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Author’s Foreword

This is the first part of a new series that languished on my old laptop for several years while the stars of the ‘Sax Man’ series and the ‘Football Crazy’ series took over. Interestingly, a version of it was my first ever book produced back in my teenage years as a result of a newspaper promotion - collect the tokens and pay a certain amount to have your book printed and 4 copies. 

I have been challenged to write, and publish, 50 books in my lifetime. Currently, I have plans and basic outlines for 50+ (!) I have every intention of fulfilling this challenge. With a decrease in my mental and physical health, there are plans in place to help me achieve it.

From 2025, I am updating the whole series before publication of the last title in this longest running series. 

The title of the series, Can’t Buy Health, is hugely apt for a lot of us.

Yvonne
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Turning the pages of their wedding album, Austin’s nostalgic smile disappeared when his eye fell on the newspaper article stored in the back pages.

YOUNG NEWLYWEDS HORROR SMASH

TWO KILLED AND NEW BRIDE LEFT WITH LIFE CHANGING INJURIES

Thirteen years ago, tomorrow. How had so much time slipped by since that fateful day? The best and worst day of their lives. Their wedding day, his and Yvette’s joint wedding with best friends Jack and Zoe. Cementing their bonds, both couples had married their best friend’s partner. 

Both he and Yvette had had a single parent - Yvette’s mother, Janis, and his father, Dennis. Jack’s family were estranged from each other, and Zoe had lost her family early in life. The two girls were so close, it wasn’t a difficult decision for Janis to make, stepping in to raise Zoe with her only daughter. So, it was just the six at the joint ceremony.

Janis and Dennis died at the scene of the accident; Yvette and Austin needed to be cut from the mangled wreck. Zoe’s insistence on a voluminous dress had saved Jack, her and their unborn son as they’d needed a separate car to their planned celebration meal after the ceremony. Austin thanked God, and their Angel, for preventing more deaths.

Heartache robbed him of thought for several minutes.

"Austin...!" Yvette's panicked shout for him disturbed his thoughts.

She was sobbing uncontrollably. Crying like this usually upset her breathing, triggering her asthma, which in turn triggered fear. It was a vicious circle at times that she couldn't seem to free herself from. He had an idea what had upset her: this time of year, they both suffered nightmares over what had happened.

"Eve, it's okay, sweetheart. I'm here, it's okay. You're alright." Picking up her inhaler before he sat on the bed to bring her into his arms, he knew she'd require her medication before she could properly calm. "Sshh. Easy, Eve. I'm here, I've got you."

Allowing her to cry was cathartic, although her upset almost always triggered his own. He hated being unable to take her pain away. She had already suffered so much. In time, her juddering wheezy breathing eased with his comfort.

"There. That's my girl. See, I told you that you were okay." He was pleased to see her raise a smile. "I've got you, sweetheart. You're mine and I'll never let you go."

Hugging her tightly, his thoughts returned to life all those years ago. Playing in the high school football team at a national tournament, he met Jack Wyndham – his opposite number that day – and immediately hit it off. The two teen sporting sensations were recruited for the town's team from then on, garnering quite a fan club between them. Austin tried to shy away from the attention, but Jack lapped it up. That was, until he met Zoe. He fell hard and fast for her, once introduced by an already smitten Austin and Yvette.

Austin sighed. His birthday that year, he was the first of the foursome to turn 18, also marked the day that he'd been signed up by a Premier League football club. Jack expected the same calling, but had to admit that he wasn't as talented as his best friend. Nonetheless, his life was going great too; asking Zoe to marry him once they discovered she was carrying his child. Austin had asked for Yvette's hand in marriage on the same evening he received his professional contract.      Jokingly, Zoe suggested a joint marriage ceremony: jokingly Jack had agreed as long as they honeymooned separately!

"Aus?" Yvette's small voice brought him from his reverie.

"Yes, Eve." He smiled, dropping a kiss on her head. "Are you okay?"

"I am," she nodded, "are you?"

"Yes, sweetheart. Don't worry." He gave her a squeeze before letting her go. "I'll stay with you until you're asleep again."

Creeping out of the room half an hour later once she was sleeping, Austin found himself drawn back to the album. He turned to the page where the foursome were together in their wedding attire, all grinning happily. That day had been a true rollercoaster of emotions.

Now alone in the world, the four grew yet closer. Jack and Austin had already celebrated their 18th birthdays, but Zoe and Yvette were still only 17 years old. Yvette’s spinal injuries and resulting lower body paralysis meant that Austin gave up his professional football contract to look after her. The foursome moving in together made sense in more ways than one, especially as there seemed to be no other options.

Zoe and Jack’s firstborn son, Tom, presented another challenge several months later. Jack failed to gain a professional contract and found himself in need of another job fast in order to provide for his family.

In the first three years of marriage, Zoe and Jack brought two children - Tom and Kim - into the world. Jack won several promotions at work to management level; Zoe worked steadily at part time jobs in between responsibilities at home.

Austin’s life had made a complete U-turn. Devoted to Yvette’s wellbeing, he juggled childcare responsibilities also for his nephew and niece while Jack and Zoe worked. 

By the time the estates were settled from their respective parents, neither Austin nor Yvette wanted their own place. Moving to a larger shared property still in Bathford-Wells, so that the young family had more room, worked well until both children were in school. Always he referred to Jack, Zoe, Tom and Kim as ‘the family’: although they were all family. Then, the time was right.

Austin had no idea how he would have coped without Zoe and Jack. He couldn’t help feeling his and Yvette's lives were wasting away, but nothing could be done to change it. Yvette’s health fluctuated so much since the accident, and there was still no sign of her suffering easing any. Of all of life’s importance, why wasn’t it possible to buy health? Money could buy virtually anything you wanted – anything but the component of good health.

His poor Yvette. Her breathless emotional words came to him every so often still: he shouldn’t be tied to her, he shouldn’t waste his life by staying with her.

No. His response had been instantaneous. Yvette was special, he’d known it the moment their eyes had met the very first time. 

He’d promised life, body and soul to her the day they married. Nothing had changed about that. He would look after her, celebrate the good times they had and support her though the bad times. He hadn’t allowed her to make the legal changes alone, insisting on hyphenating surnames with hers first, Winters-Leigh. Paperwork and red tape was time consuming and frustrating to effect their double name change, but that wasn’t important - what was important was showing the world their togetherness.

“Aus?” Zoe’s gentle touch on his shoulder, and her voice, snapped him from his thoughts. Her kind smile was her apology for making him jump. “You were so far away.” 

He nodded, unable to find the right words that moment. 

Zoe knew where his thoughts were, seeing the album open in front of him. Every year, she and Jack pondered how to celebrate their double anniversary. Mostly, they spent the day together - all of them. If this coincided with a bad time for Yvette, they kept plans low key and relocated to Austin and Yvette’s house. 

Without saying a word, she hugged him tightly. Countless times, she’d thanked God that he was one of the good ones, remaining devoted to her sister. Nobody would have blamed him if his and Yvette’s relationship had crashed and burned because of everything.

“Sorry,” he breathed the word, his voice wobbly with emotion.

“There’s nothing to apologise for, Aus. You know that.” Zoe’s response was automatic and heartfelt. “We love you and Eve.” Tears prickled her eyes as the lump rose in her throat.

Nodding against her, it was several long minutes before they parted. 

Looking into his pale face, Zoe’s heart pounded. “Aus, are you feeling okay?” Leaning forward, she took both of his hands in hers, getting - and keeping - his attention. He was so vital in their lives; the thought of something happening to him frightened her to the core.

He was thankful the latest health twist had befallen him, not Yvette, as daft as that sounded. But his Type 1 diabetes diagnosis was so new, they didn't really know what to do or expect. 

Forcing a smile, he squeezed her hands. “I’m fine, Zoe. I just wish Eve was.” Blowing out his sigh, he let go of her. “Same as always.”

“She has us.” Zoe reiterated. She said it so often to him, almost able to convince herself of the sentiment.

“I know.” Austin seemed to pull himself together a bit. “You know how I get this time of year.”

Zoe nodded, biting her lower lip. “We all feel the same.”

He gave her a half smile of acceptance. “Let’s see if she’s awake before I go.”

Every so often he needed time out: Yvette was his everything but without some alone-time he’d go mad. Yet... guilt ate at him. Mentally he scolded himself; it was silly to worry Yvette wouldn’t cope without him for a while, she was always fine with Zoe as he took his regular walk.

Detecting their quiet presence, Yvette stirred from her usual afternoon ‘catnap’ as the pair entered the master bedroom. Sleepily opening one eye, she smiled to see Zoe. She knew Austin was there, he always was, bless him.

“Babe, don’t let us disturb you.” Zoe spoke softly, leaning over to gently hug her.

Returning the hug, Yvette paused to yawn and stretch carefully. “You didn’t, I was awake anyway.” Her smile widened as Austin took Zoe’s place leaning over her, kissing her and checking how she felt. “I’m okay, Aus. Honestly.” As her gaze fell on the clock, she registered the time. “I’ll be fine with Zoe while you have your walk. There’s no need to rush on my part.”

He knew there was nothing to worry about: by looking into her eyes, he could tell if she was suffering more than usual. What she was saying was true, it was safe to leave. Good. He hadn't been sure how she would be after her earlier upset.

“Okay, sweetheart. I believe you. I don’t like to leave without telling you, that’s all.” His eyes went to Zoe, a teasing tone in his voice. “I’ll leave you to gossip while I’m out of earshot.”

Both women laughed softly at his tease.

Allowing his feet to lead him down a regular path, Austin’s mind wandered. Fast forward and suddenly all those years had passed by: he still couldn’t believe it at times. They were all now in their thirties, what a thought!

Often, he daydreamed about what could have been. If he had made it to the Big Time, if he had become a mega famous footballer. What about everything that comes with that sort of life – worldwide travel, sporting celebrity status, constant attention from fans and the press...

His stomach flipped, but he pushed the dreams out of his head. Yvette wouldn’t have liked it, she prefers the quiet life, he told himself. A quiet life was certainly what she had. What they had, he corrected himself.

They needed a break: getting away for a bit would do them both good. Ah, now there was a thought, their Cornish retreat in Tregoughan! It had been ages since their last visit. The sound of the sea and the call of the birds, fresh sea air... They could stay as long as they wanted; even have the family down over the holidays. He smiled broadly, decision made.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2


[image: ]


Early the next day - that day - Austin knew he needed to think positively. It should have been the best start to their lives together. Ugh. He hated this day. It was unnatural to hate their wedding anniversary, but, in the circumstances, nobody in their right mind would castigate him for the thought.

A few years ago now, Jack had said they should try to look on the bright side - they were still here and together. Austin smiled thinking about it: Zoe, shocked, had told Jack not to be so insensitive, but Austin put a stop to her rant. Jack was right: it was a logical, positive thing to think - and a good start to changing their feelings about the date.

The sound of Yvette's sobbing disturbed his thoughts. His heart skipped a beat. Why had he got up before her? That’d been a stupid, selfish thing to do; of course she would be upset waking alone, today: the day.

Rushing to her, he immediately apologised, sweeping her into his arms. “Eve, I’m so sorry I wasn’t here. You’re okay, sweetheart. I’ve got you. I love you so much." He rocked and soothed her as she buried herself into his chest. 

As good as it felt being held close, her frustration never subsided. Weeping only inflamed her struggle, but she couldn't get a hold of herself. Her beloved Austin always knew what to do – and say – to comfort and support her. In the early days, he'd learned that a combination of sympathy and encouragement worked best. He was so good to her, she would never, ever, be able to cope without him. She tied him down, mentally and physically, so much so that his life was not his own.

...he shouldn’t be tied to her, he shouldn’t waste his life by staying with her...

Although it had been years ago she’d first uttered this to him, the sentiment remained as far as she was concerned. Without stopping to even think about it, he swore that he would never leave her. Maybe he should have: such a thought was only a natural, human thing to think, after all. She knew it. He probably knew it too, but didn't let himself think it. But they were young, and in love - and in shock over what had happened. Alone in the world where there was nobody else to turn to, there wasn’t any other option.

Once she'd calmed a little, her breathing easing with the use of her inhaler, she knew what was coming next. She tried to get her thoughts in order, his positive mantra in her head. ‘Don't speak negatively, don't dwell on negative thoughts, look for the positive in everything because there is always something good.’

“Eve, talk to me,” Austin kissed the top of her head, keeping her secure in his arms.

Shaking her head was the only thing she could do that moment.

“Please, Eve.”

“Y-you d-d-deserve b-better,” her voice shook as much as her body was.

“No, Yvette!” Breath held against the shock waves hitting him with the magnitude of her words - and knowing the thinking behind them - he should have been prepared. The conversation between them repeated every year.

She knew he was being truly serious when he used her full name, continuing to shake her head sadly. It was hopeless...

“Sweetheart, there’s no life for me without you.” He squeezed her as he spoke. “It’s the horrible black dog of depression telling you these bad things. Don’t listen to it, please.”

“You’d be..”

“No!” He cut her off, recalling that she always told him he’d be better off without her, and that at times she wished she had died so he could be free to live. “Eve, I need you.” Pain reverberated in his voice.

“You don’t,” she sniffed.

His response threw her: she’d naively expected the same conversation they had every year on this day.

“I do need you, Yvette. I need you, I love you, I want you. Nobody else. Only you.” He risked a shorter but harder squeeze of her as he never wanted to cause her pain, but wanted to get through to her. Closing his eyes, he rested his head on hers. “If I’d lost you as well, I would have had no choice but to end my life.” 

His quiet confession shocked her to the core
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