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SOMETIMES YOUR WORLD crashes not once, but twice, and you realize that what you came to rely on as truth is as tangible as the wind.
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Prologue:
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It was the middle of the night and it was still 90 degrees and muggy as shit. War is hell, that’s what they say, right? Whoever ‘they’ are, it’s clear they got one part right; it’s hot as hell, and cold at the same time. Is that even possible? How can it be so scorching hot and still so terribly cold inside? Bill smiled as he pondered that. What the hell? He was becoming more creative with his thoughts; at least his wife would be proud.

“Corporal, we need you,” a voice interrupted Bill as he was trying to get a few minutes of shuteye. He was in charge, and that meant he was on call, all the time. He smiled as he got up to go see what they needed. On-call was a phrase with which he was very familiar. Having four doctors in his immediate family, he knew the phrase, but he doubted they ever faced what he did. When he walked to the scene before him, he decided at once that their job was better. At least they could help.

“Hey Dan, what’s up?” Bill walked over to one of the newer members of his regiment. Dan had been having a hard time adjusting to being there. Hell, they all were.

“Nothing, I told them not to bother you. I thought I heard something, but I was wrong. You should go back to sleep,” Dan said.

Bill was on alert and looked into the darkness of the clear sky. They were a month into the middle of a mission deep in the Iraqi desert and although things had been relatively calm, he knew it wouldn’t last. “Where did you hear something?”

“I think I’m going crazy, you know? Everything I hear I think it’s the enemy. How do you know what’s real and what isn’t?” Dan asked.

Bill sighed and looked at the young cadet. At 26, Bill was one of the senior soldiers and since this was his second tour, he was well versed in what the desert can do to someone. “You aren’t going crazy. This place messes with your head. Let me check it out and then we can talk.”

Dan nodded and was grateful for Bill’s kindness and his strength. For a commanding officer, Bill didn’t take any crap and he was the first on the scene of anything they came across. His word was his bond and Dan knew he was lucky to serve under someone like him. The other soldiers respected him, and that, more than anything, spoke volumes for his character. 

“What is it?” Mike, his second in command, asked Bill as he saw him grab his rifle.

“Probably an animal, but Dan heard something so I’m just going to do a perimeter sweep,” Bill said.

“Then I’ve got your six,” Mike said. 

Bill nodded. They did a sweep and heard nothing, but Bill felt like something was off. “I don’t like it. Get everyone up; we need to move.”

“Yes sir,” Mike said and turned to get the platoon ready. Bill relayed their coordinates with their base camp and got the orders where they were to go. There was a heavy insurgent presence just outside of where they were and it was entirely possible they were closer than anticipated. Bill forgot everything else and began to bark orders to his men. Before they knew what was happening, they were taking on fire. 

“Cover!” Bill yelled and fired back at the enemy. He looked over at Dan and Mike and motioned for them to cover him as he moved to the other men. He took a deep breath and prayed for his men before he moved. There was gunfire all around, but he made it to the other side and surveyed the scene. The men were holding their own, but he needed to get them out of there. They were becoming surrounded. 

“We need to move, now,” Bill yelled and the men scrambled with expert efficiency to their posts and followed orders. It was dark and the dust from the commotion filled the air. They took their positions and returned fire as they drove through the dark deserted streets, praying they wouldn’t hit an IED or any civilians. Many insurgents were known to use women and children as shields against them and it was one of Bill’s biggest fears. They made it to their next post and Bill made sure all was well. Everyone was accounted for and his team remained intact. 

“You should get some sleep. I’ll keep watch,” Mike said. “It’s been two hours and we need you fresh in the morning.”

Bill shook his head. “I’m good, thanks. You get some shuteye. I need to get ready for the morning. I need to see what I missed.”

“Let me help,” Mike said. 

“You’re going to make a good father, you know. Rebecca is a lucky woman,” Bill said to his friend. Mike’s wife was expecting their first baby and since Bill had a son a few months ago, they spent many a night talking about that.

Mike smiled. “I still can’t believe we are both married. What happened to confirmed bachelorhood?”

Bill smiled at him. “Julie happened.”

Mike nodded. “I hear you.”

The next few weeks were long and grueling. Every day it seemed as if there were more insurgents and Bill and his team took on more and more fire. There were many close calls and he was feeling like they were truly fighting a losing battle. He received new orders and gathered his men to go over what they needed to do. They all were quiet as the seriousness of the mission took over and they realized they were being sent into one of the most dangerous areas. Everyone was on alert and Bill did his best to reassure them. They drove down the road and for a split second Julie and David flashed in front of his eyes, and then the explosion took everything away. 
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Chapter One:
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(Seven years earlier)

“Taylor, this is stupid. I don’t want to do it,” Julie said to her roommate as they walked to the bar on campus. They were both pledging a sorority and their task was to come to the bar and meet the sisters for some fun.

“What’s wrong with you? We are just going to have some fun, drink a little, and maybe hook up with some fraternity boys,” Taylor smiled. 

Julie looked at her beautiful roommate. Taylor had long dark hair and brown eyes. Her olive complexion made her look exotic and her slim figure was able to carry off any form of attire. Julie felt completely inadequate next to her. 

“None of those things interests me. You know I don’t drink and I am not interested in hooking up with anyone. I think I just want to go back to the dorm,” she turned to leave.

Taylor’s hand was on her arm. “Jules, you need to loosen up and trust me. You will never get over your shyness if you stay holed up in a dorm room your whole college career. You need to get out and show the sisters they made the right choice in picking you.”

Julie knew she was right, and that she needed to stop hiding, so she acquiesced. “Fine, but I’m not doing anything I don’t want to do.”

Taylor laughed. “You never do,” she hooked her arm through her roommates and they walked into the bar.

******
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“MAN, YOU ARE NUTS, look at the room full of women here, you’re telling me there is nothing you find appealing?” Alec said to Bill. They were both at their fraternities’ bar night and there were a ton of sorority girls there, all looking for someone to connect with. Standing at 6 feet tall, Bill was a sight to see. He had sandy blonde hair that was cut short and sapphire eyes. He was strong both in stature and physical appearance, his arms built and his shoulders broad. He wore his dog tags around his neck showing his allegiance to his country and his passion for honor. He’d been told numerous times that he looked like a young Robert Redford, but he was always embarrassed by that and as handsome as he was, it was only matched by his need to stay invisible. It was something he struggled with his whole life.

“I have my test in two days, dude, you know that. I don’t have time for any hook ups,” Bill said, taking a drink of his water and chewing on some ice.

“Whatever man,” Alec said, shaking his head. 

Bill was going to respond when something caught his eye. He looked at the door and saw a woman walk in with a friend, looking like she wanted to be there about as much as he did. He couldn’t take his eyes off her, and although he was rather far away, he was able to commit much of her features to memory. She was taller than her friend, but not too tall. She had a body that was perfectly proportioned, her jeans and tank top hugging her curves like it was made for her. She had medium length, layered brown hair and he could see her dimple when she smiled, which he already figured didn’t happen enough. 

“Dude, what the hell? Are you even listening to me?” Alec asked as he waved his hand in front of Bill’s face. “What are you staring at?”

Bill blinked and turned to look at him. “Huh? Nothing, what were you saying?”

Alec nodded. “I see, she is hot. That’s Taylor, want me to introduce you?”

Bill looked stricken. “No, I mean, I’m not interested,” he had seen Taylor around before, and he wasn’t impressed with how she treated people. “Who is the other girl?”

“I don’t know, but I think we just found the person to serenade you.” Alec grinned and walked over to the president of the sorority.

“Wait, what are you talking about?” he started to ask, but Alec was gone. Bill couldn’t help it; he continued to stare at her. Who was she and why hadn’t he seen her before? He knew this was ridiculous; he was due to finish training after his test in a few days and wouldn’t have time for anyone. He took his water and grabbed more ice while he saw Alec laughing with Taylor, while the other girl stood alone, playing with her drink, looking like she would rather be anywhere but there.

“So her name is Julie and she is Taylor’s roommate,” Alec said as he made his way back.

He nodded, trying to seem uninterested, but he was failing. 

“Taylor said she is painfully shy, you know, the one you were drooling over, Julie.”

“I wasn’t drooling,” Bill said as he wiped his chin without realizing it.

“They are starting karaoke and we are going to have Julie give you a show,” Alec’s eyes twinkled.

“What? No, she looks really uncomfortable; I don’t want to make her do anything,” Bill felt his heart race.

“Too late, when her sisters tell her to do it, she will,” Alec smiled. “Come on, it’s just a song, not a marriage.”

Bill watched as the other girls spoke to Julie and he felt terrible as he saw her protesting the song. They pushed her to the stage and he couldn’t help but smile. She was beautiful. He felt his heart flip as she sang the song meant for him, Billie Don’t Be A Hero. He was mesmerized by her face and the way her mouth formed the words. When she finished she put the microphone down and bolted out the door. He was after her in an instant without even realizing it.

******
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THAT WAS THE SINGLE most embarrassing moment of her whole life. Julie bit back her tears as she felt her shame growing. She saw all their faces in her mind and she berated herself for ever leaving her dorm. She was never speaking to Taylor again. She wiped the few tears that escaped and she thought about that guy, the one standing with Alec. He was simply the most perfect specimen she had ever seen. She didn’t even know his name and she realized that made her sad, which made her even more disgusted with herself. “Forget it,” she said aloud and turned to walk home but she smacked right into a wall.

“Oh, excuse me,” Julie said and looked up into the most beautiful blue eyes she had ever seen. She realized his hands were on her shoulders, steadying her and she backed away. 

“Are you okay? You ran out of there really fast,” Bill said.

She looked down, wishing she could melt into nothing. “I’m fine, excuse me.”

He moved and she started to walk away. “Hey, wait.” 

She froze and turned to face him. “Look, I just had the most humiliating moment of my life and the best way to remedy that is to leave this place and be alone. So if you will please excuse me, before I die of embarrassment, I really need to go.”

He smiled at her use of hyperbole. “I don’t think anyone actually ever dies of embarrassment.”

“Really? Do you want to talk about my use of rhetoric? Why don’t you just go back inside and forget you ever saw me,” she looked at him with fire in her eyes.

“I don’t think that’s possible,” he muttered, more to himself then to her.

Julie was stumped. She didn’t know why this guy was even talking to her, but even more puzzling was his obvious insecurity amidst his beautiful appearance. “Have a good night,” she said and walked away.

“My name is Bill,” he called after her.

She stopped, realizing he was the man she was singing to. Could this night get any more pathetic for her? She turned around and sighed. “I’m Julie; hope you enjoyed your song.”

He smiled and she felt her heart jump. This was ridiculous, who was she to think this was anything more than a prank. “Would you like to go grab some coffee?” he was out of his element, but he needed her to stay.

“Why?”

He raised his eyebrows at her question. “Um, well because I thought it would be nice to talk some more and I am not a fan of the bar scene. It’s fine, really, I can just go home,” he waited for her response. 

She crossed her arms and tried to figure him out. “Okay, I would like some coffee. But you better mean coffee, and not something else.”

He laughed. “With me, what you see is what you get.”

She smiled and he wanted to pull her to him and press his mouth on hers, but he didn’t want to get slapped. “I like that, what you see is what you get,” he put his elbow out and she wrapped her arm through it as they walked away.

(Present Day)

Everything was hot and painful. There was the smell of burning fuel and burning flesh and the pain was excruciating. He told himself to open his eyes and move. He had to get out of there and get to his men. He didn’t know what had happened, was it a grenade, an ambush or an IED? He wiped the blood off his eyes and looked at his body. Where were his legs? He saw one, twisted, but seemingly okay. He went to get up and realized quickly his other leg was not in any way okay. He saw the bone and his flesh ripped open. He grabbed some material from nearby, he didn’t even know what it was, and pushed everything together with his hands before wrapping his leg. He ignored the pain and the fear and just did what he needed to do. He laughed to himself as he thought of his family back home and how disapproving they would be of his medical technique. How weird to think of that at this moment. He pulled himself up by holding the metal of the burning vehicle, ignoring the flesh burning off his hands. He began to look for his men.
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Chapter Two:
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(A few months earlier)

Julie sat in her bedroom and held her wedding picture in her hand. Her newborn son David was asleep in his bassinette and her husband Bill was down at the Army center finding out more about what his new orders would be. She knew when she married him, that Bill was a soldier at heart and a damn good one. He had served a year in Iraq already and was called to leave again, but this time it was just so much harder. They had a son and Brittany almost died helping Julie to deliver. It was hard to shake the guilt about what happened, and Julie prayed Brittany would recover. Tommy called earlier and told Julie he was finally bringing Brittany home from the hospital, and that she was doing remarkably better, but Julie still worried. She couldn’t shake the feeling that all they had been through, all the struggles and the pain weren’t over; they were just beginning.

********
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“OKAY, SO YOU ARE GOING to let me help you, right?” Tommy asked as he pulled into the driveway. “No being brave and keeping everything to yourself.”

Brittany looked at him. “Yes, I promise,” she exhaled and he turned the car off. 

“Are you okay?” he was concerned about her overdoing it.

She looked at him and smiled. “I’m okay. I just need to get into our bed and sleep for a week.”

He squeezed her hand. “Sounds like a plan.”

He helped her into the house and she sat on the couch. Tommy turned and saw Tramp, their little pup, bounding towards them. “Whoa, little dude,” he scooped him up and grabbed the leash. “We will be right back.”

Brittany sat back and closed her eyes. She was truly exhausted. She almost dozed off when Tramp came in and tried to jump onto the couch. His little legs were too short to make it and Brittany smiled at him. Tommy picked him up and sat down next to her on the couch. He held the squirmy pup in his arms and let Brittany scratch his head. He wanted to jump on her but that wasn’t going to happen. “Shall we get you into bed?”

She nodded. “I think that would be a good idea. 

Tommy decided to put the pup in the kitchen until Brittany was settled. He came back and helped her stand up, giving her time to catch her breath and helped her walk into the bedroom. She sat down on the bed and held the pillow to her chest and wiped a few tears that had sprung due to pain and smiled at him. “I’m okay.”

He nodded and looked at his watch. “It’s time for your meds,” he sat down next to her, handing her the bag.

“Are you sure you want to see this? It’s like my own little pharmacy.” 

He brushed her hair behind her shoulder. “Let’s see what we have,” he took out the list of meds. “This one is for pain, so you are definitely taking that. This one is the antibiotic, another must have. This is the new dose of antiretroviral medication,” he stopped and she put her hand on his.

“For the HIV. And there should be something to prevent nausea because of the change in my body chemistry; the HIV meds will undoubtedly upset my stomach,” she sighed and looked at him. “You know, being a supportive partner doesn’t mean you can’t get mad or grossed out or angry. I am a lot of the time.”

He felt the huge lump in his throat. “What good does it do? Who am I supposed to be angry with? God? Medicine? The world? It’s unproductive and I have done that already. I cursed the world after my parents were killed. It did nothing but make me a sad lonely person who watched everyone around him becoming happy and living the life I had always wanted. I won’t do that again, no matter how hard it gets.”

She nodded. “Okay, I get it. But I’m not there yet. I am still mad. I am still really pissed off at all of this. I hope that doesn’t bother you.”

“I think I can deal with it,” he handed her the pills and the water. She swallowed them with a little difficulty and he put everything away. He walked back into the bedroom and they both heard the most horrific sound. 

“What was that?” she asked. Tommy listened again and smiled. 

“I think someone misses his mommy,” he walked out and a few moments later Tramp came bounding in with his ball. Brittany smiled at him. 

“Did you think we forgot about you little man? Never. We love our little hairy boy,” she lay back gingerly onto the bed, holding a pillow in front of her chest and Tommy put Tramp on the covers. He immediately flopped onto his back and Brittany scratched his belly. She closed her eyes, letting sleep take over. Tommy sat on the covers next to her and Tramp curled up between them, at least one of them completely content for the time being.

*****
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“I FEEL SO BAD FOR BRITTANY and Tommy,” Stephanie said as she and Jack sat on the couch with Bee in Stephanie’s arms. It had been an uneventful trip home and Stephanie had been quieter than usual. Jack put his arm around her and smiled at the little baby in her arms. 

“Her having HIV complicates things, but if she can get through the next few days, it should start to feel a lot better. “Do you want to tell me what’s going on in your head?”

She looked at him and smiled. “What do you mean?”

“Steph, this should be the happiest moment in your life, and I can see you’re struggling with something. Please talk to me,” he said as he faced her.

She shrugged, amazed at how intuitive he could be. She looked at her beautiful daughter. “I need to start my meds again and I’m scared about what that means.”

He felt his heart twist, berating himself for not thinking about this. She had been off her meds through the whole pregnancy, but he knew it was important she begin again. 

“Okay, tell me what you’re scared of.”

She sighed. “You didn’t know me when I was first diagnosed with Multiple Sclerosis, but when I began the injections, it wreaked havoc on my system. I was having continuous flu-like symptoms and it was hard to function. I worked through it, but it took months for me to begin to be able to get back into a daily routine,” she smoothed Bee’s cheek and felt her tears fall. “I can’t take care of our daughter if that happens again, but I won’t stay off the meds if it means risking my health. I am just scared. I want to be a good mom and a good wife.”

He took their sleeping daughter from her and put her in the small bassinette next to the couch. “Stephanie, you aren’t in this alone. Sometimes I think you have this idea that you must be everything for everybody. You just worked non-stop for almost 9 months creating a life that you brought into this world. I think that warrants a little time for help now. I am here and I am your partner. If you feel bad, I will take the extra load. I need you to take the meds because as of now, it is the best chance you have at maintaining your health status. I know how much you loved being pregnant and how much you loved being off the meds, but there is also nothing to say you won’t adapt much faster because you had been on them for so long before. Whatever happens, we will deal with it as a family, okay?”

She hugged him. “Okay.” They both watched their daughter sleep. “I still can’t believe she’s here.”

Jack smiled. “Me either. Do you think she’ll like us?”

Stephanie grinned. “I think we’ll grow on her. My prediction is that she will be a daddy’s girl and have you wrapped around her pinky in no time.”

Jack scoffed at that. “No way, I will be immune to all of the tricks. I will teach her to be smart and to take care of herself so she will be able to recognize the evil that resides in all men,” he grinned at the last line.

“Oh really, what kind of evil is it you speak of? The kind that likes chocolate with nuts?” she asked innocently.

“Something like that,” he growled as he placed his mouth on hers. She returned his passion and touched his face. 

“I love you.”

“I love you,” he sighed. “How long until I can really love you?”

She laughed. “Since I had a C-section, at least four to six weeks, but that doesn’t mean we can’t be creative in the meantime.”

“Why doctor, what did you have in mind?” he asked as he pulled her to him and she leaned her head against his chest.

“A nap?” she yawned and they both laughed.

******
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BRITTANY WAS SITTING on the porch watching while Tommy and Tramp played on the lawn a week later. It was a beautiful day and things had finally begun to look up for her. She let the wind blow through her hair and she took a deep breath, testing out her pain level. It was still fairly painful, but she could feel slight improvements in her stamina. She grinned as she caught Tommy looking at her. He was quite simply the best man she could have ever wished to meet. He was truly her hero and the way he cared for her made her love him even more. She watched him toss the ball and run with Tramp and she could picture him playing with a child the same way. She felt her smile fade as she thought of it. He deserved that, a family, children, all of it. She played with her hair and sighed as she leaned against the pillar. She was thinking a lot lately about things she never considered before. He did that to her, made her want more than she felt she deserved. She smiled as Tramp ran to her, Tommy close behind.

“How are my boys?” she asked as she gently picked Tramp up, happy her pain was manageable. She scratched his ears and he licked her cheek. 

“Tired, but happy,” Tommy said as he leaned in to kiss her. He took the pup and placed him in the house and then he and Brittany followed.

She walked over to the couch and sat down, deep in thought. Tommy sat beside her, his hand on her knee. “Talk to me.”

“Hmm? What do you mean?” she ran her hand through her hair.

“I may not always be on the ball, but even I can tell something is on your mind.”

She smiled. “Nothing, really. I mean, nothing new at least. I just had a lot of time to think lately.”

“About what?”

“You and me and this,” she motioned to the room. “I sometimes can’t believe it’s real.”

He nodded. “I know, but I have come to a stark realization.”

“Which is?”

“It’s real,” he grinned. “Why is that so hard to believe?” 

She sighed and felt tears prick her eyes. “I’m not sure.”

“Hey, what is it?” he touched her cheek.

“Nothing, just emotional, I guess.”

“Come on, I know there’s more. Tell me what’s going on in your beautiful head.”

She wiped her cheeks and laughed a little, her blue eyes shining as he gazed at her. “Julie and Bill had a baby and Stephanie and Jack had a baby.”

He smiled. “Right, I remember.”

She rolled her eyes and looked at him. “What I mean is, it’s kind of made me think about things that I haven’t before.”

He tried to follow, but wasn’t sure where she was headed. “Like what? Having a baby?”

She felt more tears come. “I can’t have a baby, Tommy.”

“Why not? There have been many HIV positive women who have given birth to healthy babies. There is actually less than a 2% chance that you would pass on HIV to a baby,” he saw her staring at him. “What? Do you think you are the only one who has thought about this?”

She shook her head. “No, but there is so much more to it than that,” she got up and walked to the window, looking out at the front lawn where they just stood.

Tommy walked up next to her. “I see it too.”

She looked at him. “What?”

“The future we could have and the fear that comes with it.”

She wrapped her arms around his waist, hugging him gently. “I’m sorry, Tommy. I hate this disease.”

He tilted her face to meet his. “That’s not what I meant,” he smoothed her hair away from her face. “The biggest and most important things I have done in my life have been for other people. I have never thought about my future as anything remotely close to what it is now. I never looked for love, or planned on finding it, and up till now, I was okay with that.”

“And now?” she asked as she touched his face. 

“I’m not okay with that anymore,” he leaned in and pressed his lips on hers. He ran his hands up through her hair and she felt overwhelmed again by him. He simply took her breath away. She sagged against him and he caught her. 

“Hey, what’s wrong?” he asked as he walked her to the couch.

“I’m okay, it’s just that sometimes, you make my body react in ways that are hard to control,” she took his hand in hers. “It’s almost time to go to my appointment.”

“Maybe we should cancel it and let you rest? Jack can even come here if we ask him,” he said.

“No, it’s okay. Jack is with Stephanie and Dr. Kingsley is there and will remove my stitches. I am not bothering anyone else and I am getting these out so I can finally take a shower,” she smiled at him. “Help me up and let’s go.”

He nodded, not wanting to argue with her anymore. 
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Chapter Three:
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“I want to walk, no wheelchair,” Brittany said when Tommy went to grab the chair.

“You have got to be the single most stubborn woman I have ever met,” he said exasperatedly.

She grinned. “It’s part of my charm. Now just give me your arm and I’m good.”

“Whatever you say,” he returned her grin and they walked down the long hall to the cardiologist office. 

Tommy helped Brittany sit down and went to check them in. He smiled at the receptionist. “Hi Dr. Williams, it’s good to see you. I’ll tell Dr. Kingsley you’re here.”

“Thanks Greta,” Tommy said and turned around to see a small group standing by Brittany. He walked over.

“Are you sure you don’t mind?” A woman in her late 30’s asked Brittany as her kids looked with a star struck gaze.

“Of course not. What are your names?” she asked the two kids. She signed a note for them and smiled as she handed it to them. 

Tommy sat down next to her and eyed the situation. She gave him a look that said it was okay.

“I am just so amazed that you’re here. You can’t know how much I loved your music. I was so sad when you stopped performing. I hope maybe someday you will sing again for everyone,” the woman smiled and took her kids and walked out. 

Brittany waved to them and after they left she looked at Tommy. “Can we just go in? I would like to wait in privacy if it’s possible,” she said softly and he knew she was exhausted.

“Come on,” he led her to the door and they walked in. 

******
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“OKAY, SO EVERYTHING looks really good. I was able to remove all the stitches and you’re healing well. It’s going to take a while for the ribs and sternum to heal, but you should feel better each day. Set up for one week with Jack and then he can reassess things,” Dr. Kingsley said.

“Thanks,” Brittany said and Tommy shook his hand. He helped her get dressed after the doctor left and she sighed. “I am so damn tired, you know? I feel like I’m 80.”

“No, you feel like someone who almost died. Perhaps you could give yourself a modicum of time to heal,” he helped her up and she pressed her hands on his chest while she steadied herself.

“I guess you’re right,” she said as she leaned on him and he put his arm around her shoulders as they walked out. Tommy smiled at her as they made their way into the lobby of the office. Brittany felt more relaxed as they left, but when she turned to walk into the lobby, a bunch of cameras flashed in her face. She was dazed for a minute and almost fell back, but Tommy was right there. He held his arm around her and his eyes flamed. 

“What the hell? This is ridiculous,” he began.

“It’s okay, let’s just walk through,” she said and smiled a small smile as they walked past the crowd. As soon as they got to a restricted door, he ran his card through and walked her past the doors to give them some privacy. He took her to a room and closed the door, giving them a minute.

“I’m sorry,” he said to her as she sat on the chair. He knelt in front of her and held her hands, begging her silently not to shut him out.

She smiled sadly and touched his cheek. “It’s simply a part of my life, Tommy. It will never go away and I can’t avoid it. It’s the price I pay and now, unfortunately, it will be your burden as well.”

“No, you’re wrong, there is nothing about you that is a burden,” he kissed her and smiled. “I know you’re tired, but do you mind if we take a short detour on our way out? I want to show you something.”

She smiled at him. “Sure, let’s go.”

He walked with her through the hallway and was happy that most people didn’t seem to follow where they were. He led her through the area of Mott Children’s Hospital where he spent most of his time and she smiled at the waves he received. He came to a conference room and Brittany smiled. “Let me make sure there is no one inside,” he said.

“Well, I am sure you could just throw them out,” she said, her eyes twinkling.

“Nah, I only do that for certain redheads who get to me,” he smiled at her and opened the door with his badge. He led her inside and she gasped at the scene before her.

She dropped his hand and walked into the conference room where they had met. The lights were dim and there were rose petals strewn on the table. There was music playing in the background and champagne on the table. She turned to look at him. “How did you do this?”

“I didn’t. I just know the right people. Come here,” he was so nervous that his hands were sweating. He pulled a cushioned chair out and she sat down. He sat across from her and took a deep breath.

“I need to tell you something, and I need you to hear me out,” he spoke fast.

“Okay,” she said, not sure what was going on.

“This room is really important to me. I walk past it every day when I am working on sick children and I always stop and look inside because I see you there, the day we first met. I was such an ass that day and my arrogance ended up getting my best friend shot. I look at the person I was back then and I don’t recognize him anymore. I was a shell of the man I am today, and that’s because of you. I don’t know what happened to me, you know? I grew up with parents who loved each other so deeply, and the fact that I just gave up on my own happiness and what I could have, was really an insult to them. Taking care of Julie was important, and I will never regret the time I spent home with her while other people were out partying and developing relationships,” he felt like he was rambling, but he couldn’t help it. 

“But now, I feel like I want more. No, I know I want more. Barging into this room was the best thing I have ever done because I found you. I found my Red, and I haven’t been the same since. I know it has been anything but easy, and we have suffered a ton of setbacks, but the one thing I know for sure, it is that I love you, completely. I know what pain you have had in your life and I know the pain you carry, and the fear, and I will never take a minute we have together for granted. If it is a month or 50 years, I want to spend it with you,” he stood up and pulled out a box from his pocket. He got down on one knee in front of her and opened the box, revealing a beautiful diamond ring. “Brittany Anthony, will you marry me?”

She looked at him and her tears fell down her cheeks. She wasn’t sure what to do. She knew what she should do, and she knew what she wanted to do. “Are you sure you know what you’re asking?” she wiped her cheeks.

“I am fairly certain I just asked you to spend the rest of your life with me,” he smiled.

“That’s just it, Tommy. What if that isn’t very long? How can I do that to you?” she felt her lip quiver at her words. “You have suffered so much loss in your life. What will I do to you?”

He knew she would worry that this was selfish of her. He knew she was afraid for him. He looked at the ring and then he looked at her. “You will make me the happiest man in the world. You will make my life complete and you will be my partner in every way. That means for better of worse, in sickness and in health, for both of us. I know the stakes, and I know you’re scared, but dammit, you deserve to be happy. You don’t deserve to be alone and neither do I. We are it for each other,” he felt his own eyes fill with tears.

“Yes,” she said simply.

He looked at her. “What?”

“I am fairly certain I just said yes to spending the rest of my life with you,” she smiled and he stared at her. “Now you put the ring on my finger.”

He looked at his hands, which were shaking. “Oh, right,” he smiled and took the ring and slid it onto her finger. 

“Now you kiss me,” she said softly and he took her face in his hands and pulled her mouth to his. He stood up and pulled her up with him as they kissed each other passionately. He pulled back and looked into her eyes. “I love you so much,” she said.

“I love you,” he held her gently. “We should get you home.”

She looked at him. “Can we make one more stop?”

He knew what she wanted. “Of course.”

********
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A FEW MINUTES LATER, Brittany and Tommy walked into the room and Courtney smiled a huge smile at them. “Hi, did she say yes?”

Brittany turned and raised her eyes at Tommy. “What? I told you I didn’t do it, I know people. I just didn’t tell you which people.”

“My mom and dad helped me set up the room,” Courtney said proudly. 

Brittany sat down next to the little girls’ bed. “How are you feeling today? Any rumblings in your tummy?”

Courtney shook her head. “Nope and my numbers are down, mom says that’s good. She and daddy talk about numbers all the time and they think I don’t know what they mean, but I do.”

Tommy grinned as he sat down. “Where are they right now?”

“Mom went home for a bit and Daddy went to the cafeteria to get me some jello. They don’t have the good flavor on this floor,” she smiled. 

“I will go check on those numbers and be right back,” Tommy said and smiled at them. He left them alone and went to get her chart.

“So can I see the ring?” Courtney asked. 

Brittany held out her hand and Courtney’s eyes grew wide. “Wow, it’s so pretty and big, it probly costed ten dollars.”

“Yes, I think you’re right.” Brittany said. “Thank you for helping Dr. Tommy with my surprise. You are very smart for being only eight.”

“I think it’s because of my hair. We redheads have to stick together,” Courtney said. “How is Tramp?”

Brittany took out her wallet and pulled out a picture. “See for yourself,” she handed her a picture of Tommy and Tramp. Courtney grinned. 

“I know nobody takes real pictures anymore, but I wanted you to have this one.”

“He looks happy. I knew he would be. You guys are good parents,” she smiled. “So what’s wrong with you?” Courtney asked her.

She looked at the little girl with a confused glance. “What do you mean?”

“You walked funny and you don’t take deep breaths. Dr. Tommy was being very gentle with you. What’s wrong?”

“I had a little accident and am a bit sore. I’ll be fine,” she said.

Courtney seemed satisfied. “’kay. I’m gonna sleep now.”

“Okay, sleep well,” she said and smiled.
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Chapter Four:
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Brittany sat on the bed after they got home, exhausted and happy. Tommy was outside with Tramp and she had just changed into a t-shirt and was going to take a nap. She looked at her hand and the ring. She couldn’t believe it, really. She put the pillow against her chest and lay down, still on top of the covers. She felt like her life had been going by a mile a minute and now, finally, everything was calming down. She closed her eyes and tried to just relax. She heard Tommy come in and she looked up at him.

“Want some company?”

“Always.”

He lay down on the bed next to her and she moved up to place her head on his chest. “I feel like I’m dreaming.” 

He smiled. “Why?”

“Because you’re here and you love me and you want to be with me. I just never hoped to dream someone like you existed,” she ran her hand over his chest. 

He held her to him and shook his head. “I could say the same thing.”

“Aroooo,” a pathetic voice came from the floor.

Tommy sighed. “We have created a monster.”

“True, but he is so cute it’s hard to resist.”

He got up and picked Tramp up and placed him on the bed. He looked at Tommy after he sat back down.

“What?” Tommy asked him, not liking the look he was getting.

“Urf,” Tramp said and walked over to Brittany. He sat down and curled up into a ball.

“I think you’ve been told,” she smiled and pet the little dog. Tommy laughed and moved back next to her. The family took a well-deserved nap.

********
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“ARE YOU SURE YOU WANT to go?” Tommy asked Brittany as they got ready later that evening.

“Yes, I haven’t even met Sabrina yet. I also have some new jewelry I would like to show off,” she smiled as she tried to put her hair up into a ponytail. 

He walked over to her and helped her with the band. She looked at herself in the mirror. “I look gross.”

Tommy wasn’t sure how to handle that one. “No you don’t, you look beautiful.”

She rolled her eyes at him. “You need glasses,” she walked over to him. “Come on, let’s go.”

********
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JACK OPENED THE DOOR and smiled at Brittany. “Hi, so good to see you,” he kissed her cheek, careful not to hug her. He patted Tommy on the shoulder as they both walked in.

She walked into the family room as Tommy hung back with Jack. Stephanie sat on the couch holding Sabrina and her eyes brightened with her smile as Brittany walked in. “Hi Brit! Come here and meet Sabrina.”

Brittany walked in and sat down gently next to her. She looked at the little baby and was overcome with happiness for her friends. “Oh Steph, she’s just gorgeous.”

Stephanie wiped her own tears away. “I am so glad you’re here. I never thought I would be lucky enough to be a mom and I almost wasn’t, but you helped me to see I could and more importantly, I should,” she looked at her friend. “How are you doing?”

Brittany smiled. “I’m doing better. I got my stitches out today and can finally move around without so much pain. It’s going to take a while, but I’ll get there.”

“Do you want to hold her?”

“Of course,” she put a pillow under her arm and sat back against the couch to support her body better. Stephanie handed the sleeping bundle to Brittany and sat back. “Hi Sabrina, nice to meet you,” Brittany said. Stephanie wiped her eyes at the scene.

“So, how is does it feel being a dad?” Tommy asked Jack as they each grabbed some plates and cups to bring to the women. 

“It’s amazing, but we are both exhausted,” he said. They put the things on the kitchen table and went to get the drinks. “Did Kingsley remove the stitches?”

Tommy nodded. “Yes, he wants you to look at her in a week. She is better, but I have never seen someone go through so much pain. She never complains about it, just deals with it.”

Jack nodded. “I know what you mean. Let’s go bring them in for dinner.”

Tommy walked into the room and stood at the doorway, watching Brittany holding Bee. He crossed his arms in front of himself and smiled. She was a natural. Jack patted him on the back and they walked over to the couch. Stephanie smiled and Brittany grinned at them. 

“Pizza is served,” Jack said.

“You should take her,” Brittany said to Stephanie who took her daughter and stood up slowly. Tommy helped Brittany up and put his arm around her as they walked to the kitchen. Stephanie placed the sleeping baby in the bassinette and the adults sat down. Tommy reached for the wine and Brittany handed him a glass. Stephanie yelped and everyone jumped. 

“What’s wrong?” Jack asked.

“Look at the ring!” she squealed. “Look at the ring. I can’t believe I didn’t see it before.”

Brittany blushed and Tommy exhaled. Jack grinned. “You scared the crap out of all of us.” 

Stephanie had the biggest smile on her face. “Sorry, but you two need to talk right now.”

Brittany looked at Tommy and then their friends. “Tommy asked me to marry him and I said yes,” she grinned at them.

Stephanie and Jack both stood up and congratulated them. Brittany felt her heart swell at the happiness they all were finally experiencing. Jack poured them all some wine and sat down. He lifted his glass and proposed a toast.

“To the four of us and a life filled with love and happiness and memories to come,” Jack said and they all clinked glasses and had a drink. 

“So, are there any details yet?” Stephanie asked.

Brittany and Tommy looked at each other. “What do you mean?”

Stephanie scowled and Jack laughed. “Dude, you have so much to learn about women.” Jack looked at Tommy. “It is all in the details.”

Stephanie rolled her eyes. “What Jack means is that every woman has an idea of her wedding day and what it will look like.” 

Brittany took Tommy’s hand in hers and looked at him. “We will go over all of the details together, don’t worry.”

“I’m not worried, I mean, how hard can it be to plan a wedding?” he asked and again the room broke out in laughter. “Whatever,” he mumbled and then laughed with them.

******
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TOMMY SAT IN HIS OFFICE as he went over some charts the next morning. He had come in to work feeling more optimistic than he had in a long time, about life and about the future. It was beginning to fade a bit as he went over Courtney’s latest test results. He rubbed his eyes as he pondered what the best options were. He already met with her parents and they were slowly accepting the fact that their little girl was becoming immune to treatment. Tommy couldn’t accept that just yet and was determined to find something, anything to help. He went through his research again when his phone rang.

“Dr. Williams,” he answered.

“Hi Tommy, are you available for lunch or something?” Julie asked him.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, recognizing her tone.

“Nothing, I just want to have lunch with my brother.”

“Jules, I’ve known you your whole life. I can tell something is wrong. I would love to see you, but if you have a problem, tell me about it,” he said sincerely.

“Bill has to leave in a week,” she said softly. “They won’t extend his time any more than they already have.”

Tommy felt his heart break for her. “Okay, do you know where he has to go?”

He could hear her sniffling. “No, but probably the middle east.”

“Why don’t you come over now to the hospital and we can figure things out. I am free for a while,” he spoke sweetly to her, but he knew he had nothing to offer.

“Okay. I’ll be there soon,” she said and they hung up.

Jack walked into Tommy’s office as he was hanging up the phone. He sat down on the couch, exhausted. He looked at Tommy and grabbed a piece of candy from the jar on his desk. “What’s going on?”

Tommy crossed his arms and looked at him. “That was Julie. Bill has to leave in a week and she’s a mess.”

Jack sighed. “I was afraid that was coming. She said he was called to duty and that was before she had David.”

“I know, and I think in the chaos of everything that happened, I just forgot. I know Bill has to go, and I’m honored he serves our country, but my sister needs him. She would be destroyed if anything happened to him,” Tommy took a drink of his coffee.

Jack nodded. “What can we do?”

He shrugged. “I wish I knew, but I don’t think we can fix this.”

*******
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JACK ARRIVED HOME A few hours later and smiled at Stephanie and Brittany sitting in the living room with Bee. He made his way to them and Stephanie leaned up to kiss him as he leaned down to her. “Hi,” he said and smiled at Bee. He walked over to sit down on the chair. “How are you feeling?” he asked Brittany.

“I’m good. I told Tommy I didn’t need a babysitter today, but he wouldn’t leave unless I agreed to come over here,” she smiled. “Not that spending a day with two of my favorite people is ever a bad thing.”

Stephanie laughed. “I am not babysitting you, if anything, you have made my mothering fears go away,” she looked at Jack. “Brittany showed me so many new ways to hold Bee that will help when my arms are tired or my meds make me feel weak. I have been so worried about my health issues and caring for Bee, but I feel so much better about things.”

Brittany smiled at her. “I tried to tell her that she was doing everything right and that Bee is the luckiest baby around, but Stephanie tends to be a bit stubborn.” 

Jack smiled, but he hated that Stephanie was worried about her ability to be a great mom. “I would have to agree on all accounts,” he sighed and looked at them. “We have another issue to deal with.

Stephanie looked alarmed. “What is it?”

“Julie called Tommy today and told him that Bill has to report for active duty next week,” he said.

“Oh no, they were afraid of that,” Brittany said. “I can’t imagine how hard that’s going to be for both of them.”

Stephanie looked at Bee and then at Jack. “I don’t think I could do this alone. How is she going to be a new mom all by herself?”

Jack walked over to Stephanie and sat down next to her. “She won’t be alone, she has us.”

Brittany wanted to help, but she didn’t know how. “I hope she knows how much support she has.”

Jack smiled at them. “You both won’t let anything happen to Julie or David. Bill should be relieved to know that. He is going to be so worried as it is.”

Brittany’s phone buzzed and she looked at the text. “Tommy is on his way to get me. Maybe he has some ideas for us to help.”

*******
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STEPHANIE SAT WITH Jack after Brittany left with Tommy. She ran her hand through his hair and smiled at him. “How was your day?”

“Busy, but that’s good,” he looked at her and smiled. “It makes the time I have to be away from my girls move faster.”

“Jenny called today,” Stephanie said softly.

Jack nodded. “She called me, too.”

“And what did you tell her?”

“They are coming over tomorrow night,” Jack said.

Stephanie moved closer to him. “That will be very nice. Bee needs to meet her grandpa.” 

He loved how she didn’t push him to talking about what this meant to him or how hard it was for him to deal with the issues his father presented. He also knew she would bring it up later after he had time to think. “I love you.”

She rubbed his chest and kissed his neck. “I love you more.”
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Chapter Five:
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“So tell me what Julie said,” Brittany said to Tommy as they drove home.

He sighed. “She is a mess and I feel terrible. Bill was sent to Iraq right after they were engaged and she worried every single minute he was gone. We always thought that he might be sent back, but I guess with everything happening in our lives, we forgot,” he parked the car and got out, walking around to help her out. They walked to the house and Tramp greeted them with a big bark and Brittany grinned, moving into the family room. She sat down slowly as Tommy took Tramp out. She thought for a minute about Julie and Bill and the enormity of their situation; it sort of put things into perspective. She looked up as Tommy walked in and Tramp ran to get his toy. He dragged the big stuffed cat into the room and placed it at Brittany’s feet. She reached down but gasped in pain. 

“Shit,” she said and Tramp jumped up, immediately concerned. He did what a little puppy could do and licked her hand. 

Tommy came in, concerned. “Are you okay?”

She leaned back, breathing in and out, trying to calm the pain. She looked at him and smiled. “I’m okay.”

He sat down and went to move closer to her when there was a small furry being in his way. “Really?” he picked Tramp up and placed him on the floor. The little dog glared at him, but chose to let it go. He trotted off to chew his toy in peace. Tommy took her hand in his own and felt her pulse. “Red, your pulse is racing.”

“I know. It will stop,” she said breathlessly.

“What do you mean? Has this happened before?” he asked her, stroking her cheek.

She took his hand in hers and held it. “It’s fine. I am adjusting to my meds and when the pain hits, it makes my heart race. I don’t want to worry about this now, I want to talk about Julie and Bill.”

He shook his head. “Sorry, you are my priority.” 

She closed her eyes and wrapped her arms around her middle. “I just need to rest for a minute.”

He didn’t like her color, but he trusted her to tell him if she was in trouble. He sat there, but the doorbell rang and they both looked at each other. Tommy shrugged and walked to look outside before picking up Tramp and opening the door.

“Is it okay that we stopped by?” Julie asked as she walked in and Bill followed with David. 

Tommy smiled and took David from Bill. Brittany sat up and grinned. “Of course, come in.”

Bill came over to Brittany and sat down while Tommy and Julie walked into the kitchen. “How are you doing?” Bill asked her.

She held a pillow to her chest and smiled. “I’m fine. Let’s talk about you.”

He sighed. “I have no choice, I have to go.”

Brittany touched his arm. “I know that and so does Julie,” she looked at him. “We will make sure your family is okay.”

He smiled at her; grateful for the words he couldn’t bear to ask. Nodding, he looked up as Tommy and Julie came in. Tommy held a sleeping David in his arms. Julie sat down next to Bill and he took her hand in his. Brittany stood up slowly and walked next to Tommy. “I have some news that might make everyone a little happier.”

Julie and Bill looked at her, expectantly.

“Tommy asked me to marry him,” she said with a huge smile.

Julie let her mouth fall open before jumping up and squealing. Tramp barked and David cried. “Oh, sorry,” she laughed and reached down to pet Tramp. She walked over to hug Brittany and the tall redhead sucked in her breath. “Oh God, sorry again,” Julie said.

Brittany smiled. “It’s okay.”

Julie took Brittany’s hand and saw the ring. She covered her mouth and smiled through her tears. “Oh Tommy.”

Tommy felt his eyes well up, smiling at his sister. Brittany and Bill looked confused. Julie turned to her husband and he joined her standing there. She wiped her face. “This was my mom’s ring.”

Brittany looked at Tommy and he knew he should have said something, but he simply forgot. She looked at her hand and the ring and then at Julie. “Is it okay that I wear it?” she didn’t want Julie to resent the fact that she had the ring.

Julie shook her head. “God no, you misunderstand. I am so honored that Tommy asked you to marry him and my mom would be proud to have you wear her ring. I am proud to see you wear it. It’s just such a happy moment and I think my emotions are all over the place.”

Tommy smiled. “I think we all need something happy to focus on.”

Bill nodded and wrapped his arms around Julie’s waist from behind. “I couldn’t agree more. So when is the big day?”

Tommy and Brittany looked at each other. “We haven’t even discussed that. I don’t know?” she said.

Julie looked at Bill. “You are going to miss it. You are going to miss so much,” she couldn’t stop her tears. “Excuse me,” she said and walked out. 

Bill ran his hand through his already short hair and Brittany looked at the men. 

“Let me go talk to her,” she said and left the men alone. She walked into the other room and saw Julie sitting on the floor by the window. She held Tramp on her lap and was crying softly. Brittany sat down gently next to her and rubbed her arm. 

“I shouldn’t do this. I shouldn’t make him feel guilty for leaving. I know how hard it is for him to go and I am making it so much harder,” she sniffled and looked at her. “I just can’t lose him, I won’t survive.” Brittany wrapped her arm around her soon to be sister- in- law and let her sob. She ignored the pain in her chest from her healing ribs and let the young woman get it out. She smoothed Julie’s hair back and smiled as Tramp tried to lick the tears away. After letting Julie cry for a while, she helped her sit up and handed her a tissue. 

“You can do this.” Brittany said to her. “You can get through this and you can get David through this. Bill has to leave, but he has the most important motivation to come back. He will come back to you.” 

Julie nodded. “I know I need to be supportive, but I just keep falling apart,” she looked at Brittany. “How did you do it? How did you separate your fear enough to move on and live your life?”

“I don’t know if I am the right one to ask, because I have made my share of mistakes, but I will tell you one thing that always stayed in my mind.”

Julie looked at her with hope. “What?”

“My dad raised me to be okay. I lost my dad when I was 11 and he was all I had ever known as a parent. He loved me and he taught me what was important in life and that it was my job to be my best no matter what. He worked so hard to provide for me and when he died, I had to live my life to the best of my ability. It was my greatest tribute to him,” she looked at Julie. “You have already been so strong. You survived losing you parents and you are an amazing woman. You can do this, but more importantly, you are not alone. Tommy and I are here and Jack and Stephanie. You are not alone.”

Julie nodded. “I am so glad we are going to be sisters.”

Brittany smiled as her tears formed. “Me too.”

******
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“WHAT A NIGHT,” TOMMY said as he walked back into the house after everyone had finally left and they were alone. Brittany sat with Tramp on her lap and he noticed she had been quiet for a while. He walked over to her and sat down, putting his hand on her leg. “Hey, are you doing okay?”

She looked at him and nodded. “I’m just tired.”

He wasn’t convinced, but he let it go for now. “Shall we go to bed?”

“Sure,” she moved slowly and swung her legs around and sat up, putting her feet on the ground. Tramp hopped down off her lap and Tommy got up to take him out. Brittany watched them leave and she put her head in her hands, taking a deep breath. She had so much going through her head that it was hard to focus. She stood up slowly, getting used to the constant pain her movements caused. She felt a bit achier, but she knew today had been a full day and she needed a good sleep. 

Tommy came back in with Tramp and the little pup ran into the bedroom while Tommy locked up. He walked to Brittany who remained standing there and took her arm in his. She immediately rested her head on his shoulder. “Come on,” he said as he led her into the bedroom. She sat down on the edge of the bed and he kissed her forehead. “You feel warm.”

“I just had a long day and my meds are making me feel a little off. I think with Julie and Bill and David here, I was kind of just running on auto pilot, but now that things have calmed down, my body is catching up,” she took his hand in hers. “I wish you had told me this was your mom’s ring.”

He sighed. “I should have, but I guess I just forgot. I think I was so nervous about you saying no, that my mind was not focused on that,” he tilted her face to look at him. “My mom was the best woman I knew. She taught me everything I know about compassion and patience. I was able to love you because she showed me how to look at someone and care more about him or her than myself. It was just a given for me that you deserved to wear the ring. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, and if you want to pick out one of your own, I would completely understand.”

She shook her head. “No, Tommy, it’s beautiful and I love it and I love you. I just wish,” she stopped and wiped her eyes.

He stroked her cheek. “What do you wish?”

She struggled to keep her composure and she looked at him, her sapphire eyes shining with unshed tears. “I just wish I had met them. I wonder if they would have liked me and if they know how much I love you and how honored I am that you love me,” she blinked and her tears fell down her cheeks.

He nodded and swallowed the lump in his throat. “They would love you because I love you. My parents were funny like you and brave and sarcastic. My mom never let my dad get away with anything and you don’t let me get away with anything,” he sighed and smiled at her. “I wish you could have met them, too.”

She looked at him and leaned into him and kissed him softly. She stood up slowly. “I’m going to get ready for bed,” she walked into the bathroom and closed the door behind her. Tommy watched her walk away and lay back on the bed, a million thoughts running through his head. He pulled off his clothes and grabbed his pajama bottoms. He pulled them on and waited for her to come out of the bathroom. 

Brittany washed up for bed and looked at herself in the mirror. She was so tired of feeling so sick. She took her temperature and cursed the high reading. She hated the meds and the effect they had on her. She hated the worry Tommy was caused and she hated the feeling of helplessness she had. She grabbed a washcloth and submerged it in cold water before squeezing it out and opening the door to walk back into the bedroom. She smiled at Tommy and walked to the bed, trying to mask her feelings.

Tommy watched her as she unbuttoned her shirt and slowly pulled the garment off. She pulled her pants off and sat down on the bed, clearly exhausted. He walked over to her and held her face in his hands. “Tommy, please, don’t,” she said sadly.

“Don’t what? Red, you’re burning up!” he said alarmed.

“I know, but it’s normal from my meds. It will pass,” she said softly. “Go finish getting ready for bed and I will be fine.”

He looked at her and went into the bathroom to wash up. He hurried through his routine and walked out to find her sitting in the same position, on the edge of the bed in her underwear. Her scar on her chest was healing nicely and the scar on her abdomen was almost completely healed. She held a t-shirt in her arms, waiting to put it on. He walked over to her and she looked up at him. “I love you,” she said.

“I love you more,” he handed her some water and took the washcloth from her hands. He slowly took her bra off and helped her put the t-shirt on. She pulled her hair to the side and he put the washcloth around the back of her neck. She closed her eyes and leaned in to him. He wrapped his arms around her and held her as they lay back onto the bed. He pulled the blanket over them but she stopped him. 

“I’m hot, no blanket,” she said through her closed eyes. 

“Okay,” he said as he kissed her forehead and pulled the thin sheet over them. Tramp jumped onto the bed and curled up by their feet. Tommy smiled as she turned in to him and wrapped her arms around his torso.
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Chapter Six:
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Stephanie dressed Bee in a fancy little baby dress and smiled as she kissed the baby’s nose. Jack walked into the room and smiled at them. “You two are so beautiful,” he walked over and picked up his daughter. 

“Are you nervous?” Stephanie asked him. 

“No.”

She looked at him.

“Yes.”

Stephanie smiled and walked over to the rocking chair where she sat down. Jack rocked Bee in his arms. “Tell me what’s on your mind.”

He sighed. “I don’t know, I mean, he’s my dad, but there is so much that still isn’t right. I don’t know how to get rid of this anger,” he kissed his daughter’s head and looked at her. “How could a parent ever walk out on a child? I look at her, and I just feel so much love and protection. There is nothing she could ever do that would make me leave her.”

Stephanie walked up to him. “And there is the problem. Baby, you think it was your fault that Ron left you.”

Jack faced her. “Wasn’t it?”

Her heart broke for him and she touched his arm. “No, it wasn’t. Ron was broken after he lost your mom. As horrible as it sounds, I don’t think he thought about what his leaving would do to you. I think he felt like you would only see his perceived failure when you looked at him. If I lost you, I don’t know what I would do, I would be broken.” 

Jack sighed. “I couldn’t imagine what I would do, but I would like to think neither one of us would abandon our daughter. And even if that’s true, and he was broken, it doesn’t make it right. I needed him and he wasn’t there.”

She nodded. “I know that, and what’s more important, is that he knows that. Talk to him, give him an opening, you might be surprised at the kind of relationship you can have now that you’re a father.”

He looked at her and smiled. “How did you get to be so smart?”

“I have always been brilliant, you just never noticed,” she grinned.

“Oh, I noticed all right, you fell in love with me, didn’t you? Smartest thing you ever did,” he said with a glance at her.

“Some might actually call it a lapse in judgment,” she laughed and he joined in. 

“I love you so much,” he said.

“I love you, too,” she said and leaned up to kiss him.

They were smiling at each other when the doorbell rang. Jack took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Here we go.”

Stephanie hugged him and went to answer the door. Jack waited a minute with Sabrina.

“Hi Ron, Jenny,” Stephanie smiled as they walked in and hugged her. “I am so glad you both were able to come by.”

“Are you kidding? We couldn’t wait to meet the new addition.” Jenny grinned and nudged Ron into the house. “Stephanie, you look wonderful, have you lost all of your weight already?”

Stephanie laughed. “Not quite, but I’m working on it.”

Ron looked up as Jack walked in with Bee. He felt tears prick his eyes as he saw his son and his granddaughter. He stood there as Jack walked up to him. “Dad, Jenny, this is Sabrina Amanda Stephens,” he handed the baby to Ron.

Stephanie put her arm around her husband’s waist and leaned her head on his shoulder. The scene was beautiful and she was filled with a sense of pride and peace. Ron looked at his granddaughter and then at his son. “She is beautiful.”

Jack put his hands in his pockets and licked his lips. “She looks like Stephanie,” he said.

Stephanie grinned and realized they were all still standing in the foyer. “Why don’t we go into the family room? I have some coffee and danish.”

They all made their way into the other room and Ron sat down with Bee and Jenny sat with him. Stephanie and Jack sat opposite them on the couch. “She is in the 90th percentile for her age,” Jack said.

“Jack, she is two weeks old,” Stephanie laughed.

He shrugged. “I just think she is already an overachiever.”

Jenny grinned. “She is a Stephens and I think they are all born that way.”

Ron looked at Stephanie. “How are you feeling? Was it an uneventful delivery?”

Stephanie shook her head. “Everything was great. Jack was amazing, keeping me calm and making sure everything was taken care of. Other than healing from the surgery, I have been doing great.”

Jack looked at her. “She gives me far too much credit. I was a wreck and all I could do was watch.”

Jenny grinned. “I think you both probably did just what you needed to do and the result is this beautiful being. She is going to be the most loved child.”

“I agree.” Ron said and stood up to hand Bee back to Stephanie. He sat back down and looked at his son. 

“Jenny, why don’t you come with me to the nursery and we can get Bee changed,” Stephanie said.

Jenny grinned. “Sure, and I love the nickname,” she squeezed Ron’s leg before getting up. 

Stephanie gave Jack a glance and stood up with Bee and led Jenny out of the room.

After a few moments of silence, Ron smiled. “Well that was subtle.”

Jack rubbed his palms on his thighs. “Well, Stephanie has this idea that you and I need to talk.”

Ron nodded “She’s right, but I think I’m the one who needs to talk to you,” he stood up and crossed his arms and walked closer to his son. “Jack, you’re a father now, and I just need you to know how proud I am of you. I did so many things wrong and I let you down in so many ways, but seeing the life you have, your amazing wife and your beautiful daughter, well it gives me such happiness. You might think it’s wrong and I don’t deserve any part of the happiness you have, but I hope you will let me share in your life.”

Jack ran his hand through his hair. “If you asked me this a few years ago, I probably would have walked away from you,” he stood up and faced his father, both men so alike in so many ways.

“But now?” Ron asked.

“Now it’s not just about me. I have a family and I get what that means. I want my daughter to know the love of her whole family. I had a great childhood, dad, and you and mom gave me so much. I am willing to work through our issues, for my family and for us,” Jack said slowly.

Ron hugged him and Jack patted his back. “I don’t know how to thank you,” Ron said sincerely.

Jack shrugged, trying to keep his emotions at bay. “Just be here.”

Ron nodded. “You got it.”

The men turned and looked as Stephanie, Jenny and Sabrina walked back into the room, each woman looking at their respective men, trying to gauge what happened. Ron smiled. “It’s safe to enter.”

Everyone laughed and the five enjoyed the rest of the visit.

******
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TOMMY WAS GETTING READY the next morning for work and Brittany was finishing her breakfast. She had been feeling better after a good nights sleep, and she was going to go into work with Tommy. She had some things to go over with Courtney while Tommy had some treatments to administer. She was having a bit of cabin fever and needed a break.

“Are you sure you feel okay to go in with me?” Tommy asked her for the hundredth time.”

“Yes, I am fine. I promise to take it easy talking to an eight year old and then I will stay in your office and relax until you are finished,” she stood up and walked over to kiss him. “I think Courtney and I will be good for each other. She is very astute for an eight year old.”

Tommy nodded. “I find that to be the case for a lot of my patients. There is something about accepting your own mortality that makes you look at things from another perspective, especially when you’re a child. I hate that about my job.”

She nodded. “I can imagine. It’s hard enough to deal with the fear and uncertainty of disease when you’re an adult. When you are a child, it is against everything to think about your life ending.”

He hugged her and then grabbed a treat for Tramp. He gave the little pooch a toy filled with his favorite treats and a little peanut butter to make him work for it. Brittany grinned. “You spoil him.”

Tommy looked at her innocently while Tramp picked up his present and trotted off to the sunbeam to work on it. “He needs to keep his mind sharp. He likes it better this way.”

She rolled her eyes and smiled. “Come on, softie.”

*******
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BRITTANY AND COURTNEY had been having a great morning together, laughing and playing cards while Courtney’s mother took a break. The little girl wasn’t doing very well and Brittany felt like there must be nothing worse in the world than to watch your child suffer and be so powerless to help. She looked at Courtney as the child came out of the bathroom. “Do you need any help?”

“No, I can do it. I know how to make sure my stickers stay on over the needle in my arm,” she smiled as she got back into bed. She coughed a lot and Brittany moved to rub her back. She tucked her in and sat on the bed facing her. “What kind of doctor are you?”

“I deliver babies for happy mommies and daddies,” she said.

“Are you a stork?” Courtney asked.

Brittany didn’t know how to answer that. “What do you mean?”

“My mom said storks drop babies on people’s doorsteps, but I know that’s not true. I figure you will give it to me straight. You’re smart like that. You know I can take it.” 

Brittany laughed. “You can tackle anything, sweetie. I guess in a way I am like a stork, because I help moms safely receive their new babies.”

“Is it gross? Is there a lot of gooey stuff? One time on the TV I watched a bird hatch from an egg and it was juicy. It was gross,” she made a face.

“No, no eggs involved; how about we talk about something else?” she laughed with Courtney.

Just then Courtney’s mom came in with lunch and Brittany smiled as she moved off the bed. “Hi Rhonda,” she smiled warmly at the woman who looked as if she had aged 15 years in a week.

“Hi Dr. Anthony,” she said as she pulled the tray over.

“Brittany, please,” she sat down and the woman sat on the other side of the bed. “Courtney was just asking me about my job.”

Rhonda smiled. “I’ll bet she was. Can’t we just stick to the stork story?” she asked Courtney.

“Mom, I’m old enough to know these things.” Courtney said and they all laughed.

“Oh, excuse me, I was looking for Dr. Williams,” they all looked up as Megan stood at the door.

Courtney looked at her. “He isn’t here. We’re having girl time.”

Brittany smiled at the little girls words. She hated Megan, but didn’t want anything to upset Courtney. “Dr. Williams is completing a procedure,” she said.

Megan stood there for a minute. “Oh, thanks,” she said with disgust. “Ms. Jenkins, can I speak to you in the hall for a minute?”

Rhonda looked at Brittany who shrugged and she stood up to go into the hall. Brittany turned her attention back to Courtney and her lunch.

A little while later, Rhonda came back into the room, looking a little flustered. “What is it?” Brittany asked.

“Courtney, I think it’s time for Dr. Brittany to go. She has her own patients to see and we can’t be taking up all her time,” Rhonda said.

Brittany was confused. “No, it’s okay; I am not seeing any patients right now. I came in to spend time with Courtney,” she smiled at Courtney who grinned appreciatively back at her.

“Thank you, but with your condition, I think it would be best that you stayed away from Courtney,” Rhonda said, looking at her hands.

Brittany felt her blood boil. This was all from Megan. She looked at the woman who was scared for her child. “Mrs. Jenkins, I am not posing a risk to Courtney by being close to her. My disease is not transferable to anyone by talking or spending time together. If Megan scared you, then she is incredibly clueless and misinformed,” she could see the woman had her doubts so she stood up. “I would be happy to discuss this further if you are interested, but I will leave you alone, so as not to make your stress any higher,” she turned to Courtney. “I really enjoyed our day together, little red.”

Courtney had tears in her eyes. “Are you leaving because I have Cancer?”

Brittany looked at Courtney and her mother. “No baby girl. I love you because of the strong fighter you are. Your mom is right, I do have an appointment I need to get to, I just forgot. Sleep tight and I will talk to you soon,” she walked out of the room, allowing her anger to spill out in tears as she walked towards the nurse’s station. She saw Megan standing there, filling out a chart and walked up to her. “Excuse me, may I have a word with you?”

Megan turned around and her face was white as she saw Brittany’s expression. “I really don’t have time.”

“I think you do,” she said and walked the nurse to the lounge area where they were alone. “What is your problem? How dare you take the fears of a parent and exploit them for your own selfish gain,” she seethed at her. “If you have an issue with me, take it up with me and not on a poor child.”

Megan looked at her with slit eyes. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. You are delusional if you think I am just trying to hurt you. I am protecting whatever time that child has left by keeping her away from any unknown germs that may be in the air. You have an obligation to inform patients of your condition.”

Brittany caught herself before she hauled off and punched her. “You are a piece of work, you know that? First of all, the operative word is ‘I’ as I have an obligation, not you. Secondly, I am not treating Courtney, she is a friend, and third, perhaps as a nurse you would try and have a little bit of an education about HIV and what it means to live with this disease. You are as ignorant as many I have come into contact with, but what is worse is that you are in medicine. You made that little girl doubt her worth and for that, you should be ashamed of yourself. You have given the mother the false idea that I am a danger to her child. You have made this day infinitely worse for both of them out of your own selfish egotism and I will not let it go unpunished. You don’t deserve to work in this hospital,” she turned to leave and Megan grabbed her arm, spinning Brittany around.

“I deserve him, not you. You can never be the woman he deserves. You are lucky he hasn’t become diseased yet,” she said with scorn.

Brittany laughed. “Is that the best you’ve got? That’s weak and desperate. If you think one sad woman’s hurt ego over being rejected by my fiancé is going to make me all clingy and possessive, you’ve got another think coming. I am an adult, and adults have grown up relationships, not high school crushes. I have seen the worst in people, Megan, and you are just a sad pathetic excuse for a woman. Go and get a life and stay the hell out of mine,” she yanked her arm away from the woman’s.

Megan grinned. “I don’t need to do anything else; this should take care of it,” she said, staring out the room.

Brittany turned to see what she was staring at when there was a large group of reporters standing there, snapping pictures and holding microphones up to her. “Brittany, how long have you worked here? Where is your office? How many patients do you see? How can you be a doctor and see patients while being so recognizable?” The reporters morphed into one giant question.

Megan walked slowly past Brittany, who remained stunned by the unexpected barrage. The nurse smiled at Brittany as she grinned at the reporters. Her work here was done. 
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Chapter Seven:
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Jack was filling in some charts in his office after he was done with surgeries and he was anxious to get home. He found that since Bee was born, he was so much happier about everything. Yes, they were tired and yes, she was a demanding little squirt, but she was just the most awesome thing he ever saw. He smiled as his phone rang and he saw it was his wife. 

“Hey beautiful,” he said into the phone.

“Hi, how was your day,” she said and he furrowed his brow.

“What’s wrong? Do you feel okay?” he sensed there was something going on.

She smiled at his concern. “You are very perceptive, but I’m fine. I wondered if you could do me a favor.”

He grinned. “Like you have to ask? What’s up?”

She sighed. “I didn’t know what else to do, because Tommy is busy, but Brittany called me a little while ago. There was an incident earlier and I think she could use some help.”

He stood up and grabbed his things. “What happened? Is she home?”

“No, she is in her office. Megan did something, I am already waiting for the chief to call me back to get her ass fired, but it affected Brittany more than she would say. Megan also called the press and told them where Brittany worked,” Stephanie sighed.

“Shit, you’re kidding.” Jack ran his hand through his hair. “What happened?”

“They swarmed and caught her off guard. She didn’t want to bother Tommy because he had a really delicate procedure today which will take hours, but I’m afraid for her being alone,” Stephanie said.

“I’m on my way to see her. Don’t worry; just hug our little girl for me. I’ll call you soon,” he said and they hung up.

********
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BRITTANY SAT IN HER office, writing out a list. She had long since calmed down, but she knew the reporters would be camped outside. She was just waiting in there, for what, she wasn’t sure. Tommy was still in surgery but she wasn’t going to call him anyway. She needed to be able to make it through a day without calling him for help. She put her head down on her desk and sighed. At least it was good while it lasted.

Jack stepped off the elevator and saw the swarm of reporters in the lobby. He felt his anger boil as he pushed his way through, making it past the mob and heading to her office. He knocked on the door and waited. “Brittany? It’s Jack, can I come in?”

She opened the door after a minute and he stepped in and closed it. “Stephanie called you?” she smiled.

He shrugged. “She was worried about you, and I don’t blame her. Do you want to tell me what happened?”

She pulled a sweater on, shivering a bit from the cool air in the office. She sat back and looked at him. “It isn’t important, Jack. It doesn’t matter why it happened or how it got out, the fact that I am who I am can’t be avoided. I was able to live my life out of the spotlight for years and I am grateful for that, but it’s over now. I need to move on.”

He sat up and looked at her. “Can I be blunt?”

She laughed. “Of course, I can take it.”

“You are so wrong,” he said and smiled. “You think that because you are famous, you deserve to be disrespected. What’s worse, your acceptance of peoples prejudice is discouraging. You don’t deserve to be treated like a second-class citizen. You deserve support and respect, from everyone,” he sighed. “Tell me what Megan did.”

Brittany wiped her eyes at his honesty and the truth of his words. She filled him in on what had happened earlier. When she said it out loud again, his words rang true. 

“She won’t work here for long if we have anything to say about it,” he was disgusted by the whole thing and how someone who dealt with medicine could spread such garbage. 

Brittany looked at him. “The worst thing was poor Courtney. She thought I was leaving because of her. She is really smart and super perceptive. I would never forgive myself if she had more health problems because of me.”

Jack shook his head. “We are going to fix that. I will talk with her mom and we will make sure she understands things. What should we do about the reporters?”

She sighed. “I submitted my letter of resignation. I am making a list of things to be packed up and stored, and the rest can stay here.”

Jack was distraught. “You can’t do that. You worked so hard to be here and you are an amazing doctor, Brittany. It isn’t right to walk away from that.”

She walked to the couch and sat down. “Jack, you are a brilliant surgeon and you saved my life. You are family to Tommy and to me and I am so grateful for you and Stephanie, but you need to understand something about me. I don’t have the luxury of doing whatever I want. I have baggage and it is something everyone who is around me has to deal with whether they want to or not. I got away with hiding my identity for a long time, Jack, but now that it has come out where I work, it simply isn’t right for me to cause such a disruption. There is also the matter of Tommy.”
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