that I have a wife and child, I want to grow old with the friendships we have found. I need to know you will be there when I am an ass and I need you to talk me down when Bee starts dating. I need my brother and my friend, man. Please hold on and fight for the happiness you finally found.” 

Stephanie walked in and stood with her husband as they both sat with Tommy and prayed.

******
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BRITTANY MADE HER WAY back to the ICU after performing her ultrasound. She saw Jack sitting there with Stephanie and they both looked up at her. 

“Can I have some time alone with him?” she asked softly.

Jack nodded. “Of course. Can we do anything for you?”

Brittany shook her head. “No,” she said in a tone that was barely audible.

Stephanie wheeled Jack out and they looked back as Brittany stood at the foot of the bed. They left her alone with him and made their way out to the waiting room.

Brittany walked over to the side of the bed again and sat down, taking his bruised, but relatively unscathed left hand in her own. She brought it to her lips and kissed him, holding his hand against her cheek. 

“How many times did you sit like this with me? I don’t think I ever thanked you for that. I don’t think I ever thanked you for anything. How is that? Am I really that selfish? I promise, if you wake up, I will do better. I can do better, I know it. I can be more outgoing and more comfortable with people so you don’t have to do so much for me. I think it hasn’t been fair and now is my chance to prove that I am worthy of your love and faith. Every minute of every day since I met you has been infinitely better than all of the minutes before. Nothing in my life has meant as much as loving you. I don’t even remember the person I was before,” she put his hand down and moved closer to his face, laying her head next to him. 

“We have more to do together. You are the strongest man I know and you can get through this. I need you to fight harder than you ever fought before. I need you to push yourself to the limit and then push harder. I will be with you every step of the way, my love. I will never leave your side,” she leaned in and kissed his cheek. “I need you and Naomi needs you. We are here waiting my love,” she closed her eyes and sobbed.
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Chapter Six:
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Bill held Julie as they sat on the couch in the waiting room. He was worried about her and wasn’t sure how much more she could take.

“Maybe we should go home for a little while so you can rest?” he asked gently.

She didn’t say anything, just shook her head.

“Bill is right. Tommy will be angry if you make yourself sick,” Stephanie smiled from her spot next to Jack. 

Julie was despondent as she listened to them. She felt a wave of nausea come over her and she got up and ran to the bathroom. Stephanie got up and followed her and Bill put his head in his hands. Jack picked up his cup of water and threw it against the wall. “Fuck!” 

Bill sighed. “Tell me how to fix this. What can I do to make this better?”

Stephanie walked out with Julie who seemed to be in a daze. She sat down next to Bill and fell against him, sobbing as if she was breaking. He held her and Stephanie looked at Jack. “I need some air. I’ll be right back,” she turned and walked out to the garden area near the waiting room.

Jack looked up as an orderly walked by and he asked the kid to wheel him outside. He made his way to Stephanie as she sat on the bench, her body wracked with sobs. He put his hand on her shoulder and she looked at him. “Jack, this is too much. I don’t think I can do this. I can’t be strong for all of them. I feel so badly about what they are going through and I can’t help them. I’m not strong enough,” she put her head in her hands and cried.

“Come here,” he said and she shook her head. 

“You should be lying down in a bed and resting. You have to be in so much pain.”

“I am fine and I need to hold my wife. Baby I love you and you don’t need to be anything to anyone. If you need to fall apart, go ahead and do that because with me, you don’t have anything to hide,” he said as he wiped her eyes.

She rested her head on his good arm and he held her the best he could while they both took a moment to breathe.

******
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“LOOK AT ME JULES,” Bill said to her. 

She met his gaze, but her eyes were full of pain.

“You can’t give up on your brother. He can get through this and he needs you to be okay,” he wiped her hair from her face. “Tommy is the strongest man I know and if anyone can get through this, it’s him. We will be right here waiting for him to wake up and I need you to be okay.”

She looked at her husband, the man she loved more than life itself. “I don’t know how to live without him. I lost everything in my life in one instant, everything but him. He gave up his whole life to live for me and I will never be able to thank him enough. He deserves so much happiness, Bill. I can’t understand how this can be happening. I don’t know how to deal with this. I can’t lose him,” she sighed. “You know, he may not realize this, but I wouldn’t have made it without him. I was scared every day after the accident. I had panic attacks and refused to go to school. I was terrified that he would leave me, too and I turned him into a stay at home dad when he was trying to deal with the same loss as I was,” she crossed her arms. “He and Jack saved me with love and humor and family. I can’t imagine my life without that.”

His heart broke for her. He knew how important family was and for as long as he had known them, they had been a tight unit, all three of them. He also felt a connection to Tommy and Jack and considered them his brothers. He looked up as Jack and Stephanie came back in and sat down. They all looked up as Brittany walked out. 

“They are running some tests, so they asked me to leave,” she said softly as she sat down next to Jack. 

“Can I get you something to eat or drink?” Stephanie asked her. 

Brittany shook her head. “No, I’m okay,” she looked at them and shrugged. “I realize that sounds like a ridiculous statement, but I am doing what I need to do,” she wiped her eyes and looked at them. “The baby is doing fine, I had an ultrasound.”

They all felt such a sense of relief come over them and Jack let his tears fall. Stephanie walked over and hugged her. “You need to take care of yourself.”

“I know. I just need him to wake up,” she said. “He needs to wake up.”

Julie walked over to her and looked up as someone approached them. They whispered as they looked at Brittany and she was oblivious to the attention. Julie and Jack saw and Julie walked over to them. “Move along, please, this is a private meeting.”

“Is that Barbara Rose? Can I just get an autograph?” the man said.

“We are having a family meeting and need to be alone. Please respect that.” Julie said and the man seemed to accept that. She turned around as Brittany watched the scene and her tears fell down her cheeks. 

“It’s okay, no one will get near you,” Bill said.

She looked at them all and stood up. “I don’t care what happens to me as long as Tommy is okay. Nothing else matters.”

She went to go back inside but stopped. “Does anyone want to go sit with him before I go back inside?”

They all shook their heads, knowing the best medicine for her was to be near Tommy. She nodded. “You should all go relax. Tommy would hate that you are all sitting here.” 

“We aren’t going anywhere,” Jack said.

“Okay,” Brittany nodded and walked back inside. She saw they had adjusted him so his torso was more exposed. She moved to him and sat down, covering him up a little more. She put her hand on his chest and felt his heart beat. 

“I hope you aren’t scared. I know how lonely it can be when you’re trapped in your head. I remember when I was struggling to wake up and it seemed too far away, your voice guided me and I never lost my way. I need you to hear me this time, baby. I’m here and I love you,” she took his hand in hers again. “Follow my voice and come back to me,” she let her tears fall as she held him gently and sang to their wedding song to him. 
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Chapter Seven:
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It had been two days of nothing. No movement, no progress, nothing. Tommy continued to lie there, trapped in his own body, unable to do anything. Jack stood in the room, his knee braced, but his shoulder better. He leaned on a crutch as he looked at his brother and friend. “Thomas, it’s time to get up. This is ridiculous already. You have never been one to sleep through life. Your wife needs you and you have responsibilities here. You’re being selfish.”

“Is that working?” Stephanie asked as she walked in to see them. 

Jack sighed. “No, but I thought the tough love approach might work,” he moved to sit down on a chair in the new room they had moved Tommy into. He was stable, but there had been no change at all. He should have regained consciousness. He should be doing better. He should be enjoying his life, but he wasn’t. He was here and Jack couldn’t settle his guilt. “Is she asleep?”

Stephanie nodded. She had made Brittany go to Jack’s office and lie down on his couch. She didn’t want to go to an on call room in case someone came in. In Jack’s office, she was safe from everyone, and it was close by. There was so much more she had to deal with, aside from the horrible situation, there were the prying eyes of people around her. That had been the worst for her. The hospital seemed crawling with people who wanted to meet her. None of them knew why that was suddenly happening, but it was making all of them on edge. They were all jumping to the job Tommy did so well as her protector. “She is exhausted. I made her eat and she took her meds, but I know they are going to kick her butt. She has to keep nutrients in for the baby and for herself. She started the meds while we were away and there is a good chance she will get worse before we know if her body will recover from everything.”

Jack looked at his wife. “I don’t know how she is still able to function.”

“Brittany has always possessed enormous strength. She has survived because of her ability to know that her purpose was something greater than her attack. Tommy also made her believe she was destined for a life of love and happiness and being so close to that, she won’t give it up,” she looked at Tommy. “He needs to wake up. He needs to come back to us, and to her.”

They turned and looked as Julie and Bill came into the room. They had gone home for the night and Julie looked a bit more rested. She walked over and kissed her brother’s cheek. “He needs a shave,” she smiled and looked at Jack.

Jack smiled. “Not going to do it.”

Julie rolled her eyes. “He can do it when he wakes up,” she stood and held Tommy’s left hand as she looked at her husband.

“He will have a full beard before that happens,” Bill grinned at her. “Where is Brittany?” he asked them as he sat down.

“She is taking a nap in Jack’s office. I will get her soon. I don’t want her walking through the halls alone,” Stephanie said. 

“Have there been more stalkers?” Bill questioned.

“Not stalkers, really, it just seems she is being noticed more than usual. I still don’t know why,” Stephanie sighed. “I just think that is the last thing she can deal with.”

Julie looked at Jack. “How are you feeling?”

He smiled at her. “I’m fine. I can go home today, but I think I’ll stay here for now.”

“I’m so glad you are better.” Julie said and then looked at Jack and Stephanie. “Is there a reason my brother won’t wake up?”

Stephanie shook her head. “No, it’s really up to him. He should wake up, but he did suffer a head injury. Although it wasn’t severe, it could have caused more damage than we thought. He is stable and that is the most important thing. He will come around, I know it.”

“Has Brittany been home since he was brought in?” Julie asked.

“No, she won’t leave. I am pretty sure she performed her own ultrasound, too. She is so stubborn, but I am worried about her. She needs to take it easy and try to relax,” Stephanie said. “Jade still has Tramp, but it might help if she sees him.”
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