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​Chapter 1
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Tabitha

The stabbing pain increases in intensity to almost unbearable levels by the time the hospital looms into view. I’m determined to get to where I’m going by myself, though it’s excruciating to do so. The rattling of the bus and its ability to hit almost every pot hole and drain Birmingham City Council hadn’t yet filled is astounding. It finally grinds to a halt and I fight my way out, trying to focus on the doors of the huge, curved white building before me. The Queen Elizabeth Hospital has undergone some major changes since I was here last. Now it was bigger, cleaner and also far more confusing.

I manage to stagger to a front desk, clutching the letter I’d scribbled down a few days before. I have no idea if I am at the right desk, and I no longer care. I just know that I’ve reached my goal, that I  require medical help. Now.

“Help, please!” I manage to utter at the smiling nurse behind a screen before the latest bout of side-splitting pain brings me to my knees and with it, blissful darkness.
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BEEP.

Beep.

The sound is regular, steady, and constant. I am warm and comfortable, something I haven’t felt for years—not since I’d run away to protect myself. I have no idea how long I’ve been here. The bus ride is the last thing I can remember. I adjust my position, making someone near me react. Someone I hadn’t realised was there.

“Tabs?” The voice I’d dreamed about hearing so many times, whispers my nickname softly in disbelief and shock. I’ve been gone for three years. I’d knowingly put him and his family into the spotlight of social services and probably the police. I just hope my departing note has helped them in some small way.

I try to open my eyes, to see him, to reassure myself that this isn’t a dream, but they seem to be glued shut. I try again, but still, they won’t open. I move my left hand, but it is sore, and something prevents me from moving it. I groan as I try and my breath hitches and I begin to breathe very quickly.

“Take it easy, lovely. That’s got a cannula in it. Maybe try the other one?” His voice suggests, somewhat stronger now, but still hesitant. Hearing him again steadies my insides. I rub my nearest eye, then open them, only to shut them again as I groan against the light.

“What’s wrong? Is it too bright?” His voice rises, a chair scrapes against the obvious hard floor, and then there’s a swooshing sound, and it’s a little darker. “Try that,” he proposes. I try opening my eyes again, and I manage it this time, the bright sunlight no longer blinding me.

“Hey you,” he whispers at me as he slowly comes into focus. When I can make out his face, I smile as his image goes blurry and for the first time in three years, I allow myself to cry.

[image: image]

A NURSE BUSTLES AROUND us. My crying sets off the machine that is constantly beeping, not liking that I am suddenly taking deep breaths, my heart rate increasing.

“Do you want him to go?” she asks quietly, into my ear. I shake my head slowly. Her hair is pulled back, but it’s starting to get that salt-and-pepper look of an older woman. The nurse has kind soft brown eyes, a gentle smile and a slightly weathered, rounded face. He’s the only person I want anywhere near me right now. He or his parents are the only ones I know I can rely on.

“Okay. Did he upset you?” She asks. I gently nod no.

She sighs, and I whisper, “I’m happy he’s here.” She smiles at me and then looks across at Frank.

“Try and make her stay calm,” she tells him. “She needs her rest. That was a huge operation.” He nods, and then she departs out of the door which closes quietly behind her.

“I didn’t mean to upset you,” he sighs to me when we’re alone again. He’s sitting across to my right, holding the hand that isn’t throwing stuff into my system.

“You didn’t,” I whisper. It’s been so long since I talked to anyone, I’ve nearly forgotten how to. “I didn’t think...” I can’t explain that I had both hoped and dreaded him being here when I woke up. I want to tell him everything, but the thought of him walking away stops my mouth from working.

He moves the chair closer to my head. “I’m told you’re allowed a drink,” he tells me, holding up a small cup and a straw. I nod, and he helps me before I lean back with a happy sigh and close my eyes.

“You came,” I state, still disbelieving my own ears and other senses. I knew he would; even if I don’t get to stay in his life now, I knew he’d come.

“Always would for you. I’ve got so many questions, but they can wait for when you’re stronger. Do you know what was wrong with you?” he asks. His voice is surer, gentle. He’s changed a lot in the last three years. Gone is the chubby, older boy from a few streets away. Now, he’s a strapping, fit, well-dressed god of a man that’s sitting by me. If I hadn’t heard his voice, I would not have recognised him. I shake my head slowly, unable to move it much faster than I am right now.

“Your appendix was rupturing,” he tells me. I nod, taking slow breaths as I begin to understand that the pain in my side, the flu-like feeling I’d had for days was down to something fixable. I’m glad I came home.

“I did hurt,” I rasp, finding it strange to look at him. “I don’t anymore,” I say, trying to smile. I have no idea what I look like now, I haven’t seen a mirror or my reflection for months. “Where’s my bag?” I ask him as I try to look around. I wrote him a letter, explaining in writing what I thought I might never get to tell him. Since I can just about speak, it can do the job for me.

He moves, and I watch as he goes to the side cabinet by the machine and pulls my bag up, then brings it around to where he was sitting. I watch him as his t-shirt ripples with his movements, lost in the fact that the boy I crushed on in my younger teenage days is now an Adonis.

He looks at me, and I smile. “Front pocket,” I tell him. He opens it and pulls out some envelopes. There should only be two. The third I was holding when I stumbled into the hospital. That much I do now remember.

“You wrote me a letter?” He asks. I smile and nod as best I can.

He gives me a look that sends a shiver of fear through me. “Nothing bad,” I croak, and he moves the bag to sit back down. “Read it,” I tell him. Honestly, talking is a lot of effort right now, and as he tears open the letter, I close my eyes to rest them.
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​Chapter 2
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Frank

I watch as the girl I adored from afar rests up in a hospital bed. After the nurse has been, I’m left holding an envelope as Tabitha goes back to sleep. 

Before I read what she’s written, I pay attention again to the hollowness of her cheeks, the dark circles under her eyes, and her bony frame. Tabitha was always slim, but this version of her I know is sick. I have to keep that in mind as I read her letter, though I’d rather talk with her to find out why she ran away, where she’s been. What does she know about her mother?

Hey Frank,

If you’re reading this, I’m in a bad way, more than I was when I ran away. I’m going to try and go back to Birmingham and aim for the QE. I know it's a trek to get there from Tipton, but that might be as far as I can get, and it’s the best in the area by far.

Anyway, the pain in my side comes and goes, though it’s bad. I feel I’m getting a fever or the flu, my body can’t decide which. Knowing my luck, it’ll be both.

I know you’ll want to know what happened, and I hope I get to explain it to you, but in short, my step-dad was a piece of work. I know from national newspapers that he’s killed mum. He’s doing time for it, and I wish I could send him to hell myself. But I am not strong enough. I never was. He was and probably still is, a drunken letch and a brute. I also now know about my little brother, Shane; though I don’t know where he is or how he’s doing. Can you find out? Would you, please? I really want to know where he is when I get to see you. 

I didn’t feel safe. I needed to not be in his line of fire. Mum wouldn’t leave him, though I tried to get her to. I couldn’t let him force himself on me or carry out his threat. My first always had to be you. That’s why I ran. I only intended to stay away until I was legally an adult and could get my own place, but I didn’t want to go back, knowing he’d find out where I was as soon as I got in touch with you or mum.

Reading about mum’s death in the newspapers was so hard. I’ll find her grave when I’m better, or maybe I’ll meet her as a ghost, I’m not sure which, yet. I know he’s locked away, which is why I know I can finally come home.

I’m sorry for all the hurt I’ve ever put you and your wonderful parents through. I hope my letter to you all was evidence enough for the authorities. And proof I was alive. If my leaving didn’t make mum leave that drunken brute, nothing would.

My train to Birmingham is tomorrow, and I hope I get to see you soon.

Again, I’m so sorry. There’s a letter for your parents.

I don’t deserve to ask, but please, please be here when I wake up, if I wake up. Please?

Tabs.

I swipe at my eyes, unaware that I am crying at her words, some of the frustration at her leaving lets itself go. Now I know why she left, and it explains the two years before that too. I’d love to smash her step-dad’s face in for her, but there’s no way he’s getting out of Long Lartin, unless it’s in a body bag. Murder and child endangerment secured his place in that maximum security jail.

As for her little half-brother, I know exactly where he is and how he’s doing. I smile, knowing that I’ll at least be able to help her out on that front, though what will happen when she finds out, I do not know. I fold the letter up, tuck it away and send my parents a message in our family group.


Frank: She woke up for a little bit. Gave me a letter she’d written. She’s written one for you both. Best you read it when you’re here.

Mum: I’ll be there as soon as your dad is home to take over.

Dad: I’ll be there in half an hour. How’s the little man doing?

Mum: He’s fine, as always! He knows something is different, though. Did Tabs say why she left?

Frank: Yes. It’s in the letter. I’ll let you and dad read it. Dad, come with mum. I’ll take over from you both. Bring the tornado.

Dad: You’re sure?

Frank: Absolutely. He can ride home in my car.

Mum: She doesn’t know, does she?

Frank: She knows a lot more than we thought she did. Best you read her letter.

Mum: Okay! Be there soon.



I sit back in the hard chair, watching Tabitha sleep, letting my mind come up with answers and yet more questions. The doctor said she wouldn’t be awake much when she started waking up. Her appendix was very close to rupturing, and from her note, she had been suffering for a little while. She’ll need plenty of rest, clean drinks, and to do nothing heavy for a few weeks. If I know mum, she’ll have finished sorting out the spare bedroom for Tabitha.
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​Chapter 3
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Tabitha

When I next open my eyes, Frank's parents are at my bedside, the letter I wrote to them open and on their lap. I smile at them, and they beam back at me. Katie, Frank’s mum, is stroking my face, but her eyes are swollen and red.

“You’re too thin,” she tells me. I sigh in response, but turn into her hand. It’s hard to eat properly when you’re living rough; sometimes I didn’t for days.

“Let her be, Kate,” Phil scolds her, though gently.

“My letter,” I try to begin. Suddenly, Katie’s crying. I was brutally honest with them, telling them why I ran.

“We know, and we know where Shane is.” Phil’s voice is strained and Katie turns to him.

“Where?” I rasp. I want to sit up, but I’m not sure that’s best right now, but I wiggle anyway. I still haven’t had a chance to speak with the doctor, and I haven’t the strength to move too much. “I didn’t know I had a brother until the newspapers mentioned him.”

“At home, with Frank. We’ve been fostering him since the incident with your mum. Thanks in part to your note to the police when you vanished.”

Katie is still holding my hand, and I squeeze it. “Water?” I ask through parched lips. She nods, lets go of my hand and pours me a drink, then helps me drink it through a straw, just like Frank did earlier.

“What time is it? When did Frank leave?” I ask, noticing that there’s not a clock in my line of sight.

“It’s about eight o’clock. Frank will have Shane in bed by now, after his bath.” Katie looks so proud, and I can’t help but smile at her love for my little brother. Her family has always looked out for me, but I couldn’t make them face my stepdad. I had wanted to be back a year ago, but I was still too afraid of him.

Then, I read in a national newspaper that my mum had been murdered by him when he was high on drugs. From what I read from the autopsy evidence from the trial, my step-dad had physically forced her to take them, and she’d had a bad reaction to them. He had been in an almost-drunken state when the police broke in, thanks to the neighbours hearing Shane constantly crying. The brother I didn’t know I had.

“You took him in?” I ask gently, shocked that they would do that for him.

Katie looks at Phil who looks at me. “Should we not have?”

I can’t tell them how grateful I am, and I burst into tears again, my inability to say what I’m now thinking getting the better of me. They saved my little brother. Okay, he has half of that dip shit for brains’ DNA in him, but he’s a part of mum. He’s linked to me.

Katie looks at Phil in alarm. “Thank you!” I blurt out between sobs, which brings in the formidable nurse from yesterday as the machine, once again, goes nuts. She looks at me and decides it’s not because they’ve upset me or that I want them to leave. It’s almost as though she knows my history, which I’m guessing she probably does by now.

“More news?” She asks as she checks my vitals again. She looks at Katie and Phil. They nod.

“I need to know. I don’t care how upset I get.” I look over to Phil and Katie, sucking in breaths. “You saved him. You have no idea how grateful I am to you both. The debt...,” I stop. The debt of raising a child that isn’t theirs with no income for him.

“He’s fostered to us, which means the state pays for his basic care. But Tabs, he’s your little brother. There was no way he was going into a home when we could step in.” Katie holds my hand, reassuring me with soft squeezes and thumb strokes.

“I’m so glad!” I blurt out, sobbing again. Phil leans across and hands me a tissue.

“The lawyer will visit when you’re better able to handle the will your mother left. Until then, remember that he’s looked after, cared for and safe.”

I nod slightly, letting the tears and the worry I’ve been carrying since I found out, pour out of me. I wonder why I stayed away a year too long.
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Frank

Mum and Dad come home around ten, looking exhausted. I’m guessing they talked with Tabs and I’m keen to hear what they discussed. It can’t have been much.

“She knew about Shane, but not where he was,” Mum explains as she nurses a Disaronno with ice. I’ve never seen Mum hold a drink like she is right now, I’m afraid she’ll crush the glass. “I thought she was angry at us to start with when we told her he was here.”

Dad grabs her hand. “She’s weak from the operation and living rough, love. She didn’t mean it as it sounded, and she did say she was glad we’d taken him in. I think it was a bit of a shock to her.”

I blink at them. “She must’ve thought he’d be in a children’s home or something, expecting the worst situation for him to be in.” I look at Dad as I try to think like Tabs for a moment. “If I’d been hiding for three years, because of my stepdad, I’d be expecting the worst too. My brother is in a home, not loved, not cared for, alone...,” I stop. “It was probably sheer relief when you told her we’d stepped in Mum, nothing more.”

Dad stands and sighs, pouring himself a generous single malt and downs it in one. I blink at him, eyes wide.

“What else did she say? You two never drink, not like this.” Tabitha could hardly string a sentence together earlier, she can’t have said much to them. Then I remember the pain relief the doctors said they were putting through her. In her weakened, postoperative body, I’ll wager they’d be knocking her sideways, and not just physically.

“She asked us about Shane. We showed her pictures, but she just wept. Oh, Phil, we did the right thing, didn’t we?”

Dad goes to Mum and hugs her, nodding.

“She’s not herself, Mum. Did you see how haunted she looked? And the surgeon did say he was putting her on some quite heavy drugs, as she’d been living rough, maybe picking up goodness knows what. With what they had to do to her to save her...,” I let the statement hang. This isn’t the Tabitha we know, but there’s a reason for that. There has to be.

“You’re probably right, it’s just been exhausting,” Mum tells me and I can only nod.

“For us all. Let’s give it a few days, let’s not talk about the important things with her until she’s off the drugs and able to think straight. She’s got a lot to catch up on and she did ask in her note when she was admitted that they contact us. She trusts us. She never trusted lightly before.” My reasons and excuses for her are now exhausted. But I know Tabitha, it feels right that we’re here. She got away once before, now she’s back, I can’t let her leave our lives again. At least not mine.

“I’ve already called Laurence James,” I explained. “I have a shoot to do tomorrow, but as it’s only over in Lichfield, I can head across, do the shoot then go to be with Tabitha. She’ll have had a night’s rest on the drugs and her brain will have processed some of her worries.”

Dad looks at me. “You think she’s been worried?” He asks.

I nod. “I can’t show you the note she left for me, it contains a few personal statements,” I let it hang, knowing that my parents will pick up on that. He just nods, but his smile is one of his knowing ones. “But she told me she knew of Shane because of the newspapers. She’s been imagining the worst for a year or so, I guess.”

I can only imagine what’s maybe been going through her mind. She was quiet and unassuming when she was younger and three years of avoidance may well have fueled that. However, she’s home now.

“I’m going to bed. I need to be up in the morning to drive over to Lichfield. They know I want an efficient turnaround for personal reasons.”

I kiss my mother goodnight and hug my father, checking on Shane as I go to bed. He’s fast asleep in his toddler bed and little sleep sack, content and unaware that the only family member that we’re aware he has, is now home.

His hair is a darker shade of blonde than Tabitha’s, but as I look at him, I see her. Their nose and eye shape they must get from their mum. I smile and head to bed, hoping my mind can shut down.
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING as I drink my protein shake, the phone pings. The shoot is on, as arranged, and the promise of efficient use of time is made. They’ll have someone from the fashion house I’m modelling for to check things out as the shots come in, which is ideal.

I quietly head out to my car and head to Lichfield, grateful that the motorways are behaving.
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BY MID-MORNING, THE fashion house photographer of Laurence James had agreed on the shots for the clothes the other guys and I had been modelling. The bonus is that I get to keep them this time. The three-piece suit looks particularly interesting with its square patterns that remind me of tartan. I nod to Omar as we change into our regular clothes, packing the suits away into their bags to take home.

“You okay? You seem... focused on something else,” he asks me as we wipe the makeup off. Before Tabs left, I would never have thought I needed to wear makeup, but being a fashion and sports influencer means I
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