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Zoe’s expression was more difficult than usual to read, Yvette frowned. Or maybe it was the extra haze of pain adding to her brain fog particularly badly. It certainly wouldn't be the first time... Yvette shook her head to stop that chain of thought. 

Zoe had always been strong-minded enough to make her own decisions, but never ignored their advice. Her sister and brother-in-law would, where necessary, point out both sides of the dilemma to give a balanced view, Zoe knew this also. But most importantly, they were always there for her, no matter what. 

Any decision Zoe would make regarding her relationship with Jack would be well thought through. Forgiveness over what happened didn’t necessarily mean the whole mess would be forgotten. Hearts tended to rule heads in matters of love, but she could bypass this when she needed to. Only she knew how she felt, that was advice Yvette always ended with. 

To his credit, Jack was the perfect partner, giving her allowances and tonnes of patience: even asking before kissing or hugging her. Communication between the couple was flowing freely. Slowly but surely, Zoe was spending more time with Jack alone. Slowly but surely, they were becoming more intimate. 

They both had jobs in town, and life once more took on more of a semblance of normality. Agreeing to share the second hand car she'd bought recently, she made Jack promise to be careful about scratching it. Not that it was pristine, but that wasn't the point. 

While their parents worked on their not so new relationship, Tom and Kim were doing incredibly well at school, making friends and joining clubs. Keeping what their Uncle had suggested in mind, both signed up for extra curricular music and martial arts lessons. 
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With Tom and Kim scheduled to be at their extra curricular activities after school, and Jack at work until 5.30pm, Zoe took advantage of the opportunity to be with Austin and Yvette. The office was closed for the afternoon under maintenance regulations, and each worker was given time off paid. Even Zoe who hadn't been there long. 

Spending her time with Tom and Kim, and then with Jack, both as a family unit and as a couple, she'd been aware that Austin and Yvette were almost cut off recently. They all still lived under the same roof, but things had shifted in their dynamic. 

Coming in just before 11.30, Zoe kept quiet when she saw Austin on his phone. As he was alone, she knew where her sister likely was. She nodded in the direction of the couple's bedroom, receiving a reply nod. This confirmed it. 

“Babe...?” Zoe’s frown betrayed her thoughts, seeing Yvette's pain filled expression. “Eve, what's going on?” She halted the intention to hug her, worried about causing her more pain. 

Yvette's face creased with angst as tension flooded through her. “It's...o-kay...” She managed. 

Wakening that morning to worsening pain, and even more restricted movement, Yvette knew it was time to call in help.

“Oh, Eve! It's your back, isn't it?” It was more of a statement than a question.

Yvette slowly let her breath out. All of the necessary resting over the last year had negatively impacted on her regular recuperation exercises. From the lasting damage to her spine, which had resulted in her paralysis, she lived with daily pain that she had no option but to endure. It had been a while since her last flare up, but Zoe knew the protocol. 

Having helped Yvette with the necessary, and done what he could, Austin had her in bed where it was most comfortable, sitting upright among a cloud of support pillows. That explained why Austin was on a call... 

“Let me help you, babe. I'll get your painkillers,”

Shaking her head, Yvette cut her off. “It's not time yet.” She spoke slowly, through gritted teeth. 

Zoe thought back over the last few weeks. She'd harboured suspicions that something was going on as the couple had made excuses for more alone time. Not that it was entirely necessary, as Zoe was busy with work and family matters. 

“Why didn't you say?” Frustration clouded Zoe’s tone. 

“You have enough to do.” Yvette's response was instant. “It's my battle.” The addition was made quietly, almost under her breath. 

“No, Eve.” Zoe then hugged her as tightly as she dared. “We're always with you, babe. Always.” 

“Zoe’s right, sweetheart.” Austin returned to the room, and the conversation. “Kerenza has set us up with the best physio in the area. We have an urgent appointment tomorrow morning, if you are able to go.” He grimaced. “We'll see how bad it is.”

Kerenza Kellow, their Godsend! Zoe’s emotions turned to relief. Kerenza from the Community Support team had helped the family look after Yvette before they’d all moved to Cornwall last year. What they’d have done without her, Zoe didn’t know.

Yvette swore silently to herself. Why had she allowed herself to think it would be manageable alone? Wiping at her escaped tears, they both hugged her. 

“I have coped...” Yvette began. 

“You've done very well, Eve. It isn't often we need help.” Austin’s reply was positive, swift, and truthful. 

“You cope amazingly, babe.” Zoe’s frown deepened, and she chewed her lower lip. “I want to come with you tomorrow, but I'm not sure about work.” She hesitated. 

“Don't think about it.” Yvette told her strongly. “I'll be fine, with Aus.”

“Of course.” Austin looked between the sisters, reading what Yvette had seen in Zoe’s expression. “I'd never let you go through this alone, even if you didn't want me with you.” He joked. 

They both gave him a small smile. 

The next day, Kerenza met the couple outside of the physiotherapy clinic, much to their surprise. 

“I didn't tell you that Tristan is my cousin.” She had the decency to blush. “I'm sorry, I shouldn't have kept that fact from you.”

Austin frowned. “But, he is highly qualified?”

“Yes. That I wouldn't lie about.” She looked from him to Yvette. The sight proved Kerenza’s instinct to worry right: Yvette was paler than normal, her face a mask of pain and discomfort, with puffy dark shadowed eyes, and an overall stiff demeanour. 

“As long as he can help, that's all that matters.” He smiled at her. “I get the feeling you've had abuse over this before, and that was the thought behind it?”

Kerenza let her breath out slowly, nodding silently. “How did you know?”

“Apparently, I know things before anyone else.” Austin half smiled then shrugged. “Let's go in, sweetheart.” He stooped to gently kiss the top of Yvette's head before again taking control of her wheelchair. 

The special wheelchair Yvette had did allow independent manoeuvres by the user, but even that would aggravate her pain. Austin had taken the decision from her with the suggestion that he take control, knowing it was for the best.  

Kerenza frowned, her attention returning to Yvette. “I hope we can help.”

“Us too.” Austin replied. 

Between them all, Yvette didn't have to say much at the assessment. This she was grateful for as what was affecting her chest and upper back had a knock-on effect on her breathing, then that triggered the panic. Kerenza supplied the necessary information on Yvette's recent treatments and diagnosis, with Austin filling in her medical history. Yvette did manage to voice what she was experiencing now, with Austin helping by speaking from past experiences. 

Promising to be as gentle as possible, Tristan began an exploratory check. First of all, he discovered horrendous muscle spasms and knots up and down her spine. Muscle weakness was always an issue for Yvette, and sure enough, this was also a contributing factor.

Kerenza talked to her, trying to distract her from the more problematic areas Tristan discovered, aware Austin’s attention was split between the professional and his wife. She also helped soothe her as Yvette began to wheeze and cry, pushed beyond her limits that were already very stretched. 
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“Poor Auntie Eve!” Kim shook her head, shocked by the summary Austin gave the family of his wife’s treatment. Yvette was asleep under a powerful concoction of medication as part of the recovery. 

“It is necessary,” Jack began. 

Zoe nodded, not insisting he elaborated. Austin’s details had been vague but enough to satisfy their questions. She knew there was a lot that remained hidden by the couple. 

“Necessary torture.” Tom responded, shuddering. “Can we do anything?” He looked directly into Austin's eyes. 

“Yes, anything?” Kim agreed. 

“No, but thank you both.” Austin smiled briefly, rubbing his face tiredly. With Yvette’s torment escalating over the past week and her tolerance likewise diminishing, the couple’s rest had been more than a little disturbed.

“If you think of anything, tell us.” Jack patted Austin's shoulder. His touch brought Austin back from memories of the morning's session. 

“For you, or Auntie Eve.” Tom and Kim both said together, going to hug him. 

Austin nodded, smiling as he hugged them back. “Thanks.” He took a deep breath against them. 

Above all else, he hated being unable to help Yvette. Whatever he did, it never felt enough. Why couldn't money buy health? 

Suddenly, he looked up. As Tom and Kim withdrew, Austin got to his feet and made his way to the master bedroom. Yvette should have been asleep for hours, but something was telling him to check.

“Eve!!” 

The fright in his voice drove the family also to their feet and across the house as one.

From the items sprawled on the floor, it was obvious she’d tried to reach what she needed but couldn’t, knocking everything even further out of her grasp. How had none of them heard this? Jack stood in the doorway with Tom and Kim, one arm around each of them, reminded of the night Tom had heard Austin calling out for them but he hadn’t. He shuddered. 

With Austin and Zoe reassuring her as Austin quickly set up the nebuliser, it was obvious Yvette’s struggle to breathe was beyond the simplicity of the blue rescue inhaler. 

“It’s alright, Eve. You’ll be okay.” Jack found his voice. 

Kim hugged him, automatically comforting him, the sound of Yvette’s ragged breathing overtaking Zoe and Austin’s words. 

Tom broke away, scooping up what was on the floor and returning it to the bedside table before joining their soothing of Yvette. Clocking her shaking and viewing the stats on Yvette’s wrist monitor, his worry doubled. 

“Dad, call an ambulance, now!” 

Jack was thrown by this, looking between them confused and unsure what to do first. Kim was still hugging him, and for a selfish moment he didn’t want her to let go. 

“They’re already on the way.” Austin’s steady voice cut through Jack’s chaotic chain of thought. “That light on the monitor means the alarm has been activated.” His tone wavered from pragmatic to controlled emotion. “Keep trying, sweetheart.” He told Yvette. “They won’t be long. Hold on for us.”

Tears streamed down Zoe’s face as she leant over Yvette. “Hang on, babe. Please!” 

None of them could do anything as they watched Yvette fall unconscious under the power of a seizure.

“No!” Zoe sobbed. 

Kim and Jack rushed to her, with Jack walking them a few steps away from the bed as three paramedics entered, to give them room. Thankfully they hadn’t taken long to arrive, armed with oxygen and all manner of things... Jack shuddered again. 

His gaze over Zoe and Kim’s shoulders was fixed on Tom: he held his own, relaying what had happened and what they’d done, alongside his Uncle.

As Kim and Zoe pulled away from him, beckoning Tom into their hug, Jack nodded at what the third paramedic was saying: it was the standard protocol. 

“We know, thanks. She’s always ill.” He spoke softly.

Seemingly the next second, Austin was standing over him. “How dare you!” Austin’s face was a mask of rage as he took hold of Jack’s shirt, as if to lift him off his feet.

Jack’s eyes widened in fear, never having seen him like this. Knocking his hands away, Jack was glad he could do so - it proved Austin wasn’t going to harm him for the stupid thing he’d just said.

“I didn’t mean it like that, I’m so sorry, Aus. You know what I meant.”

Austin growled but didn’t otherwise respond. Jack’s gaze switched to his family, frozen in uncertainty. 

Stepping away, Austin’s attention also turned to Zoe, Kim and Tom. He softened. “I’m sorry. I didn’t...”

“It’s okay, Aus. There’s no need to apologise.” Zoe immediately reacted, shooting looks at Jack. “We know Jack didn’t mean what he said.” Her eyes filled with tears, watching Yvette being strapped onto the stretcher. “I want to go with you.”

Austin shook his head. “We can’t do much. I’ll keep you updated.” 

Kim and Tom hugged him, and Zoe joined their hug. Jack would usually have joined them, but something told him not to push Austin. He apologised again as Austin left with Yvette and the paramedics. Austin didn’t reply, too focused on his wife.

It was a nervous few hours before hearing any updates. Yvette had awoken from the seizure in agony, the drugs helping her to rest after she had been checked over. She would be kept on oxygen overnight as it was helping her to breathe and deal with the pain. 

Reading this out loud, Zoe hugged her offspring telling them it was now bedtime - their usual routine delayed until they’d heard something - and 10pm approached. Almost as if Austin knew this was how they’d feel, timing the update to ensure his nephew and niece would go to bed. But of course, he knew this would be
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