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CHAPTER ONE
THOMAS

The old saying goes that blood is thicker than water, but this is
wildly misunderstood by most people who utter the words. People often
remain trapped in a family who don’t deserve them because the constant
message is that family came before all else—even their own wellbeing and
happiness. The true roots of the saying refers to the blood spilled in the
bonds of battle being stronger than the water of the womb. And what is life
if not a battle? Shouldn’t the people who fight for you and with you, be
more valuable than people who shun you or make you feel like shit about
yourself—even if they are your blood?

Thomas Gale walked away from his blood family seven years ago 
and he was yet to really miss them or regret his decision. He missed the 
idea of family but not the people who had once been his. He sometimes 
wondered what that said about him—but not often.  He didn’t owe them 
anything, not after what they’d done.

Sure, it’d be nice to have someone here to enjoy today with him, but
Tom had spent too much time achieving his dreams to worry about friends,
or making himself a new, better family. So, there was nobody to celebrate
the next step in his career, one he’d worked his arse off for years to attain.

Months ago, he’d begun his cadetship to be a pilot on a commercial
airline, now finally he was going to get in the cockpit and fly actual
passengers—well he was going to be first officer anyway. If he was flying
long haul, he’d only be second officer, but as his airline stuck to short haul
flights that position was redundant.



He didn’t care what he was called, he was thrilled he’d made it. The
problem was, nobody was around to kiss his cheek and wish him luck or
slap his shoulder and tell him how proud they were.

Perhaps it should be enough that he was proud of himself, but the
niggle of loneliness pulled at him as he laid out his takeaway Chinese. His
gaze drifted to the lone plate and cutlery setting on his six-seater table.
What would it be like to have a second setting? A nice thought, but not one
to dwell on.

Once the table was set, he went back to his tiny kitchen and grabbed
a bottle of Canadian Club, a rare treat he was allowing himself today of all
days. Aside from working too many hours Tom didn’t have other vices. No
smoking, no drugs and very little drinking. He liked to joke he got his high
in the sky. Ugh, no wonder you’re single!

He took a mouthful of his whiskey as he walked back to his dining
table, then…stopped.

The black cat watched him with its piercing yellow eyes, appraising
him more thoroughly than any person ever had. Tom felt exposed, laid bare
to the cats’ gaze.

He didn’t even own a cat. And how the hell had it got inside? He
was certain his doors were closed and there were flyscreens on the
windows. How long had it been in here?

“Well, this is different,” he spoke quietly as he approached the cat
who never moved and didn’t take its eyes off him. Tom scratched behind its
ears, knowing dogs liked that but having no clue what cats liked. The cat
didn’t seem to like or dislike it, in fact it appeared rather imperious and
unmoved by everything around it, especially Tom’s effort to befriend it.



“Where’d you come from, huh?” Tom crooned. He didn’t know his
neighbours very well but was certain this cat didn’t belong to any of them.
Common sense told him the feline had to belong to the new people next
door. He’d heard them moving bits and pieces in all day. Five loads in the
back of a ute—a hard way to move but perhaps they couldn’t afford to hire
a truck.

He’d seen a young girl, maybe twelve and had heard a couple of
younger kids but hadn’t seen any sign of their parents. Two young men had
done most of the heavy lifting, and a fair bit of yelling when they’d dropped
something. Mostly they’d talked and laughed, and Tom had tried not to be
jealous of their camaraderie.

Not naturally curious about others, he’d nonetheless sneaked a few
peaks and listened to their chatter while trying to get a feel for his new
neighbours. The last people who’d lived there had been a nightmare of
constant swearing and arguing. He’d lost count of how many nights he’d
laid awake listening to the evermore imaginative names that come up with
for each other. He was desperately hoping the new folks would be a lot
quieter and calmer.

The cat purred and rubbed its head against his arm, reminding Tom
of its presence. “Guess I should take you home?”

He put his drink down and looked longingly at his Chinese dinner.
Hopefully, his neighbours would be too exhausted from their move to talk
much. He quickly packed the Chinese into his fridge and then picked up the
cat, tucking it under one arm as he continued scratching its ear with his
other hand.

The small house next door was lit up bright as a Christmas tree as he
approached. Every light must be on. There wasn’t a lot of noise coming



from inside, soft murmuring, or maybe it was singing? It was hard to tell
through the slightly ajar windows. Tom pressed the doorbell and waited
with the cat still lying calmly in his arms.

Eventually the off-white painted wooden door cracked open to
reveal the teenage girl Tom had seen earlier in the day. Up close she looked
older than twelve, maybe closer to fifteen, or maybe it was simply the
weariness in her countenance that aged her. She neither smiled nor frowned,
in fact her face was entirely devoid of anything resembling emotion.

“Hey,” he began when she continued staring at him. “I was
wondering if this little guy belongs to you.” Tom held the cat out toward the
girl whose face remained blank.

“Yeah. I was wondering where he got to,” she said but made no
move to take the cat from him.

“I guess he’s feeling a bit lost with the move?”

“Yeah.”

“So, um, it’s good to meet you. I’m Tom,” he added, feeling
incredibly awkward as this encounter ground to an uncomfortable halt. “I
live next door.”

“Redfern,” she replied. Tom wasn’t sure if that was her name or a
random word. “You can bring him in,” the young girl continued and turned
on her heel, walking away but leaving the door swinging open.

Tom walked into a living room roughly the size of his own, except
this one was filled with a handful of boxes labelled in messy scrawl with
‘towels’, ‘books’ and ‘kitchen stuff.’ The few items of furniture, including a
sofa and an armchair, seemed to have been tossed in with no thought to



layout. A reasonably big screen TV sat on the floor facing the wall. By the
time he’d finished looking around Redfern, if that was her name, had
disappeared further into the house.

Should he follow? Or should he dump the cat and run?

Just as he’d decided to run, he heard a soft voice singing what
sounded like a slightly off-key version of Graceland. He should still have
run but the low giggles accompanying the singing had him edging forward
toward the sounds. The noise of an outwardly happy family was unfamiliar
to him now, and yet enticing.

A long hallway led to a cluster of bedrooms. This house was an
almost identical copy of his own, only backwards, as though the two
dwellings were reflections of each other. The singing came from the second
room along. He crept along the hall, hoping to catch a glimpse of the singer,
wanting to hear more of their happiness as though it were a drug he risked
becoming addicted to.

Tom stopped just outside the door, listening as a voice sung about
losing love and human trampolines. It was a pleasant voice, smooth and
low.

“Not that one, Ox,” a young voice broke into the song.

“You asked for your favourite, Beau,” the singer, Ox, apparently,
replied.

“That’s Paddy’s favourite. I want the nother one. It’s my turn to
pick.”

“The other one? You mean Iris?”

“Yeah,” Beau replied, clapping as he did.



Soft laughter filled the air before Ox burst into Iris. As Tom listened,
he thought Ox did a reasonable job of this one, in fact, he thought it was a
beautiful version of the The Goo Goo Dolls classic. Maybe his new
neighbour was a singer.

“You can just put him down,” Redfern said from behind him,
startling him so much he gasped.

As soon as she spoke the singing stopped. “Red?”

“The man next door brought Bandit back,” Redfern called in reply.

Tom heard shuffling movement in the room, then footsteps shortly
before a man walked out, arms crossed, scowl in place. He assumed him to
be the singer, Ox. The man stood in front of him, trying to look as
intimidating as possible, which Tom understood because, after all, he’d just
found a strange man in his house.

“Um, hi. I’m Tom, from next door,” he began, hoping to ease the
anger in his neighbours’ eyes. “Your cat somehow found his way into my
house. Not that I mind, I just thought you guys might be missing him,” he
rambled as the hard glare and scowl remained.

Minutes, hours, days went by as Ox continued to glare at him. Tom
took the opportunity to assess his neighbour. He was a handsome guy,
young, maybe mid-twenties. He wasn’t quite as tall as Tom but not far off.
His shoulders were broad, and Tom fought with himself not to trail his gaze
down the man’s body—he was sure that’d piss him off even more. His dark
—almost black hair—currently suffered from a serious case of hat hair. His
skin was fairer than his dark hair colour would indicate. Maybe he dyed his
hair? His lips were full, but currently almost white from how tight they
were pulled into a scowl.



Without question Ox’s best features were his piercing blue eyes.
They were dark, almost navy, large and surrounded by thick black lashes.
Tom would love to see them smiling rather than the angry, mistrustful look
in them right now.

“Do you usually just walk right into other people’s homes?” Ox
challenged.

“No. No not at all. Um…Red…Redfern let me in, and I heard you
singing and I…I should have put your cat down and left. You’re right. I
apologise.”

“Calm down, Ox. He’s not an axe murderer,” Redfern helpfully
supplied.

“How would you know, Red? What did I tell you about opening the
door to strangers?”

Tom took a step back, suddenly desperate to flee this house as he
sensed the happiness that had enthralled him moments ago was about to
morph into something different. Redfern stepped up to Ox, her fists resting
on her hips, her stance fierce. “Get off it, Ox. We survived living in that
shithole with druggies coming and going all hours. I hardly think some guy
from the burbs is going to get us.”

“There’s bad guys all over, Red,” Ox replied.

“I know, Ox. Believe me, I know,” Redfern thundered in reply.

“Um…” Tom interrupted, “I should go. Apologies again. And here,
here’s your cat.” Tom thrust the cat toward Ox who took the animal from
him and tucked it into his side.



Tom waited for a moment to see if Ox had anything more to say to
him, but the man only watched him, his gaze appraising.

Finally, Ox’s lips quirked into an almost smile. “I’m Oxford,” he
offered.

Tom blinked in surprise at the sudden change in tack from Ox. “I’m
Thomas but please call me Tom.”

“You said that. Thanks for bringing Bandit back, Tom.”

“You’re welcome. Sorry again for just barging in here.”

Ox’s scowl had completely softened into a becoming smile. “It’s
okay. Where we came from if someone walks into your place, it’s usually
not for a good reason.”

“I understand. I would never normally—”

“Let’s start again, shall we? I’d offer you a drink, but I haven’t even
plugged the fridge in yet.”

“Have you guys eaten?” Tom asked, the little voice in his head
screaming what the fuck are you doing?

“Ah, the twins are fed. I was just putting them to bed. Red and I’ll
grab a sandwich or something…”

“Look, I’ve got plenty of Chinese next door. What if I bring it over
and grab a couple of cold drinks for us too?” He had no idea where this
offer of hospitality and companionship came from, or how it would be
received, but judging from the lack of other adults, Tom suspected Ox was
handling a teenage girl and—from the sound of it—young twins on his
own. Not to mention Tom had seen him working all day moving in. The
guy deserved a break.



“You don’t—”

“Chinese, Ox!” Redfern screeched. “Let the man bring the food.”

Tom watched as Ox tried to fight off a grin at the girl’s enthusiasm.
“All right, Red. Rein it in.” Ox smirked and turned toward him. “That’s
very nice of you, Tom. Thank you.”

“Sure.” He smiled. “I’ll be right back.”

Tom left the little family whose dynamics he hadn’t quite figured out
and walked faster than strictly necessary back to his house.

His Chinese would be too cold to eat now, so he took the time to
quickly zap it in the microwave. He gathered his esky and threw a couple of
Canadian Clubs in it along with some cans of soft drink. He tossed in some
paper plates and cutlery, while still trying to figure out how the invitation
had actually escaped from his lips. He never got involved with people and
never went out of his way to interact with others.

The long beep of the microwave seemed louder than usual in the
silence of his home. Too loud. He was unaccountably sweating, nervous
that he was about to share a meal with neighbours—something he’d never
done.

“What the hell are you doing, Gale?” he asked the quiet of his
kitchen.

Unfortunately, no wise response was forthcoming. He took a deep
breath and the handle of his esky and headed back out of the comfort of his
own home and into the lives of his neighbours.

The little house next door was quiet when he approached the door.
The singing had stopped, and the home was darker than it had been. Tom



debated knocking or just walking straight through the still open front door.
In the end he knocked because he wasn’t ready for a relationship quite that
intimate where they’d come and go from each other’s homes with barely an
invite.

“Come in, Tom,” Ox called from somewhere in the darkened depths
of the house.

Tom walked into the living room, looking around for somewhere he
could set down his esky and spread the food out. The coffee table held two
boxes but would be the perfect place. He put the esky on the floor, then
lifted the boxes, putting them both out of the way against the wall.

“Oh my god, this smells awesome,” Redfern cried from behind him.

“Tastes even better. Come on,” he replied.

Redfern sat on the floor; her legs curled beneath her. Tom joined her,
but sat with his back to the sofa, his legs straight out in front of him.

“So…um,” Tom began, searching for a topic he could engage in with
a teenage girl. “Redfern and Ox are unique names…?”

“I was named after the suburb where our parents lived when they
had me,” Redfern replied as she jumped up from the floor. Her movements
were frenetic as though she found being still difficult. The sullenness he’d
originally encountered had been replaced with smiles and the boundless
energy of youth. “I’ll be back,” she added as she fled the room, Tom’s gaze
tracking her as she went.

“She has a hard time sitting still…it’s a real problem at school,” Ox
said. Tom turned to see the man leaning against the wall behind him, ankles



and arms crossed as though he didn’t have a care in the world—and Tom
would believe it if not for the slight furrow in his brow.

“Has she been diagnosed?” Tom winced. What kind of arse asks a
stranger a question like that?

Ox huffed a laugh. “Our folks didn’t care enough to bother with
something like that.” Well that answered the question of his relationship
with Red—they were siblings. But what about the twins? Were they his
kids?

“Where are your parents?”

“Not yet,” Ox answered shaking his head slightly. “You wanna know
where my name came from?” he asked instead.

“Sure.”

“My parents—” Ox spat the word as though it tasted foul on his
tongue. “—named me after their favourite street in Kings Cross, the one
where they met, bought their blow and conceived me—all on the same
night if you can believe it. So, I got stuck with Oxford for a name and the
world’s most useless parents thrown into the bargain.” Ox tried a grin, but
Tom could see nothing but pain behind it.

“I’m sorry, Ox,” Tom offered.

“For the name or the parents?”

Tom had no idea how to respond. Was Ox pissed at him for some
reason or was he always just a bit prickly?

“No, I’m sorry, Tom,” Ox offered after a short silence. “It’s been a
rough day and it’s certainly not your fault I have the name of a bovine or
asses for parents.”



He wished he could have held in the chuckle, but he couldn’t. It
certainly wasn’t funny that Ox’s parents were apparently deadbeats, but Ox
had a way with words.

“So, the twins? What were they named after?” he asked hoping to
settle the question of their parentage.

“Same thing really, though my folks weren’t sure where they were
conceived so they hedged their bets and called one Beaumont and the other
Paddington. At least they managed to nail it down to two choices.” Ox
shrugged.

Tom watched as Ox’s gaze roamed the cartons of Chinese,
something akin to yearning in his dark eyes. “Please, help yourself,” he
offered.

Apparently, Ox needed no more invitation as he grabbed a plate,
piling it high with rice, and spoonsful of the other dishes. He took a seat on
the armchair facing Tom.

“Was this all for you?” Ox asked around a mouthful of Lemon
chicken.

“Yeah. I usually keep some to freeze for leftovers. I’m not much of a
cook.”

“Oh, um, sorry.”

“Don’t be.” Tom’s neighbourhood wasn’t the worst in the city but
was far from the best. He suspected there wasn’t much spare money in Ox’s
life either. Tom had been there, was still there until he got his first paycheck
now his cadetship had moved to the next phase, but then he only had his



mouth to feed. Everything in him told him Ox wasn’t just a sibling to the
three kids in this house—he was also mother, father and provider.

“It’s kinda nice to share dinner tonight, actually,” Tom continued,
“I’m celebrating.” What the hell are you doing, Gale? Was he trying to
befriend this man? He never shared personal information unless asked, and
even then, he gave out only the bare minimum.

“Oh, yeah? What’s the occasion?” Ox spared him a quick glance
before returning his focus to the dwindling plate of food.

“Well,” Tom began as he passed a can of Canadian Club across to
Ox. “I passed my cadetship today so now I’ll be promoted to first officer for
Southern Air.”

Ox froze, fork almost to his mouth. “Pilot? Jesus, that’s—”

“Amazing!” Red called from behind him. “You can fly? How long
did it take to learn? What kinda planes can you fly? What’s it like?”

“Red,” Ox said with a tender glance to his sister. “One question at a
time, okay?”

“Sorry.” She smiled, then came and sat back down with them.

“Um, yes I can fly. It took many years to learn and get to the point
where an airline is trusting me to fly actual people and I can fly anything up
to an A320. Eventually I want to get behind the big guys, though. And
flying is…it’s hard to describe, but it’s powerful and freeing and the best
thing ever.”

Red watched him with wide eyes as she shovelled food into her
mouth. He felt Ox watching him too. He never liked being the centre of



attention and he wasn’t used to trying to make friends but that’s exactly
what he was attempting to do. What he couldn’t figure out was why?

 

 

OXFORD

Every inch of Ox’s body was aching before he’d fully woken the
next morning. At least Matty had kept his promise to help yesterday, unlike
the rest of his douche friends. He’d still be moving if not for Matt and he’d
be twice as sore.

He groaned and rolled over on his mattress. He’d get around to
putting his bed frame together eventually, but for now, well, he’d had worse
than a mattress on the floor before. If he was lucky, he’d get maybe twenty
more minutes before the twins were up and he had to get them ready for
kindy. Thank fuck they were old enough to attend because there’s no way
he could afford day care fees.

Somewhere in the background he heard the shower running. At least
Red could get herself going in the morning. He hoped she was still as
excited about her new school as she was yesterday. His little sister had
exhausted herself last night talking the ear off their new neighbour so
hopefully she’d slept well.

He’d seen enthusiasm in Red before, it was part of her nature, but
her interest in flying had surprised him. Tom had been a gem, patiently
answering all her questions and sharing stories about getting his license and
working his way up to first officer. Even Ox had been impressed, and not
much got through his jaded nature to impress him anymore.



It didn’t hurt that his new neighbour was a hot piece of arse too. Tall
and well built, neatly trimmed dark hair, brown eyes and the prettiest lips
Ox had ever seen. Only sheer force of will had prevented him from
daydreaming about what those lips could do to him while the man had been
in his home last night.

“Ox? Ox, I can’t find where I am,” Paddy shrieked. They hadn’t had
much of a chance to get used to their new home before the twins practically
passed out last night.

Ox jumped up from his mattress and headed toward the sound of
Paddy still calling his name. “I’m coming, Paddy. Just stand still, little man,
and I’ll find you.”

He rounded the corner at the end of the hall and found Paddy
standing outside Red’s bedroom. His little brother looked up at him with
wide eyes, his bottom lip trembling. Ox scooped the little boy into his arms,
blowing a raspberry on his cheek.

“I got you, buddy.”

“I got lost, Ox.”

“I know, Paddy. We’ll do a big tour of our new house when we get
home from kindy today. Okay?”

“I need to pee, Ox.”

“Oh. Sure thing. Right through here.” He carried Paddy to the little
en-suite bathroom, insanely glad that everyone in the house was toilet
trained. At least his folks had managed that accomplishment.

“I’m gonna go make sure Beau’s up, okay? I’ll be right back,” Ox
said as he left his young brother to his business.



He found Beau curled up in a ball beneath his blankets, only the hint
of his sweet little face showing. Ox had missed most of his twin brothers’
young lives, so he had a lot to make up for. And he planned to atone in
spades. He never should have left them or Red to the mercy of his parents.
He hoped one day they’d forgive him.

“Beau? Beau, wake up, matey.” Ox gently shook Beau’s shoulder, 
mindful of how small he was.  

Eventually a grumbling Beau pried his eyes open and blinked up at
him. This was going to be a challenge. He was in the real game now. The
last month with his younger siblings had been relatively easy as they’d had
nowhere to be on any given day. Now, they all had responsibilities to get to
and Ox was determined they’d be punctual more often than not. He had to
prove he could do this.

“Come on, Beau. Time to get up for kindy.” Beau’s enormous eyes
were locked on him as though trying to figure out who the hell he was.
Understandable given that he’d only walked back into their lives a month
ago. “Do you need to pee?”

Beau blinked and nodded, slowly uncurling himself and pulling the
blanket down. “Where Paddy?”

“He’s already in the bathroom. Come on, I’ll walk you there.”

Beau’s tiny hand slipped into his as they headed for the door. Ox
fought the knot in his throat that formed so often these days, especially
when one of his siblings showed him any kind of affection.

Paddy was waiting at the door by the time he got to the bathroom
with Beau. He switched hands and led Paddy to the kitchen for breakfast
after promising Beau he’d be back for him in just a minute.



“Hey, Ox. I’ve eaten, and I’ve got the twins Weet-bix ready. You just
need to add milk. I’ll make some sandwiches in a second and pack their
lunchboxes,” Red began as he came into the small kitchen.

He wondered if Red had eaten. He noticed that she tended to skip
meals. Whether because she was used to having to do that or because she
was worried about her weight, he wasn’t sure, but either way he had no
intention of allowing her to continue denying herself proper food. How he
was going to do that was on his ridiculously long list of concerns about
raising his younger brothers and sister.

“I can do lunches, Red. Why don’t you have some more toast or
cereal?”

Red tsked and rolled her eyes. “I only have two slices of toast and
tea for breakfast, Ox and I’ve had it already—I promise.”

“Okay, well do you need to pack your bag or…”

“Done. I’ve been up for a while.” Red pushed Paddy’s seat closer to
the table while Ox reached for the milk. Together they fussed around both
brothers when Beau made his own way from the bathroom.

“So,” Ox began as he leaned against the counter watching the twins
massacre their Weet-bix. “Still excited about the new school?”

“Yep. I didn’t—couldn’t—have friends at my last one, not with mum
and dad…well you know.”

“Yeah, I know.” Ox allowed the stab of guilt that he hadn’t been
there for Red. The truth was he’d been lucky to make it out, but he’d
sacrificed his younger siblings to do it. He had such a lot to atone for.



“This place is gonna be different. No one knows about them here.
No one’s gonna tell me I’m trash this time.” Red smiled at him, such a
hopeful look on her face. If Ox believed in it, he’d say a prayer right now
that she was right.

Fifty minutes later Ox had Red dropped off at the gates of her new
school—because she’d declared herself old enough not to need him to come
in with her—and had the twins settled in their new kindy. His heart had
ached when their little faces watched him leave—a slight quiver to Paddy’s
bottom lip as he fought back tears. If their four years with his parents had
been anything like his, Ox knew they’d had it drilled into them that crying
was an unacceptable annoyance to their parents.

Ox heaved a sigh when he got back in his old car, though he was
proud the first day of getting the kids off to school had gone so well. He
rushed home because he wanted to get as much unpacking done as possible
while little hands weren’t around to “help.”

He was surprised to see a figure bent over at his front door when he
pulled into the driveway.

“Hey,” Tom called and waved as he stood up and turned to Ox’s car.

“Hey,” Ox replied through the open window. “What’s up?”

“Nothing. I just…well I knew you wanted to unpack today, and you
said you were worried about finding time to get some groceries, so I went
and got a few things for you this morning.”

Tom’s gesture was sweet, but one that grated on Ox’s nerves. “We
don’t need charity, Tom,” he said as he stepped out of his car, slamming the
door behind him.



“No. Of course not. I didn’t mean it that way. In fact, I insist on you
paying me back.” Tom smiled, the grin soon fading when Ox did not
uncross his arms or smile back. “I was only trying to help. I’m not working
until next week, so I’ve got plenty of time…”

His neighbour’s nervous, yet hopeful expression worked through all
Ox’s defences and he softened—slightly. “Okay, but I will pay you for
them.”

“Sure,” Tom answered with a relieved smile.

“How’d you know what to buy?” Ox slipped the key into the lock
and opened the front door, peering down into the shopping bags as he did.
They were filled with items Ox would have bought himself.

“Ah…don’t get mad, but Red came over this morning and she
helped me make a list of what you guys needed.” Tom picked up two of the
bags while Ox grabbed the other three, then followed him into the house.

“Jesus, what time did she come over?”

“A little after five.”

Ox winced at his sister’s behaviour. He couldn’t imagine too many
people would be happy about a five-a.m. wakeup call from their fourteen-
year-old neighbour.

“It’s okay, Ox. I was already up. I’m an early riser.”

“Still, Red had no business going to your place, especially not at that
hour.”

Tom shrugged. “She wants to help.”

“She does—far more than she should have to.”



They put the bags on the kitchen counter and began unpacking them.
Ox sensed the curiosity in Tom. After a few subtle comments last night, he
was likely dying to know where their parents were and how bad they had
been at parenting.

“You didn’t tell me much about…” Tom began, and then seemed to
run out of steam as though realising he was stepping into busybody
territory.

“No, I didn’t,” Ox began. “Let me give you the abridged version.
My folks were druggies. Six weeks ago, they died an early and entirely
predictable death when they overdosed together—romantic hey?”

“I’m sor—”

“You don’t have to be sorry, Tom, but thanks. So, here I am father to
a fourteen-year-old girl and four-year-old twin boys. We hardly know each
other because I bolted years ago to save myself. I have no clue—as in zero
idea—what I’m doing. And that, in a nutshell is the tragic tale of the Carter
family.”

“I don’t know what to say to all of that.”

Ox watched as Tom shifted on his feet, the air growing thick with
awkwardness. What could anyone say about the life of Ox and what was
left of his family? Ox didn’t know how he felt about everything himself.
Since he got the call about his parents, his rollercoaster life had had bigger
dips than usual, and he was still waiting for the ups.

“I wanna do right by them, ya know,” Ox began, the words coming
from somewhere so deep inside him he hadn’t even known they were there.
“They’re great kids—all of them. Considering what they’ve had to deal
with, that in itself is a miracle. They deserve better than me anyway.”



“Oh, I don’t know, Ox. You didn’t have to take them, and maybe you
don’t know what you’re doing but you’ve got the guts to try and anyone can
see you love them. Guts and love are half the battle.”

Ox smiled at the blush creeping up Tom’s cheeks. He wouldn’t call
Tom shy, but he didn’t come across as somebody used to being around
people, at least outside of a professional manner.

“What do you say I help you do some unpacking? Like I said, I’ve
got another week off so put me to work or I’ll just sit around binge
watching some crap TV on Netflix.”

For a split-second Ox considered saying no. Accepting help easily
wasn’t in his nature, but he had the strangest feeling he’d be the one helping
Tom out if he said yes.

“Deal. But I’m shouting dinner tonight.”

Tom smiled and nodded. He had a great smile, though his pretty lips
stayed firmly pressed together. One day Ox would like to see teeth when
Tom smiled at him.

 



CHAPTER TWO
TOM

Today was not the day for him to lose focus. This was it, day one of
his dream career and all Tom could think about was his conversation with
Ox last night. He shouldn’t be as worried about Ox and his family as he
was, but Red hadn’t even wished him luck last night. She’d been quiet and
sullen and after knowing her only a week, Tom knew that wasn’t like her.

Ox was worried too, and that concerned Tom. He thought over their
conversation—telling himself it was for the last time—as he sat on the staff
bus heading for the terminal.

“So, tomorrow’s the big day?” Ox asked.

Tom leaned back on his lounger, taking a long sip of his water, and
giving Bandit a scratch behind his ear, before he answered. “Yup.”

“Nervous?”

“Petrified.”

Ox grunted, leaning forward and turning to face him. “You know
what you’re doing, Tom.”

“How do you know?” He appreciated Ox’s confidence in him, but
he’d never flown with Tom, so he had no idea what kind of pilot he was.

“Well I don’t, but I’ve listened to you talk about flying every night
this week with Red and it sounded as though you knew what you were
talking about. Besides, passion has to count for something.”

Tom huffed a laugh. If passion counted, he’d have been flying an
A380 a decade ago. “She hasn’t bombarded me with questions tonight,” he



observed, wondering at Red’s whereabouts.

Red was conspicuous with her absence. For the past week he’d
helped Ox out during the day, ensuring everything was unpacked and the
house was set up for Ox and his brothers and sister. In the evenings they’d
taken turns shouting dinner because apparently neither of them was terribly
handy in the kitchen.

Red had sat with them each night once the twins were in bed,
hounding Tom for more stories about flying or asking a zillion questions
about how flying worked. Tonight, though, she hadn’t so much as poked her
nose out of her room.

“I think something happened at school today,” Ox answered softly.
“She was in a foul mood when I picked her up, but she wouldn’t tell me
anything.”

“I thought she was making friends.”

“She was. She seemed really excited about it. But today…” Ox
shook his head, his handsome face a mask of concern. “I don’t know how to
talk to her.”

“Did you try just asking if something had happened?”

Tom winced as Ox rolled his eyes, giving him a ‘well duh’ look.
Truth was he was about as useless as Ox when it came to teenage girls, or
just dealing with people in general.

“Of course, I did, and I got a ‘none of your business’ for my
trouble.”

“Maybe it was nothing too bad. Starting a new school is a pretty
grim experience. The first few weeks can be a nightmare.”



“You’re right, I know. I just worry about Red—more than the twins
really.”

“Because she’s a teenager?”

Ox edged closer, lowering his voice so that Tom had to strain to hear
him. “I worry because she’s old enough to remember all the shit our parents
brought home. She saw the drugs and drinking. She’ll remember it all,
whereas the twin’s wont.”

“Maybe she saw enough to turn her off that kind of thing,” Tom
suggested.

Ox shrugged. “Maybe. In my experience it goes one of two ways:
either you’re so disgusted by your parent’s behaviour you never do what
they did, or you can’t help repeating the cycle. What if addictions
inherited?”

“Have you ever touched drugs?” For all the talking they’d done
over the last week, both of their pasts had been pretty much off limits.

“No, but they fucked up my life anyway.”

Ox had clammed up then, despite Tom’s gentle prodding to share
more. If he wanted Tom to know he’d tell him, and maybe he wasn’t ready
to share so much of himself yet.

Tom hadn’t been forthcoming with tales of his own family, his pain
too real, the shame too raw, so he understood Ox’s reluctance to share too
much of his past.

Tom hoped like crazy Red would be able to stay away from drugs as
Ox had done, but he understood Ox’s worry. Teenagers were vulnerable
enough without the upbringing Red had endured.



As he made his way to his gate Tom did his best to push thoughts of
Ox and Red to the back of his mind. He was flying with a very experienced
pilot today and wanted to do everything he could to impress him. Not being
late would be a good start.

“Hey, Tom,” a voice he recognised called.

Tom turned to see Captain Michael Kennedy marching toward him.
The man looked immaculate and completely relaxed—unlike the bundle of
nerves he was. Tom had met most of the tech crews during his training once
he’d been offered the job and during various stages of his cadetship. He’d
liked them all, yet still had politely declined a handful of invitations for get
togethers.

“Morning, Captain,” Tom said as the older man reached his side.

“Michael will do fine, Tom. How’re you feeling today?”

“Nervous.”

“Perfectly normal. We’ll be fine. A few milk runs down to
Melbourne, quick and easy to start you off. Try to relax. I know that’s easier
said than done, but we’ve got an experienced crew. We all know what we’re
doing.”

“Thanks, Michael.”

“Morning,” a young man said as they arrived at the gate. He handed
over the flight plan and unlocked the door for them to head down the ramp.

Tom got a quick glimpse of his plane before being surrounded by the
grey walls of the airbridge. He took a deep breath before stepping on board,
smiling and saying hello to the few cabin crew standing near the entrance.
He knew he was faking it till he made it.



He followed Michael into the cockpit, the butterflies in his stomach
churning like crazy. As much as he was looking forward to this, he also
wanted his first flight over and done with so those damn nerves would ease
up.

His seat felt unbearably uncomfortable even though he’d sat in ones
just like it—maybe even this exact one—a hundred times. As he read
through his flight plan and worked through his pre-flight checks, he tried
not to think about what was so different this time. He’d done these tasks
many times—but never while catching glimpses of his passengers from the
corner of his eyes, through the one small window on the airbridge.

“Ready?” Michael asked, the simple question dispelling all thoughts
but those of getting the one hundred and twenty-three passengers and crew
safely in the air and down to Melbourne.

“Ready.”

***

Tom was impatient to get home. He was still riding the high of his
flights to Melbourne and back and wanted to talk to someone about them.
He knew Red would be dying to hear all about it, despite her behaviour last
night. But Ox would also listen to him, even if he droned on for hours about
every little detail of his flights. He didn’t know everything about Ox but
even after only knowing him for such a short amount of time he’d
recognised the man was an excellent listener.

He pulled into his driveway, smiling to see the house next door lit up
as brightly as always. His own home sat in darkness. He’d have to
remember to leave a light on or maybe get one of those timers, so an



outside light would come on when it got dark. He didn’t want people
realising his home would be empty more often than not.

They’d agreed last night that Ox would feed his family without him
tonight because Tom had no way to be sure he’d be home on time. Air
travel was notorious for delays especially with so much capable of going
wrong: weather, mechanical problems, human errors. Tom had grabbed
himself a sandwich at the terminal on his way out—a practice he couldn’t
get into the habit of, given the exorbitant prices.

So, they wouldn’t be eating together tonight but he was looking
forward to chatting with the Carter family, nonetheless. He walked up the
path to his front door, then froze when he heard the yelling. The house next
door wasn’t what he’d call quiet—not with two four-year-old boys running
around—but usually happy sounds emitted from it.

The shouting tonight was not a happy sound. The words weren’t
clear, but the voices had to be Ox and Red. Tom’s heart ached to think of
them fighting when usually they got along so well. Maybe Red had shared
what had happened at school yesterday? Why would Ox be yelling at her
though?

Tom made his way into his house, sad not just because the brother
and sister were fighting, but because it meant he wouldn’t be seeing them
tonight. He thought they were on their way to friendship but there was no
way he was sticking his foot inside that home while the fight was going on.

He kept himself busy by showering, putting on his washing and
tidying his already tidy home while the battle raged next door. Several times
he wondered if he should go over there, if only so he could bring the twins
here. He hated they were witness to the argument. Just as he’d decided to do
exactly that, the house next door fell silent.



Five minutes passed before Tom allowed himself to relax, confident
that—for now—the argument was over. He hurt for both Ox and Red,
despite not knowing what the hell they were fighting over.

Should he go over there to make sure they were okay? Or should he
give them space and privacy? He wasn’t family, after all, but he found
himself caring for them—all of them. Perhaps Ox would seek him out to
blow off some steam? He wished he knew how to be a better friend.

Instead of sticking his nose further into Ox’s business he flicked on
his television and searched for something to watch—something to keep his
mind off the family next door. He had nobody to even ask for advice
because Christ knows his own family had utterly failed at being just that—a
family. Maybe Ox wouldn’t even want his help.

“Christ, Gale, get a grip. These people aren’t yours,” he mumbled as
he made his way to the kitchen for a snack, leaving some unfunny sitcom
playing on the screen. He caught a flash of movement through the kitchen
window overlooking his yard. Whoever or whatever it was, they were quick
and were currently huddled under the large jacaranda tree in the middle of
his yard.

Tom put his bottle of water on the counter and walked to the sliding
door. There was no point trying to sneak up on his visitor.

“Hey,” he spoke quietly as he approached. Red watched him from
where she sat at the base of the tree. Though he couldn’t see her clearly,
Tom knew it was his young neighbour crouched in his backyard.

“Hi,” she finally whispered.

“Mind if I join you?”



Redfern shrugged her shoulders as a response but shifted just enough
to be an invitation for Tom to sit beside her.

“You okay?” he asked once he’d settled on the ground.

“I guess.”

“Wanna talk about it?”

“Ox is a dick. He doesn’t understand anything.”

“Did something happen?” Tom pressed.

“He caught me smoking,” Red mumbled. “I didn’t really want to
smoke but everyone does, so if I don’t who’s gonna wanna be friends with
me?”

There was a pleading to Red’s tone, as though she were desperate for
somebody to understand her. Tom remembered the days of conforming,
trying to be anyone rather than who you were because the real you would
never fit in, never be accepted.

“I get it, Red. I do. What did Ox say?”

“Ugh,” she groaned, “He went apeshit. Totally out of control. You’d
think he’d caught me smoking a crack pipe.”

Though he couldn’t quite see clearly, Tom imagined the roll of Red’s
eyes as she spoke—he’d witnessed it often enough when something
offended her teenage sensibilities.

“Ox worries about you, all of you, Red. He cares. Sometimes when
you care you get frightened and that makes you angry.”

“Yeah, well, tough shit for him. I gotta make friends, Tom. I can’t be
the outcast at this school, I can’t be that again.”



Tom nodded because he got it, but he wanted to help her. He wanted
to find some wise words that would turn her off smoking. He didn’t have a
clue what those words were, though.

“You’re a smart young lady, Red. You’ll figure out soon enough to
do what’s best for you, not what others might want you to do.”

“I wanna do it. I wanna smoke,” she argued, though without much
vigour, especially given she’d already told him she hadn’t wanted to.

“Why?”

“Cause it’s cool. Maybe if my idiot parents had of smoked, they
wouldn’t have—”

“I don’t think it works that way, Red,” Tom said after a short silence.
“Look, all I know is smoking is bad for you and I don’t want to see you do
something that’s going to hurt you in the long run.”

“It,” Red whispered, “helps make the noise stop.”

“The noise?”

“There’s all this noise inside me, but for just a second when I smoke
it goes quiet.”

For the millionth time during this conversation Tom realised he was
way out of his depth. What could he say to Red’s admission? What did it
even mean? Her confession felt weighty, but Tom wasn’t sure why.

“I’m not really sure what that means, but maybe—”

“Red?” Ox’s frantic voice thundered through the air.

Shit. He hadn’t even thought Red may have taken off without telling
Ox. The man had to be wild with fear.



“She’s here, Ox,” he called back, then listened to running footsteps.
In seconds Ox was standing in his backyard, glaring down at him.

“Fuck, Tom. You could have told me she was here.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I was trying to make sure she was all right,” he
answered.

“She’s not all right. She’s grounded.”

“She’s right here,” Red threw out.

“You need to get your arse back to your room, right now, Red,” Ox
said, unmoved and still glaring at Tom.

“Tom gets it, Ox. He agrees with me,” she retorted.

“What? No. No, that’s not what I said at all.”

“Well Tom isn’t in this family and he has no say over you or
anything in our family.”

Tom was ready to bolt. The anger rolling off Ox was uncomfortable
to say the least, but worse was the pain clear on his neighbours’ face. Ox
was hurting, and he was too angry at Tom to allow any comfort he had to
offer.

“You’re such an arse, Ox.”

“Home, Red, or your week will turn into two.”

Red huffed as she stood, her fists clenched tightly. For a minute Tom
thought she might strike her brother. Instead she stormed past him,
knocking into him as she went. Ox held his ground, offering no comment at
all.



Tom got to his feet, prepared to face more of Ox’s anger. “I’m sorry
again, Ox. I never told Red I thought it was okay she was smoking—”

“Is that what she told you? That she was just smoking?”

“Um, yeah…”

“She was smoking weed, Tom. And yeah, I know, I know, it may not
be that bad, but it can also be a gateway drug. I can’t lose her to drugs too, I
can’t.”

“She said it quietens the noise. I’m not certain but I think she means
the chaos inside her. Maybe it’s just normal teenage noise but…I don’t
know, if you take her to see somebody…”

“Yeah,” Ox murmured, the tension in his body easing, his face
relaxing. He looked so young—too young for the burdens he carried.

“Ox, I didn’t mean to butt in, and I know I have no business messing
in your family, but I’m here if you need help.”

“Yeah, yeah, thanks. I didn’t mean to sound like an arsehole just
then. She scared me, ya know.”

Tom might not know in the same way Ox did, but in one short week
he’d begun to care more about the Carter family than he’d cared about
anyone in a very long time. So yeah, he knew.

 

 

OX

Anger felt hot and red and he could deal with that, but fear was a
white heat and it stole everything inside as it scored through him. He’d been



scared a lot during his life. His parents’ arguments, the people they’d
brought home, those first few nights he he’d been on the streets. He’d
known fear before, but this time was different. His terror for his sister was a
living thing waiting to devour him.

When he’d found out about the marijuana his first reaction had been
anger but crawling beneath, feeding the rage had been terror. Red could not
walk the same path as their parents—and Ox had to make certain she didn’t.

“What happened?” Tom asked quietly, his hands twitching at his side
as though he wanted to do something with them but wasn’t sure what.

“I smelt it on her,” Ox muttered, shaking his head. “Recognised the
smell straight away. I asked her about it and, I guess, to her credit she
owned up. Told me the other kids at school were doing it on the way home
and she just…joined in. As though it were no big deal. As though she didn’t
grow up with arsehole drug-addicted parents.”

Ox sank to the ground, almost in the spot his sister had so recently
vacated. He raised his legs, wrapping his arms around them and rested his
head on his knees.

“How did I let this happen?” he whispered, the knives of guilt
shredding its way through the last of his anger.

“Ox, you didn’t let this happen. Red’s a teenager and this is a pretty
normal teenager thing to do.”

“You don’t get it, Tom.”

“Then help me to,” Tom pleaded, coming back to sit at his side, so
close his outdoorsy, woodsy scent wafted to Ox.



Ox bowed his head once more; he couldn’t face Tom while he told
him some of the worst bits of his life because the shame might eat him
alive. Maybe if he looked away and closed his eyes, he’d find the words.

“The first Christmas I can remember I was six. I remember hearing
all about Santa Claus and presents and the magic of the season,” he began,
peppering his tone with all the revulsion threatening to choke him. “I have
no idea what my first five Christmases were like, but I was so excited this
particular year. I never had much so I never expected much but I thought I’d
been such a good boy that year so Santa would definitely bring me the
Matchbox car I wanted.

“Stephen Semler had one. He’d brought it to school, it was orange
with red flames on the side and a black number 3 on the bonnet. God, I
thought that little car was the greatest thing I’d ever seen.”

He took a deep breath, let the memories play behind his lids like an
old-school movie projector. If only he could go back and change the ending.

“The other thing you should know about my parents—sometimes
they’d tip a smidge of whiskey or bourbon or something like it into my
drink, so I’d sleep through the night without ‘bothering the fuck’ outta
them.”

“Jesus.” The word came as a mere puff of breath from Tom beside
him.

“Christmas Eve they must have really wanted to party, so they dosed
me up really good. When I finally woke up the house was so quiet, and I
was so groggy it took me a while to remember Santa should’ve come. But
when I did, I tiptoed out to the tree—such as it was—certain I’d see just one
small gift for me under it.



“What I found was my parents. Naked, passed out and vomit
everywhere. All of that was pretty usual on a day ending in Y, but this time
something had gone wrong. They’d fought, must have fought,” he squeezed
his eyes shut while recalling the scene. Nothing but a fight could have
caused the destruction he’d found that day. “The entire room was a wreck.
TV smashed, shelves knocked down and the blood—”

“Ox? You okay?” From the way Tom had asked he suspected he’d
been lost to the memory of that day, caught in the snare of its horror for a
time.

“They were cut up to hell, Ox. I mean there was blood over
everything, and they had cuts and scratches all over. I thought they were
dead. That was going to be my present, dead parents. If it wasn’t that I
wouldn’t have Red and the twins I’d say that would have been the best gift I
could have gotten.”

At some point, without Ox even realising it, Tom had begun rubbing
soothing circles into his back as he spoke, his touch light and gentle. Ox
rarely allowed gestures of comfort because he couldn’t get used to
something that might not be around for long, but he wanted Tom to touch
him that way forever.

“What happened next?”

Ox shook his head, hating that this might have been his missed
moment that saved them all. If he’d have called somebody in authority, the
cops or somebody, the condition of his home and his parents might have
been the enormous in-your-face red flag the authorities seemed to need to
recognise a child in danger from their parents.



What he’d done instead still occasionally appalled him. “I cleaned
up. Six years old, Christmas day and I was tiptoeing through shattered glass
and splintered wood to soak up blood and vomit.”

“Why?” Tom’s question was laced with the curiosity of someone
who simply could not understand the actions of another.

“They were my parents,” Ox answered simply.

He could go into a long-winded spiel about kids loving their parents
even if they did the most terrible things to them, but Tom would either get it
or he wouldn’t.

“Yeah.” Tom murmured, “I don’t think you really see your parents
until you’re not a child anymore.”

Apparently, Tom got it.

“For some maybe not even then. We’re so indoctrinated to put up
with shit because they’re family, ya know. But that word doesn’t mean what
people think it does. Family is the people you choose to include in your life.
You don’t have to worry about putting up with shit from true family
because they’d never do anything to hurt you.”

He sensed Tom moving beside him, the nod of his head, a slight
tremble in his body and a whispered, “Yeah.”

They sat quietly for a time, Ox lost to the past, Tom somewhere in
his own thoughts. The silence was comfortable—comforting. Matt had
always been able to calm Ox with his jokes or a constant chatter to take his
mind of his problems, but Tom was different. Tom soothed Ox with only his
steady, quiet presence.

“I get why you were mad at me, Ox. I get why you’re so scared.”



“I won’t let that happen to Red. I can’t let her down. I can’t. I wasn’t
there for her. I don’t know how many Christmas days of her own she saw,
and I wasn’t there. I’ll do whatever I have to, so she doesn’t end up like
them.” He felt the embers of anger flaring, relighting as he thought about
his sister. He wouldn’t let his neighbour interfere in their lives unless he
knew doing so was best for Red and the twins.

“I don’t mean to sound like a dick, but you need to stay out of our
business, Tom. I’m their guardian. I get to say what’s best for them.”

Tom flinched beside him as though he’d struck him. Ox allowed the
regret to pass him by. Maybe he’d hurt Tom with his words but so long as
Red was okay, he didn’t care—couldn’t care.

“I didn’t mean to intrude. I’m sorry.” Tom sighed and looked away.
“I still meant what I said, though, Ox. If you need help, I’m here.”

Tom stood before Ox had a chance to answer, offering him a small
smile before walking back into his house. Ox stayed where he was for a
moment longer before standing and going home, tendrils of regret and
yearning chasing him the entire way.   

 



CHAPTER THREE
OX

He had no right to be standing here banging on the man’s door at six
o’clock in the morning, not after the way he’d spoken to him after Red’s
visit the other night, but he was desperate. Paddy had thrown up twice since
waking at two a.m. so there was no way he’d be going to kindy today. Red
and Beau still needed to get to school and Ox didn’t relish the idea of
dragging poor Paddy along on the drop off.

So, here he was, proverbial hat in hand, to ask Tom for a favour. He
didn’t doubt for a second Tom would say yes, but just having to ask
smarted. He’d been independent and capable long before he’d even walked
out of his parents house years ago, but even he was struggling with the
constant juggling act his life had become trying to balance the needs of a
couple of four-year old’s, a fourteen-year-old, and occasionally, when he
had something left to give, a twenty-two year old—himself.

“What’s up?” Tom asked as he opened the door. He wore nothing
other than a pair of cotton boxers which left little to the imagination—and
Ox was imagining. He easily pictured a perfectly proportioned cock, heavy
balls and his favourite spot on a man’s body—the crease between thigh and
groin. The idea of scraping his tongue along that crease almost brought a
groan to his lips. He needed to shut that shit down right now.

Tom was his neighbour and if they started something and it went
wrong it would be a disaster. Plus, he was here to ask a favour, not drop to
his knees before the man.

“Ah, sorry to wake you so early. I need a favour,” he answered,
fixing his gaze on Tom’s face instead of his package.



“I was awake, just hadn’t dragged myself out of bed yet.”

A flush crept up Tom’s neck, pinking his cheeks. He looked, not
guilty, but nervous maybe? Had Tom been getting himself off before rising
and Ox had interrupted? Perhaps he had someone else in bed with him? Ox
stomped all over that idea, hating it the moment the notion had popped into
his brain. Not that he should. Tom wasn’t his and he had an absolute right to
take anybody he wanted to bed.

“Ox?”

“Yep. Sorry. I’m a bit distracted this morning.” He felt his own
cheeks heat at his shame over thinking such things about his hot neighbour.

“Why don’t you tell me what the favour is?” Tom asked, a smug
smirk pulling at his lips.

Could he tell the affect he was having on Ox? Was he enjoying Ox’s
discomfiture? Bastard. “Right, sure. Um, Paddy’s sick. He’s vomiting his
little guts up and I wondered if you’d be able to sit with him for a little
while, so I can take Beau and Red to school?”

“Sure, of course. Tummy bug?”

“Maybe. I’m going to run him up to the doctors later to make sure.
He’s so little, you know. I hate seeing him sick like this.”

“Of course, you do. Let me throw some clothes on and I’ll be right
over.”

“No rush. We don’t need to leave until 7:30. Is that okay? Do you
have any flights today?” Ox was calming down after his fluster caused by
Tom’s almost nakedness. This was easy. Talking to Tom was easy.

“Nope. I’ve got two days off. I’ll be here if you need me.”



“Thanks, Tom.”

“Whatever you need, Ox. I admire what you’re doing for those kids
and if I can help, I will.” This wasn’t the first time Tom had said this to him.

Ox swallowed past the lump in his throat. The damn man was going
to make him cry. He didn’t have a whole lot of experience with good people
growing up and his parents were the worst example of humanity. Any show
of kindness toward him usually had Ox choking up, tears not far behind.

“Thank you. Means a lot,” Ox replied, shuffling his feet. “So, come
on over when you’re ready.” He turned from his neighbour without another
glance, afraid Tom would see everything he was feeling laid bare in that
moment.

“I won’t be long,” Tom answered as he kept walking away.

Red was sitting on the bed beside Paddy when he walked back into
his home. She was dressed and ready for school. He heard Beau humming
in the bathroom—at least he didn’t seem to be feeling off colour at all.

“Hey. You feel any better?” he asked as he laid his hand gently on
Paddy’s forehead. He felt a little warm, but he didn’t think there was a
raging fever. He’d given him some Nurofen earlier which Paddy had
promptly brought back up a few minutes later. If it were him, he’d have
taken another couple of tablets, but Paddy had the liquid stuff and Ox didn’t
know how much might have stayed down. Would he overdose his little
brother if he gave him more? Just one more question for the doc later.

Paddy shook his head, his eyes dull as he glanced up at Ox. He was
pale, but Paddy usually was, so it was hard to tell if that meant anything.



“Tom’s gonna come and sit with you for a little while later when I
take Beau and Red to school. Will that be okay?”

Paddy gave a tiny nod, closing his eyes as though this small
interaction had exhausted him. Ox gently carded his fingers through
Paddy’s hair. “Good boy, Paddy.”

“You okay, Red?” he asked, quickly glancing at his sister.

“Yep. I’m all done. Do you want me to do Beau or sit here with
Paddy?” A part of him wanted to keep both Red and Beau away from
Paddy in case whatever he had was infectious, but chances were high they
had it already. Beau slept in the same room and Red had been right there
with him while Paddy had been throwing up earlier.

“I’ll get Beau. Call out if you need me.”

“Uh-huh.” Red turned her gaze back to her younger brother, her
hand tenderly rubbing his arm. Paddy hardly seemed to register his sisters
touch, his eyes staying closed, his face pulled into a grimace of discomfort.

Ox found Beau in the kitchen straining to drag a stool toward the
cupboard. “What can I getcha, Beau?”

“I want begemite on my toast, Ox.”

“Vegemite. Okay, I’ll grab it for you. You put your toast in?”

“Yep. I can reach that one.”

Beau looked decidedly pleased with his ability to reach the toaster.
He was as independent as Paddy wasn’t. Ox grabbed the vegemite from the
middle shelf, making a mental note to rearrange the cupboards so the twins
could reach things they might want.



“Paddy sick again?”

“He’s still sick, Beau. I’m gonna take you and Red to school and
then Paddy to the doctor.”

He saw the frown on his little brothers face. Until their parents had
died the twins had never been to a doctor—at least not that they could
remember. Their vaccinations had been behind and as far as anybody could
tell they’d never had any kind of check-ups. Getting their health care sorted
had been one of the first items Ox had added to his long list when he met
with Molly, their Child Services Officer. He’d also ticked it off as done
first.

“For a needle?” Beau asked, his eyes enormous.

“Not this time, Beau.”

“Good,” Beau stated, sounding for all the world like an old man.
“Paddy didn’t like needles.”

“I don’t think anyone does.” Ox scuffed his brother’s hair, earning
himself a slap on his hand.

“Hey,” Beau called as though he was enduring Ox’s attention.

“You gonna be okay at kindy without Paddy today?”

“Yep.”

“That’s my boy.”

He sat with Beau while he ate his breakfast, once of twice excusing
himself to check on Paddy. The little boy was fast asleep, Red still at his
side.



“Teeth,” he reminded Beau once he’d finished eating. Beau ran to
the bathroom leaving Ox to quickly tidy up the kitchen. He should have
grabbed himself something to eat while he’d been waiting with Beau, but
his mind wasn’t firing on all cylinders this morning. He was tired from
being up with Paddy and weary with worry.

“I’ll get it,” Beau screamed when there was a knock on the door. Ox
walked into the living room but allowed Beau to answer the door, knowing
it would be Tom.

“Hey, Beau,” Tom greeted the little boy.

“Tom, Paddy bomited,” he answered with all seriousness.

“He vomited? Oh, that’s no good.”

Ox loved how Tom had quickly picked up on how to handle Beau’s
occasional speech difficulties. He simply repeated the word he’d been
trying to say back to him, pronouncing it correctly.

One of the first things Red had told Ox when he’d gone to pick them
up after their parents’ deaths had been how their dad had called Beau stupid
or a moron whenever he mispronounced a word. If he wasn’t already dead
Ox would have killed the guy.

“I okay.”

“I’m glad to hear it. I’m gonna sit with Paddy while Ox takes you to
kindy.”

Beau nodded as though offering his approval for this plan. “I hope
he doesn’t bomit on you.”

“I hope he doesn’t vomit on me either,” Tom answered, a little laugh
in his tone.



“Hey. Thanks again, Tom,” Ox said, finally joining the conversation.

“It’s not a big deal, Ox.”

Maybe not to Tom, but to Ox it was a big deal. Not only the favour
but his willingness to help was something of a revelation to Ox.

When the time came to leave half an hour later Ox struggled to walk
out the front door. Paddy had woken and vomited once more since Tom’s
arrival, and though he trusted Tom completely to watch his baby brother, he
still hated the idea of leaving Paddy when he was feeling so miserable.

He should be grateful though because he’d miraculously moved next
door to someone he could trust with his siblings. And though it pained his
independent self to admit it, he’d moved beside a man he could rely on—
one of only two men in his life he’d let himself depend on.

 

 

 

 

TOM

Tom breathed through his nose as best he could. For such a small
boy Paddy’s vomit was intensely pungent. He’d managed to get the bowl
underneath him before he’d been sick all over himself and his bed, which
Tom now thanked god for because cleaning up that kind of mess may have
triggered sympathetic gagging of his own.

Paddy was lying back down, eyes closed as Tom finally felt safe to
leave him for a brief minute to empty the sick bowl. He remembered the
feel of Paddy’s small, fragile body under his touch as he’d gently rubbed his



back while the poor little guy had heaved his guts out. Tom didn’t consider
himself an emotional guy but seeing Paddy so sick had almost brought tears
to his eyes. No wonder poor Ox had seemed so choked up this morning
when he’d come to ask for Tom’s help.

He flushed the vomit down the toilet then took the bowl into the
bathroom to wash it out. He washed his hands once he was done, hoping to
kill any germs he might be picking up from Paddy. Not that he worried
about getting sick, but if he got sick then how would he be able to help Ox?
What if Ox caught the bug? Tom knew he’d be there to help but he doubted
his skills in looking after Ox’s siblings. What the hell did he know about
four-year old’s?

Paddy was still asleep when he crept back into his room, so he
placed the bowl on the bedside table and quickly went to the kitchen to grab
himself a glass of water. He gulped it down, wanting to get back to Paddy
as soon as he could. He glanced around the kitchen admiring how well Ox
stayed on top of keeping things clean and tidy in this home. His own
kitchen was probably messier than this one.

On the benchtop was a long list, groceries. He remembered how
cranky Ox had been when he’d tried to help by buying some stuff for them
when they first moved in. Surely, Ox wouldn’t be mad if Tom helped a little
now by doing their shopping? He’d be able to slip out while Ox was at the
doctors with Paddy and buy what was on the list. One less job for Ox.

Maybe he should go to the doctors with Ox, though? What if there
was something seriously wrong with Paddy? The idea was unbearable. How
was Ox managing? Because he was almost floored just thinking about some
serious illness threatening Paddy? How Ox was still on his feet was a
mystery.



Decision made, he slid the slip of paper with the list written, from
the looks, in both Ox and Red’s hand in his pocket. He’d offer to go with
Ox to the doctors though he suspected he’d be turned down. He admired
many things about Ox including his independence, but sometimes he could
be a stubborn git.

He returned to Paddy who was still sleeping soundly now that he’d
purged more of his stomach contents. Poor little boy couldn’t have much
more left to give up in his tiny belly. He dragged the small armchair closer
to the bed and slouched down in it. The second Paddy made a sound he’d
hear it and be there to help.

A short time later Tom heard Ox pull into the driveway, listened to
him open the front door. He stayed where he was. Ox would find him soon
enough. He watched as Ox walked silently into the room, standover his
young brother and gently touch his head.

“He was sick again,” Tom whispered.

“Jesus,” Ox puffed the word out on an almost silent breath. Then he
looked at Tom and gestured to the doorway.

Tom followed him out. Ox leaned on the hallway wall just outside
Paddy’s bedroom door and Tom leaned against the opposite wall watching
him carefully.

“You okay?” he asked.

Ox scrubbed a hand over his face. He looked tired and lacking his
usual energy, understandably. “Yeah. I got an appointment at nine at the
doctors. Maybe I should just take him to emergency?”



Was Ox asking him or thinking out loud? “Emergency rooms can get
very busy, Ox. He’d see someone quicker at the doctors and if it’s
something serious…”

“Yeah. You’re right. I better get him up and going.”

“Do you need me to come with you?” Tom asked quietly. He didn’t
want to sound as though he thought Ox wasn’t able to handle this, but he
wanted to put the offer out there.

Ox glanced up at him, leaving his gaze on Tom’s for a fraction
longer than usual. “Nah. Thanks, Tom, but I’ve taken up enough of your
time off. Thanks again for watching him.”

“Okay.” Tom didn’t push Ox, figuring all that would do was get his
back up. “I’m right next door if you need me. And if this little one is bad
you call me, and I’ll pick Red and Beau up this afternoon okay.” He said the
last bit with as much authority as he was able to manage. There was no
point Ox tearing round doing everything himself when he was a few metres
away with nothing much to do.

“Yeah, maybe…”

“No. You promise me you’ll call if you need me to pick the kids up.”

Ox smiled—close to a laugh—and Tom was thrilled he’d made him
do that. “All right. Jeez, pushy bastard.”

“Well you’re a stubborn git so I have to push.”

“Fair,” Ox replied. “Now go home, put your feet up and rest in case I
do need to call you.”

“Okay. I know Paddy’ll be fine, Ox. Kids get sick all the time eating
dirt and shit.”



“Eating dirt?”

“Yeah, ya know they just shove anything in their mouths.”

Ox laughed this time, gently slapping Tom on the shoulder. “Oh my
god. I think you know less about kids than I do.”

“Likely,” Tom replied. He nodded once more at his neighbour then
left him. He had shopping to do and if Ox screamed at him for it, then so be
it.

Two hours later Tom heard Ox pull into his driveway, not that he
was obsessively listening for him or anything. Yeah right. He’d gotten home
himself forty minutes ago with Ox’s groceries. They were currently still
bagged in Tom’s kitchen, the cold foods in his fridge.

He peeked out his window to watch Ox pull Paddy out of his car seat
and carry him inside. Paddy appeared a little more animated than he had
this morning and Tom hoped that was a good sign.

Should I head straight over there? Or maybe he should give them a
bit of time to settle back home. The latter was probably the right thing to do
but Tom needed to ensure Paddy was okay more than acting socially
acceptable. He quickly pulled out the items he’d stored in his fridge and
repacked them in the cold bags.

There were six bags of groceries, so Tom felt like a pack horse as he
lugged them over to his neighbour. He gently kicked the front door in lieu
of knocking given his hands were full.

“What the hell?” Ox asked as he opened the door.

“I know, I know and yes you can pay me back but I wanted to help
and you being a stubborn git and all I knew you would say no if I asked so I



just went ahead and did it,” he rambled as he pushed passed Ox to get the
bags of food into the kitchen before he could shut the door in his face.

“I got everything on the list. I wasn’t sure about brands, so I got ones
I recognised. I hope that’s okay—”

“Tom.”

“Some of them may have been a bit more expensive than the brands
you’d buy, and I apologise for that. You can just pay me whatever you’d
normally pay—”

“Tom!”

“Yeah,” he answered, turning to look for the first time at Ox’s face.
He’d expected anger or maybe exasperation. Instead he found beautiful,
dewy navy eyes watching him. Ox’s face was a picture of relief tinged with
gratitude.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

They watched each other in silence for a moment. This was
unchartered territory for Tom. Friendship wasn’t something he had a great
deal of experience with.

“How’s Paddy?”

“Better. Doc says it’s a tummy bug. She gave me some drink with
electrolytes or something for him to drink to rehydrate him. And told me to
stick to lots of fluids and bland food once he’s feeling better.”

Tom felt the relief flood through his body. Until that moment he
hadn’t realised how worried he’d been. “Good. That’s good.”



“Yeah.”

They stood in silence again with Tom beginning to feel
uncomfortable about his gesture. Not that he regretted shopping for Ox, but
he wasn’t used to being a friend to anybody.

“Tom?”

“Yep?”

“Thank you. Really. There’s no way I could have got those groceries
today and the cupboards almost bare, so thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Tom’s gaze flicked to Ox’s lips as he watched
his tongue peek out and lick along the bottom lip. Christ, he looked so
damn good. “Well I should leave you to it, I guess, unless—”

“Tom.”

“Yeah?”

“Would you mind staying for a bit? Just for some company, ya
know.”

Tom nodded, fighting to restrain a ridiculous smile from spreading to
his face. Maybe he was helping Ox out, but he was getting something out of
it to—companionship. Friendship.

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 



CHAPTER FOUR
OX

“Where does she live, Red?” Ox’s voice thundered through the small
house, much louder than he’d have liked. He knew he was scaring the
twins, but fear for his sister made it impossible to temper his anger.

“I told you, Ox. She lives in Toongabbie.”

“But where? What street? Will her parents be home?” His tone
morphed from angry to exasperated. “I don’t know this girl, Red, and I need
to make sure you’ll be okay.”

Redfern had taken her grounding from the weed incident relatively
well, but now her time had been served, her contrition all but disappeared.
He was walking a tightrope with Red, a balance between authoritative
guardian and loving brother. Ox knew in his gut if he tipped too far either
way, he’d lose her.

“Cassie’s good, Ox. She’s the most popular girl in school. If I don’t
go to this party, I’ll never be one of them. I have to go, Ox, I have to.”

“And I’m not saying you can’t, but I need more information.”

They glared at each other, Red unwilling to bend and Ox knowing he
couldn’t. This had to be his line in the sand. He had to make Red
understand there would be rules and she had to follow them.

“Fine,” she huffed and rolled her eyes, the movement so exaggerated
he wondered if her eyeballs might pop right out of their sockets. “I’ll get
her address.”

“I need a phone number, too. I need to talk to her parents.” Ox was
pushing it—he suspected. But Red was asking to go to a party at another



fourteen-year old’s home, and it was his job to ensure there’d be
supervision. It was only a little over two weeks since he’d busted Red
smoking pot, he wasn’t ready to return full trust to her yet.

“Jesus, Ox, just stick a sign on my head saying world’s biggest dork
and be done with it. Nobody else’s parents will be calling Cassie’s.”

“And I don’t care about any of them, Red.” He was yelling again. Ox
had always considered himself even tempered, but his little sister had a
knack of riling him up faster than anyone he knew. His worry for her was a
constant maelstrom within him that she frequently tapped into, bringing all
that swirling fear to the surface in the form of shouting.

“Ox?” a soft, trembling voice called to him.

Ox looked down into Beau’s frightened face. Paddy stood silently at
his side, one tiny hand resting on Beau’s forearm. Paddy was the far timider
twin, constantly looking as though he’d jump at his own shadow. Beau was
fiercer, more outgoing, and often took on the role of spokesmen for them
both.

“It’s okay, boys. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

They both only looked at him, eyes wet with unfallen tears. Ox felt
like a complete dick. He’d promised himself he’d give these kids a better
life than they’d had till this point, yet here he was shouting at Red much
like their useless father and mother had shouted at each other and their kids.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured as he knelt in front of his brothers. He
drew the small bodies to him, watching Red over their shoulders. “I
shouldn’t be shouting,” he added. Indecision flashed in his sister’s gaze as
though she had one foot in forgiveness while the other lagged behind to
stubbornly hold onto her anger at him.



He recognised in that moment exactly where his sister stood—she
was torn between burgeoning independence and wanting to be mothered
and cared for. She wasn’t quite ready to stop being taken care of yet but
wanted to be her own person at the same time.

“Red, I trust you, I do, but I need to make sure you’ll be okay—for
my own peace of mind.” He hoped turning this onto his own worries would
work. Red loved her family—he was very aware of that—and he trusted she
wouldn’t want to hurt him.

“Fine,” she huffed, but the anger was gone. “I’ll get their phone
number.”

Ox stood, taking the twins with him, one tucked under each arm—he
wouldn’t be able to do this much longer, they were growing so fast. He
watched Red turn and walk out of the room. The battle had been tough,
with two small casualties, but he’d had to win this one. Red had to know the
boundaries—and that he cared.

“Come on, you two, you can help me barbecue.” He smooched a kiss
on each boy’s cheek and gently lowered them to the floor.

When he called, Cassie’s parents assured him they’d be there all
evening to supervise the party, yet Ox was still having a hard time driving
away from the large house in Toongabbie. Through his car windows he
heard the thump, thump of music and the occasional excited squeal. Red
would have his head if she knew he was still sitting in the car watching
instead of taking the twins home to bed like he should.

“We go, Ox?”

“Yeah, Paddy, we’re going.” Ox forced his hands to turn the key,
made his foot press the accelerator and slowly drove away. Matt would



already be at his place waiting for him. He’d invited his friend over so he
could stay with the twins when it was time to pick Red up and that way, he
wouldn’t have to wake the boys. Given it was a Friday night he’d been
surprised when Matt agreed. He shouldn’t have been because Matt was
always there for him.

He’d thought about offering the job to Tom, but he was flying today,
and Ox had quickly realised it wasn’t a nine to five job. He couldn’t rely on
Tom being there—and probably shouldn’t anyway. They’d only known
each other less than a month.

When he pulled into his driveway ten minutes later Ox was glad that
he’d made the call he had. The house next door was cloaked in darkness.
Tom had mentioned a hundred times leaving lights on but most days when
night fell Tom’s home remained dark. Maybe he’d get Tom one of those
timers, so his light would come on automatically. Ox turned away from the
shadowy house, doing his best to ignore the pang in his guts that he might
not see Tom again today.

Waiting on his porch, sprawled in the camping chair he used for
outdoor furniture, sat Matty. Ox had met Matthew Freeman a week after
he’d fled his parents’ home, and together, they’d clawed their way out of
the streets. Matt now made a decent living as a plumber and he was doing
all right as a boat mechanic.

If he thought back over the last few years his entire life seemed a
blur. Ox could never quite recall how he’d fallen into his apprenticeship as
a marine mechanic, but he thanked the universe for it every damn day. He
still needed some support from the government, but he was able to put a
decent roof over his siblings’ heads and while they might not have the best
of everything, they’d have enough food and clothes.



“Oxford, my man, how goes it?” Matt called as Ox wrestled the
twins out of their car seats.

“It goes,” he grunted as he fought Paddy’s recalcitrant restraint.

“Beaumont, up high,” Matt said. Ox smiled at Beau’s giggling
response and the soft slap of flesh as his brother and best friend high fived
each other.

Finally, he had Paddy loose and he turned to Matty with the little
boy still in his arms.

“Paddington. Bump it,” Matt commanded, and Paddy happily
bumped his tiny fist against Matt’s large one. “Have we eaten?”

“We cookeded, Uncle Matt,” Beau answered.

“You cooked? And you’re all still standing? Amazing.”

Matt was great with the boys, easy enough given he was still just a
big kid himself. One day he’d make a great father and that day would be
pretty soon if Megan had her way. Ox was happy for his friends’ domestic
bliss, even if a smidge jealous.

“Ha-ha, Matty. The boys did an awesome job—in fact there’s some
left-over salad they made if you’re up for it,” Ox said as he led the small
group into the house.

“I don’t think I’m that brave, Oxford,” Matt replied sounding as
sincere as he could manage with one of his ridiculous grins on his face.

“I ate it,” Paddy announced with a seriousness too old for such a
young age.

“Well, you always were the bravest, Paddington.”



Ox allowed himself a smile as he listened to the chatter around him.
For a minute, after they’d first met, he’d fancied himself in love with Matt.
He’d quickly realised Matt was straighter than the proverbial arrow but by
then he’d already realised what he’d felt for Matt wasn’t romantic love but
the love of two men who were destined to be best friends for the rest of
their lives. They’d saved each other out there and an intimacy and
friendship had grown between them as a result. Ox knew in his guts they’d
be saving each other in some ways forever.

“You sing tonight, Uncle Matt?”

“Ooh boy.” Matt winced and shook his head. “I’m not sure you want
that. Ox is the singer here.”

“But Ox sings every night,” Beau argued.

“All right.” Matt nodded. “I’ll sing, but only if you can be in your
PJ’s by the time I count to one hundred.”

“That’s forever,” Beau replied before squealing as he ran for his
room, Paddy hot on his tail.

As soon as they were out of sight Matt turned to him, his expression
serious and concerned. “How’s it going?”

“We’re getting there.”

“You know Megs and I will do whatever we can to help, right?”

“Of course, Matty.” Ox squeezed Matt’s shoulder. “I’m okay so far.”

“And Redfern?”

“No more trouble. I’m trying to set the rules for her, so she knows
where she stands. I dunno…I think she’s doing okay.”



“She’s a good kid, but even the good ones slip up, Ox. Remember
that, yeah?”

“Yeah.”

Matt smirked, and Ox knew what was coming.

“And what about Mr Hot Lips next door?”

“Ugh,” Ox groaned, “I never should have said anything about him.”

“You really shouldn’t have, but you did, so spill.”

“Nothing to tell.” He shrugged. “I don’t see him as much now he’s
started his job.”

“But when you do?”

“He’s…he’s fucking hot, man. I mean seriously hot.” Ox smirked as
a flash of Tom’s smiling face popped into his head.

“Wow…you’ve got it bad for him.”

“I like him, Matt, but I haven’t got time for anything more right now.
I’m flat out with the kids and work and he’s busy with his new job…besides
who the hell would want to get involved with a guy with three kids?”

“Nobody is talking marriage here, Ox. You could just have some fun
with him. I mean a booty call right next door?” Matt waggled his eyebrows
like a jerk. “How convenient is that?”

“And messy, and not going to happen.”

“Boo.” Matt jeered, “Come on, Ox.”

“Matt—”



“Uncle Matt we dressed,” Beau yelled, mercifully rescuing Ox from
this increasingly uncomfortable conversation.

Ox pushed thoughts of Tom out of his mind as he ran down the hall
after Matt, laughing as they chased and played with Beau and Paddy until
they fell into an exhausted sleep practically where they stood.

 

 

TOM

Even through the pillow shoved over his head Tom heard the
laughter coming from next door. He’d had a shit day at work, every flight
delayed for one reason or another, so turning it into a far longer day than it
should have been.

During the drive home he’d decided he was going to invite himself
over to Ox’s with a couple of drinks in hand and the hope of unwinding
with the Carter’s. He’d made it to the first step of Ox’s porch when he heard
the voices. He was able to pick Beau’s from Paddy’s now, so he knew it was
Beau squealing for Matt to stop tickling him through fits of laughter.

He knew Matt was a friend of Ox’s, but were they something more?
And if they were, what business was it of his? There was little question he
had a crush on his neighbour. Who could blame me? Ox was hot as fuck—
seriously good looking and with a rock hard, near perfect body. Tom had
fantasied about getting his hands on all that delicious flesh practically from
the moment he’d seen Oxford Carter.

But there was more. He enjoyed the man’s company—something so
rare for him as to be almost impossible. He liked being around the kids too
—another absurdity in his life courtesy of the Carter’s.



Tom pulled the pillow tighter around his head. The clock had barely
struck nine-thirty and he was already in bed. He was tired, sure, but he had
struggled hearing the sounds from next door. He’d chosen to give himself
an early night rather than torture himself by listening to the fun and games.
He’d hoped things would quieten down early, but the merriment didn’t
seem to be easing up anytime soon.

Fuck, Gale. Tom threw the pillow against the wall and jumped out of
bed, throwing on some jeans and a t-shirt before storming to his kitchen. He
was angry at himself for being so ridiculous even as he was pleased
everything seemed to be good and happy in the Carter home.

He spent the next twenty minutes or more scrubbing his oven, which
he’d hardly used, before moving on to rearranging his pantry. Wow, you are
such a party animal, aren’t ya?

Friday night and he was cleaning his kitchen, while trying to ignore
his neighbours. Tom rolled his eyes at his own ridiculousness. At least the
menial work kept his mind off Ox and his perfect arse. Dammit.

“Fuck,” he yelped when loud banging pounded on his front door.

“Tom? Tom, are you home?”

“Yeah. Hang on,” he replied, running to answer the door before Ox
broke through with his fierce knocking.

“Hey, what’s—Jesus, Ox, what’s wrong?” Tom reached for Ox as he
sagged against his door frame. His neighbour was pale, trembling and his
eyes were wide with fear.

“It’s Red.”



“What happened?” Tom’s stomach dropped as soon as Ox spoke.
Had something awful happened to Red?

“Can you…Matt says I can’t drive, and I need to get to her.”

Tom was turning to reach for his keys and wallet before Ox stopped
talking. He’d find out what happened on the way, but for now he only
wanted to get Ox in the car and on the road.

“Come on,” he said as he reached for Ox to guide him to his car. The
man seemed completely lost. “Where’re we going?”

“Hospital.”

“What?” Tom stopped to turn to Ox. He reached out to hold Ox’s
elbows because he seemed as though he were sinking to the ground. Tom
followed him down, holding tight so Ox wouldn’t hit too hard. Tom knelt in
front of him, his heart lurching as a sob tore from Ox’s throat.

“She overdosed,” Ox eventually whispered.

“Fuck.” What the hell else could he possibly say? Ox’s worst
nightmare was coming to life. Witnessing Ox enduring this was hard
enough, he couldn’t imagine the terror clawing at Ox’s shredded soul.

“I let her go…I let her go to a party. I spoke to the parents, they said
they’d be there. She should have been safe. She should have been—”

“Ox. Look at me,” Tom said using his most commanding tone. “I
know this is killing you, but we have to get to Red. You’ve got to pull it
together for her. When she’s okay—when we’ve seen she’s okay—then you
can fall apart. I promise you I’ll be there, but right now we need to go.”

Ox nodded, a glimmer of tears in his eyes as he lifted his face to
Tom. “Okay. Okay.”



Tom helped him to his feet, holding tight to his arm as he guided Ox
to the car. He gently pushed him into his seat and took the seatbelt out of his
shaking hands to clip it in himself.

“Which hospital?” he asked as he threw himself into the driver’s
seat.

“Westmead.”

“Matt’s okay with the boys?”

“Yeah. He wouldn’t let me drive.”

“Probably a good thing. You’d be no good to anyone if you wound
up in hospital yourself.”

“I’m no good to anyone either way, Tom.”

“Bullshit, Ox. This is not your fault—”

“I’m her guardian, her parent. She OD’d on my watch. Not even my
shithouse parents failed that badly.”

This was gonna kill Ox. Tom wanted to find the right words—any
words—to comfort him.

“I know you’re not going to believe this right now, but you are doing
the best you can, Ox. You’ve had a lot dumped in your lap, but you are
trying so hard. This is a setback but you’re going to do it. You are going to
help her through this.”

“I’m so lost, Tom.”

“I know.”

Traffic was light for a Friday night, but still it took close to twenty
minutes to reach the carpark of Westmead Hospital. Ox had sat quietly the



entire drive, his occasional choking sob and rough breathing the only
indicator he was still alive beside him. Tom would give anything to take the
pain away from him but knew all he had to offer was his presence.

“She’s in emergency?” he asked as they walked toward the entrance.

“Yeah…I think so.”

Tom reached over, taking Ox’s hand in his and gave it a gentle
squeeze. He quickly let go but Ox chased after him, twining their fingers
together once more. Tom wouldn’t let go again until Ox demanded it.

Together they approached the glass screen which protected staff
from overly aggressive patients or their families. A young, harried looking
woman glanced up at them, offering the barest hint of a smile.

“I’m looking for my sister. Redfern Carter.”

“One moment please.”

Tom’s legs twitched as he watched her tap away, her gaze flicking to
the screen every so often.

“Put these on,” she said as she slid two bright orange visitors’
stickers through the gap in the glass. “I’ll meet you at the door to your left.”

In seconds they found themselves on the other side of the screen.
Tom hadn’t been in a hospital for many years and couldn’t ever remember
being in an emergency ward. He’d expected chaos as often depicted in
movies or TV. Instead he found busy people, rushing around, but seeming 
to know exactly where they were going and what they had to do.  He heard 
muffled voices, beeping machines and the occasional whimper.

The entire hall they were being led down had a solid wall on one
side with all kinds of trays and trolleys lined against it while the other side



was made entirely of closed curtains. Ox’s hand was still in his, but he was
a step ahead now, eager to reach his sister.

“She’s right through here,” the young guide said as they approached
a curtained area at the end of the hall. “I’ll let her doctor know you’re here.”

“Thank you,” Tom offered when Ox remained silent. He watched
Ox’s shaky hand clutch the curtain, slowly dragging it back so they could
see in the tiny cubicle.

Ox let out an audible gasp, the trembling in his body worsening until
Tom gave his hand another squeeze to calm him.

“Ox?”

“I’m okay,” Ox whispered in reply. “She looks so tiny.”

Tom followed the trajectory of Ox’s gaze to where Red lay on the
hospital cot, the sheet pulled up to her chest, her arms lying on top to
expose the canula in her arm, the blood pressure cuff and the pulse oximeter
on her finger. Her skin was an off grey colour, her hair a mess covering
much of her pillow.

“What do I do, Tom?” Ox mumbled.

Tom wondered how long Ox would be able to hold himself together
—he seemed to be hanging by a thread. “Let her know you’re here. Hold
her hand,” Tom suggested, unsure himself what to do.

“Yeah,” Ox muttered, and then finally disentangled their fingers.

As much as Tom didn’t want to let go, he was happy to see Ox
taking his sisters hand instead. Ox leaned close, whispering in Red’s ear.
Tom thought he heard him tell her they were there but couldn’t be sure. He



was certain, though, when he saw a tear track down Ox’s cheek before he
deftly wiped it away.

Suddenly, the curtain pulled open again to admit a portly middle-
aged man with a genial smile.

“I’m Doctor Holland. I’ve been looking after Redfern.”

“Ox. Red’s brother,” Ox said as he stood and turned to the doctor,
releasing his sisters’ hand as he did.

“Good to meet you, Ox.”

“Is she okay?”

“She is. As far as we know she took several pills at a party she was
at. We don’t know for sure what they were—these party drugs can have god
knows what in them, but we gave her some charcoal and she’s doing better
now. We’re running more tests, but her heart rate is good, she’s breathing
well.”

“Who brought her in?” Ox asked, his gaze back on Red.

“She came in with paramedics—”

“No one else?”

Doctor Holland frowned and shook his head. “Not that I’m aware
of.”

“She was at a party, at a friend’s place. The parents were there. They
were supposed to…she should have been safe.”

“Ox, this is little comfort, I know, but what happened to your sister
is unfortunately all too common.” The doctor shifted on his feet, looking



suddenly uncomfortable. “We do have to report this incident though,” he
added.

“To who?”

“Your sister’s what? Fourteen? Fifteen?”

“Fourteen.”

“We have to notify Child Services. Your parents—”

“Are dead. Two months ago.”

“I am sorry, Ox. I take it you’re her guardian now?”

Tom’s heart broke as he watched realisation change Ox’s features
into an expression of such wretchedness, he wasn’t sure the man would ever
truly recover.

“Yeah, I am. Will they take her off me?”

“I can’t say, I’m sorry.”

The little cubicle fell silent as Ox seemed to lose himself to his
thoughts while Tom watched on helplessly. He glanced quickly at the doctor
before stepping forward to stand beside Ox.

“Ox?”

“Yeah?”

“We’ll get through this. I promise.”

“Yeah,” Ox mumbled before turning back to Red.

Tom sighed, wishing he had better words, something more he could
say to help pull Ox out of his grief. He missed Ox’s sharp tongue and



challenging glare. All he could do was trust they were there, hiding just
beneath the surface, and would resurface when Ox needed them.

 

 



CHAPTER FIVE
OX

Red’s eyes had been closed for three hours now, through blood tests
and observations, doctors and nurses poking and prodding her and even
through him calling her name, begging her to open her eyes. Ox was getting
to the point where he considered prying them open, though he didn’t want
her to see him in the state he was in right now.

He knew he’d be in a worse condition if it wasn’t for Tom’s calming
influence. The man stood quietly against the wall across from where Ox sat
beside his sister. He hadn’t said a lot since they’d arrived but the few he’d
spoken and the way he’d moved to his side whenever a doctor or nurse had
entered the cubicle told him everything. Tom was there for him and wasn’t
going anywhere. He needed to know that more than he’d expected.

“Mr Carter? Oxford Carter?” An authoritative male voice asked.

“Yeah?” Ox replied, turning to see two cops and a suited up young
woman he recognised instantly. Molly Donaldson was his family case
worker. She’d been assigned to his underage siblings when their parents
died. She’d been the one to call him. She’d been the one to ask him if he
wanted custody of the kids. She was also the one probably regretting her
actions now.

“We need to speak with you a moment.”

“Hey, Molly,” he replied.

“Ox. How is she?”

“She’s gonna be okay.”

“Good.”



“Has anybody fucked up this quickly before?” he asked as he felt
Tom press to his side.

“You haven’t fucked up, Ox—”

“All evidence to the contrary,” he snapped, though he was only
angry with himself.

“Let’s talk out here.”

Ox nodded and stepped toward the opening in the curtain Molly was
holding for him. The two cops had slipped out of view but were no doubt
close by.

“Ox? Do you need me, or should I stay with Red?” Tom asked.

Everything in him wanted Tom at his side for this but he didn’t want
Red to wake up alone. “Do you mind staying with Red?”

“Of course. Whatever you need.”

Ox glanced at Tom. He looked tired, the rings under his eyes darker
than usual. Fuck, he’d been at work all day and who knew if he was
working tomorrow. Tom didn’t have the type of job he could go to if he was
tired.

“Do you need to get home? Are you working tomorrow?”

“No, and don’t you worry about me.”

Tom’s answer didn’t really clarify anything for Ox, but his gaze was
fierce, and Ox didn’t have the energy to argue with him right now. “Thanks,
Tom.”

“Sure.” Tom took the seat he’d so recently vacated, hands in his lap,
gaze on Red. He hadn’t known Tom for long at all, but he had no hesitation



trusting his sister to him.

The cops led him and Molly to a small room at the other end of the
corridor to Red’s cubicle. They obviously had been there before. Ox
wondered how many times. With the drug problems of this society,
probably many.

“Mr Carter,” the younger of the cops began, “we’ve spoken to Mr
and Mrs Briller and they’ve told us Red brought drugs into their home…
hold on, let me finish okay?”

Ox had stiffened and stepped forward, preparing to defend his sister
but the truth was he didn’t know the story and hadn’t been able to ask Red
yet. Had Red supplied the drugs? How the hell had she gotten them? The
answer was painfully clear. She had a wealth of contacts in that life thanks
to their parents. “Go on,” he murmured.

“They’ve made a statement that their daughter Cassie had a small
party this evening and at some point during the evening Red produced some
tablets and persuaded the other girls to try one.”

“Did anyone else end up here?”

“No.”

Ox closed his eyes for a moment, thankful for small mercies. At
least nobody else had overdosed. He didn’t care what anybody said, though,
he was going to wait until he’d heard from Red before he decided what
happened.

“What happens now?”

“We’ll need to speak to Red when she wakes up. She has no record
so it’s hard to say what will happen. I’d like to think she’ll get a chance—”



“What about with you, Molly?” Ox interrupted, more terrified of her
response than that of the cops.

“I don’t plan on removing the children, Ox. I know you’ll be worried
about that but we’re not there.”

“Yet,” he huffed. Fuck, what a mess.

“I’m confident we won’t ever get there. Look, Ox, Red’s been
through a lot, her background is—”

“Shit?” he supplied.

“Yes, shit,” Molly agreed. “But there’s plenty of help available and I
suspect you’ll take it.”

Ox was willing to do anything at all to keep his family together, so
yes, he’d be taking whatever help was on offer.

“All right.” He turned to the police who’d so far been nothing but
decent to him. “Look, I don’t know what happened tonight, Officers, but
Red’s a good kid. She’s lost right now, but I’m just asking you to give her a
chance. Listen to what she tells you when she wakes up. Please.”

“We want to help her, Mr Carter. That’s more important than laying
blame.”

Ox nodded, unsure whether to believe the officer or not, but what
real choice did he have. Besides, right now all he wanted was to get back to
Red.

 

 

TOM



“Tom,” Red’s soft voice cracked as she spoke.

“Hey, you’re awake,” he rather stupidly replied. “How’re you
feeling?”

“Sick. What happened?”

“Ah,” he hedged, looking around for somebody to save him from
this conversation.

“Tom?”

“What do you remember?”

“Um.” Red scrunched her face as she appeared to try to pull her
memories to the surface. “I was at Cassie’s and we…oh shit.”

“What?”

“How mad is Ox?”

“He’s scared, Red, not angry.”

“Cassie gave me something. Did I…?”

“What did she give you?”

Red’s gaze flicked all around the room—anywhere but at him. Was it
guilt, or did she not want to dob in her friend?

“Red, it’s important.”

“I don’t know what it was. She said it was a bennie. I had to take it,
Tom.” Her eyes were large, pleading, begging him for understanding.

“Why?”

“So, they’d like me.”



“Oh, Red—”

“No, don’t tell me some shit about how they’re not really my friend
if I said no and they didn’t like it. You don’t know what it’s like. I had no
friends before. Everyone hated me—hated my family. They don’t know me
here and I—”

“Sh, Red, Sh. Come on, we can talk about this later. Don’t upset
yourself.” Should he hug her? People confused him, he never knew quite
how to deal with strong emotions or difficult situations. He settled for a
gentle pat on her hand.

“Red, you’re awake,” Ox spoke quietly from the gap in the curtains.
From his seat alongside Red, Tom heard her burst into tears at the arrival of
her brother.

Ox looked pale and exhausted, but Tom watched as he forced a small
smile onto his otherwise grim face as he approached Red. “Come on,” he
said soothingly as he reached her side.

They were on opposite sides of Red as she lay quietly crying in her
hospital bed, Tom sitting, Ox looming above her. Their gazes caught, and
Tom saw in Ox’s frightened eyes the same sense of not knowing what to do
or say as he felt. Ox was as lost as he was, but for him the stakes were so
much higher. If Ox couldn’t help his sister, he might lose her to the same
horror that had taken his parents.

“I’m sorry, Ox,” Red muttered through tears and snot and her own
fear. Ox reached for her, gently cupping her cheek. He bent and pressed his
lips to her forehead.

“Okay, Red. It’s gonna be okay,” he murmured, his lips still brushing
her skin. Brother and sister exhaled as though relieved that regardless of



everything they still had each other.

The intimacy of the moment between siblings had Tom on his feet,
searching for his escape. “I should probably…” he stammered, caught
between not wanting to interrupt and a desperate need to flee the moment.

“Don’t go.”

For a second, he wasn’t sure who had pleaded for him to stay,
though it didn’t matter. He’d have done anything for either of them right
then if it meant relieving a tiny fraction of their pain.

“All right.” He moved to his spot against the wall, giving them a
morsel of privacy as they spoke quietly to each other, mostly Ox speaking
low and Red nodding in response.

“Well, good to see you awake, Red.” Doctor Holland entered the
cubicle with the same bustling efficiency of every other time. Tom
wondered how long the man had been on shift and how long he still had to
go. However long it had been, Doctor Holland didn’t seem to be running
out of steam any time soon. “We’ve got a bed for you down in short stay—”

“She has to stay?” Ox interrupted.

“For the night, yes. It’s a precaution more than anything. I’d like her
monitored overnight. I’m certain everything is fine, but we want to be
sure.”

Ox nodded, his gaze flicking to Red.

“And how’re you feeling, Red?”

“Okay,” she answered quietly.



“Good. Once we get you to your room, I’ll check you over one last
time, but I’ll be back in the morning to see you before discharge.”

It was close to midnight now, so how many hours sleep did the
doctor plan on having? Tom knew doctors—especially emergency and
acute care ones—worked long exhausting hours. Their commitment to their
work and patients was something he only understood in terms of his own
unrelenting determination to get to where he was in his career. Different
people, different passions but ultimately a similar commitment.

The next ten minutes saw Tom standing against two separate walls
as staff and Ox darted around Red as they moved her to a two-bed room in
the short stay ward. Tom stayed plastered to the walls to avoid getting in
anybody’s way. Despite the organised chaos around him a little spark of
warmth lit him up when he noticed Ox’s gaze sporadically searching him
out.

No one had ever needed him before. The feeling Ox did now was a
novelty, but not something he planned on taking lightly. He also intended to
enjoy the feeling while it lasted. Tom wasn’t going to kid himself Ox that
needing him would last past the current emergency.

He felt kind of useless holding the wall up but didn’t want to
interrupt while the doctor was talking to Ox and Red. Instead he quietly
slipped from the room and sank into a hard-backed chair in the hall outside.
Despite the lack of padding on the seat he couldn’t have been too
uncomfortable as his eyes slid closed and he drifted away.

***

“Tom? Tom?”



Tom startled awake, unsure if it was the gentle shaking or mild voice
that woke him. Ox’s handsome face peered down at him, a crooked smile in
place.

“I’m sorry, man, you should get home.”

“Nah.” Tom scrubbed his face then glanced at his watch. 1:25am. He
hadn’t been asleep long. “How’s Red?”

“Asleep.”

“How’re you?”

Ox shrugged though Tom knew he was feeling anything but
nonchalant. The pain and fear in his eyes as clear and alive as they had been
when he’d knocked on Tom’s door hours ago.

“Is there anything else I can do?”

“You’ve done enough, Tom.”

Ox dropped into the seat beside him, squeezing the bridge of his
nose. Tom’s hands twitched with need, he so desperately wanted to reach
out and touch Ox. He didn’t have the words to give him but maybe he could
offer something different.

“They’re my world, you know. I’ll do anything to make them happy
and safe. I don’t think they’ve had much of either in their lives.”

“What about you?” Tom asked, though he knew the answer.

“What about me?”

“Have you had happiness? Have you felt safe?”

Ox leaned back, tipping his head so it rested on the wall behind him,
his gaze on the ceiling. “My first sixteen years I was scraping my way



through life, every day a struggle. But you do what you have to. But the
kicker is,” he continued, “I felt safer the day I walked out of my parents’
home than I ever did when I lived there. And yeah, I’ve had some
happiness. Maybe not as much as I’d like, but I’ve got different priorities
now.”

“I get it, Ox, but just because you’ve got the kids now doesn’t mean
you can’t have happiness too. It’s not an either-or deal.”

“What about you?” Ox asked, turning to catch his gaze.

“I’m happy every time I’m in a plane.”

“That’s work happy, what about personal happy?”

Ox’s question caught him off guard. He wasn’t used to thinking in
terms of happiness involving other people. He’d been content to build a
career that made him happy. Happiness with people wasn’t an idea he’d
given much thought to.

“I don’t think it’s for me,” Tom mumbled.

“Why? Why couldn’t you be happy in your personal life?” Ox asked,
genuine curiosity burning behind his tone.

Ox’s question was an excellent one. Why couldn’t he? He wasn’t
certain he had an answer.

After a protracted silence, uncomfortable because he knew Ox
watched him the entire time, Tom simply shrugged, having no other answer
to give—at least not one he wanted to share with Ox. His family crap and
his avoidance of people seemed insignificant in comparison to the life Ox
had lived.



“Anyway, thanks again for tonight, Tom. I don’t know how I’d have
gotten through it without you here,” Ox quietly said.

“I like Red, Ox. She’s great and I don’t want to see her hurt.
Whatever you need from me, I’m there.” He replied, appreciative Of Ox’s
sentiments but knowing Ox would have been just fine whether he was here
or not. Ox was a survivor who inspired Tom with the strength and dignity in
the way he lived his life.

He turned to Ox expecting to see his profile, perhaps as he sat there
deep in thought. Instead he came face to face with Ox’s steely blue-eyed
stare.

“You mean that, don’t you?” Ox murmured.

“Yeah.”

Ox watched him for another full minute before he moved fast,
pulling Tom to him in an awkward hug. Tom did his best to return it but
given their positions the whole thing was clumsy and a little uncomfortable.
Yet, Tom wouldn’t have changed anything given how Ox’s trembling
eventually quieted in his arms.

 



CHAPTER SIX
TOM

Three days had passed since the horrible night Tom spent at the
hospital with Red and Ox. He’d slept most of the first day and worked the
other two, overnighting in Perth in between. Only texts between him and
Ox had kept his sanity with Ox assuring him they were all fine. Red was
better—physically at least. She was guilt-ridden and plain sad according to
Ox.

Despite the reassurances from Ox, Tom found himself on the man’s
doorstep at an hour most would consider too early. As soon as he’d heard
signs of life from the little brick house next door, Tom had thrown himself
together and headed over. He itched to see for himself how well Red was—
or wasn’t—doing. And if he was being brutally honest, he needed to check
on Ox too.

He rapped on the door three times and waited. His feet shifted, of
their own volition. He shook his head wondering when the last time he
cared so much about another human being was—a long time probably.

Tom didn’t immediately recognise the man who eventually opened
the door to him. Beau was clinging to the man’s side, his legs wrapped
firmly around his hips. The man was tall—huge even, easily six foot five—
and he was broad. He could be the biggest man Tom had ever found himself
face to face with. The happy expression on his face was in complete
counterpoint to the threatening size of the man’s body.

“Tom?”

“Yeah,” he replied.



“I’m Matt. Good to meet you.”

So, this was Ox’s best friend Matt. Tom should have recognised him
from the move a few weeks ago, but perhaps he’d been consumed that day
with ogling Ox, completely missing the hulking man who’d been helping
him.

“Come in, come in,” Matt added when Tom remained silent on the
doorstep.

“Thanks. I just came to check on Red—and Ox,” he added. Christ,
are you really trying to stake your claim? He reached a hand forward,
giving Beau a little rub on his head until the little boy laughed and playfully
swatted his hand away.

“They’re both still in bed, but come on through, I was about to get
the little monsters their breakfast.”

Tom followed Matt through to the tiny kitchen where Paddy was
sitting patiently on a stool at the breakfast bench, his half made Weet-bix in
front of him. Matt deposited Beau on the stool beside his brother then
walked to the fridge. Tom gave Paddy the same head rub he’d given Beau
and whispered a hello to them both.

“Listen, I can’t thank you enough for the other night. There’s no way
Ox could’ve driven himself to the hospital.” Matt shook his head, sadness
replacing the smile that had been on his face since he’d opened the door.
“Scared the hell out of him when he got the call.”

“I can only imagine. It’s his biggest fear…losing Red to drugs.”

Matt stopped pouring milk into Paddy’s bowl and glanced up at him,
a questioning look on his face. “Yeah, it is. I’m surprised you know that.



Did he tell you?”

“Not explicitly but it’s not hard to figure out.”

“How much do you know about his past?”

“A little. I know about his parents, not the details but enough.”

“You two monsters gonna be okay if I step outside with Tommy?”
Matt asked the twins, getting only a nod from Paddy and what looked
suspiciously like rolling eyes from Beau.

“Can I get you one?” Matt asked as he gestured toward his coffee.
Clearly, he had something he wanted to say, and Tom wasn’t about to let a
coffee get in the way.

“Nah, thanks. I’m good.”

Matt nodded and then gestured toward the screen door which led to
the backyard. Tom led him out, eager to hear whatever it was Matt had on
his mind.

“I met Ox on the streets,” Matt began without preamble. “His story
isn’t mine to tell but I can tell you mine and it’s so mixed up with Ox’s
you’ll get the idea.”

Tom slid into one of the patio chairs, expecting Matt to follow into
the other one. For a moment he worried the flimsy chair would buckle
under the size of Matt, but it held strong as the large man wriggled into a
comfortable position.

“I had no parents—well obviously I did, but I never knew them.
They died when I was too young to remember them. I floated around in
foster homes for years until I couldn’t take it anymore. I’ll spare you the
gory details but the stories you hear about abuse are sometimes fact not



fiction.” Matt inhaled a deep breath before taking a sip of his coffee and
ploughing on with his tale. Tom wasn’t sure he wanted to hear anymore but
if it related to Ox then…

“The streets didn’t treat me much better than most of the foster
parents had but at least I was free. I was slow to grow…didn’t sprout and
fill out till I was older than most kids. I had a hard time of it. I started
selling myself pretty quickly—nobody seemed to care I was underage and
as awful as it was the money filled my belly.”

“Jesus, Matt—”

“You don’t need to say it, Tom. Everybody’s sorry but it was what it
was.”

“Did Ox…?”

“No. At least not as far as I know he never had to resort to that. He
helped me get out too. As bitter as my childhood had been, I had no street
smarts, but Ox did. He kept me alive out there. Kept me from being
someone’s plaything. If you ask him, he’ll tell you we saved each other but
that’s not true. He’d have been all right with or without me—”

“Bullshit, Matty,” Ox’s deep voice thundered from behind them,
though not in anger. More like he was pleading for Matt to understand his
words were true.

“Ox, I…” He what? Wanted to know about Ox’s past and instead of
asking him he’d been happy to get answers from Ox’s best friend.

“It’s fine, Tom. I’m not ashamed of my past. But you,” he glowered
at Matt. “When are you going to believe me when I tell you I wouldn’t have
made it without you?”



Matt’s laugh was deep and throaty, and though they were feet apart
Tom easily saw the affection between the two men. He wondered how he’d
feel if somebody—anybody—looked at him the way Matt and Ox were
looking at each other. What must it be like to have such a friend?

“Can I get you a coffee?” Matt asked as Ox stretched and yawned,
scratching his belly for good measure.

“Thanks, mate.”

“Tom? You want one yet?”

“No thanks, I’m still good.”

Matt stood, playfully shoving Ox as he walked by him back into the
house. Ox didn’t hesitate to take the seat so recently vacated by his large
friend.

“I didn’t, you know,” Ox murmured.

“Didn’t what?”

“Sell myself.”

Oh that. “It’s really none of my business—”

“No, it’s not, but I don’t mind talking about it. I was lucky more than
anything. Matty insists it was street smarts, but I know luck was the only
thing standing between me and having to give BJ’s in a dark alley for a
couple of bucks.”

“I can’t imagine,” Tom whispered. He’d been lucky too. By the time
he’d figured out what complete arseholes his family were, he’d managed to
establish himself enough that he hadn’t needed to live on the streets.



“Matt did what he had to do, and it sucks, but he survived. He’s my
hero.”

“And I think you’re his.”

“Aah, undeservedly, but yeah maybe.”

“You know, maybe you could take your own advice and believe Matt
when he tells you you’re he’s hero.” Tom leaned across, gently nudging Ox
with his elbow. Ox stared at him, his midnight blue eyes intense, his tongue
flicked out to lick his lip and he inched closer. Was he crazy or was Ox
going to kiss him?

Before he had his answer, Matt burst through the door, two four-
year-old boys laughing as they charged after him.

“Uncle Matt stoled my sock, Ox.”

“He did what?” Ox cried in mock disgust, standing as he did.

“My sock,” Beau yelled again.

Before he knew what was happening, Tom found himself caught up
in this game of chasing after Matt. Catching him would have been easy for
him or Ox, but as adults have done since the beginning of time, they slowed
almost to a walk so one of the little boys could catch him.

“I give, I give,” Matt eventually shouted from beneath a pile of
bodies when Paddy finally caught him and managed to drag him to the
ground. The five of them lay in a pile, puffing for air, laughing at
themselves and each other.

“Let’s go singing tonight,” Ox said.



Singing? Tom had no idea what he was talking about but the idea of
spending more time with these people had him very interested in this
singing idea, even if he had a voice that could kill the dead.

“Yeah!” Beau yelled, jumping up from the pile and dancing around.

“What about you, Tom?” Ox asked, the hint of a smirk on his face.

“Singing?”

“Yeah, karaoke down at the RSL,” Matt supplied. “Everyone’s
welcome. Even Master Beaumont here gets up and belts one out.”

“I can’t sin—”

“Doesn’t matter,” Ox advised. “None of us can but we have a
helluva good time torturing the audience with our attempts.”

How could he say no? He didn’t even want to, as mortifying as the
idea of singing in public was. If he got to be with this family, he was going.

“All right, I’m in.”

“Awesome.” Ox winked, smiling at him briefly before turning to
Paddy, whispering quietly in his ear.

“I’ll call Megs. I know she’ll be in,” Matt said.

“Um,” Tom didn’t want to be the one to ask but someone had to.
“What about Red?”

Ox sobered immediately; his joyful eyes now ringed with sorrow. “I
think it’ll be good for her. She needs some cheering up.”

You all do. Ox’s invitation was one he couldn’t say no to as much as
his fear of making a fool of himself wanted him to. “Okay. But I warned
you. My singing is awful.”



“Noted.” Ox smiled and winked. The kaleidoscope of butterflies in
Tom’s stomach danced a jig because Ox was so damn handsome, and the
beautiful smile and flirty wink had been just for him.

Tom left shortly after because it was only mid-morning and he didn’t
want to overstay his welcome. Walking out of Ox’s house, leaving the
Carter family was harder than it should have been, especially considering
he’d be back later that afternoon to spend more time with them.

He cleaned his house from top to bottom, washed his clothes, caught
up on ironing his uniforms. Boring, menial tasks that did nothing to keep
his mind from wondering over the fence to his beautiful neighbour far too
often. He had no idea of Ox’s sexuality—or much of anything too personal.
Even the hint of his past he’d spoken about this morning had been an
abridged version, only the Christmas story highlighting the horrors he’d
endured. Maybe it was better that way. Tom’s heart already ached for the
life Ox had lived so far—perhaps he wouldn’t be able to handle too much of
the nitty gritty.

“Fuck, Gale, get a grip,” he admonished as he pulled the iron away
from his black slacks a second before he burnt a hole right through them.
He needed to stop obsessing over Oxford Carter—for his own sanity if
nothing else.

 

 

OX

He wasn’t sure he was doing the right thing—on so many fronts in
his life. Maybe he shouldn’t be taking Red out so soon after what happened,



but physically she seemed fine and he was right when he’d said she could
do with some cheering up.

Red had been embarrassed by her overdose, but she’d been
devastated when the cops informed her Cassie had told them Red had been
the one who brought the drugs to the party. Red had been adamant Cassie or
someone else had, and Ox believed her. The battle with Cassie and her
parents was ongoing and Ox was doing what he could to shelter Red from
the insinuations those people were hurling at her, bringing up her past as
though Red were her parents. Only the young cop subtly moving in front of
him had prevented Ox from launching himself at the Briller dad when he’d
asked what could be expected of a girl with such parentage. His words may
have been true, but Ox wasn’t going to let the insult to Red stand. The
young cop had not only physically stood between them, but he’d put Briller
in his place too.

Ox wasn’t looking forward to their next meeting two days from now.

Red’s situation aside, Ox didn’t know what the hell he was doing
with his neighbour. He’d come so close to kissing Tom this morning he was
astounded with himself. His feelings for the man were such a tangled mess.

Were his feelings gratitude for Tom being there for him when Red
overdosed? Did he only admire Tom for the way he interacted with and
cared about the kids? Or maybe there was a bit of hero worship because the
man was a goddamn pilot.

Physically there was no question he was attracted to Tom, but the
rest of his feelings were a mystery. He smiled as he thought about Tom’s
reaction if he had of kissed him. Would he have pushed him away? How
would he feel in his arms? What would he taste like?



“Hey? You ready? Tom’s just arrived.” Matt interrupted his thoughts
though the mention of Tom’s name kept his mind firmly on his hot
neighbour.

“Yep. The kids ready?”

“They’ve been ready for an hour. Megs’ll meet us there and she’ll
catch a lift home with me when we’re done.”

Ox nodded. He was looking forward to the night but as always, his
responsibilities weighed heavily.

“You good?” Matt asked, observant as ever.

“Yeah.”

“You got this, man. You do. And you’ve got us right beside you.”

“Thanks, Matt.”

“Sure. And ah…” Matt edged closer, so he could murmur, “I think
you’ve got your man next door too from the way he was looking at you
today.”

Ox laughed, grateful for Matt’s cheery presence as always. “You’re
an idiot.” He smiled warmly at his best friend.

“That may be, my friend, but I’m right about this. And let me say if I
was even a teeny bit interested in blokes, I’d be all over him like a rash.”

“Jesus, Matt,” Ox huffed, still grinning like a fool.

“What? He’s hot as fuck.”

“Yeah, he is, but—”

“No buts tonight, mate. Let’s just have a good one, okay?”



“Deal.” Ox allowed Matt to draw him in for a hug, his big body
warm and familiar.

They emerged from Ox’s bedroom to find the twins wrestling on the
living room floor, Tom and Red talking together quietly, but both with one
eye on the young boys. For the first time Ox wondered if Red had a crush
on Tom. The idea had merit given how hot Tom was and he was a good
person too—had always treated Red well and had always been willing to
answer her twenty thousand questions.

He’d add the notion to his pile of worries—not that he worried about
Tom taking advantage, but he was concerned Red would get her heart
broken when the impossibility of Tom liking her back in that way
eventually occurred to her.

“We ready?” he called cheerily, faking most of the cheer.

“Yeah!” Beau yelled, fist bumping the air as he leapt to his feet,
Paddy right behind him.

“Let’s do this then.”

There was a lengthy discussion about travel arrangements before
they finally decided Matt would drive Ox’s car with the twins and Ox
would drive Matt’s car with Tom and Red. The boys loved Matt so any
opportunity to spend as much time as possible with him they took.

Red sat quietly in the back seat as Ox drove the ten minutes to the
RSL. She’d been quiet since getting out of the hospital, but Ox understood.
She was a swirling mess of fear, anger and embarrassment.

“Red and I were talking earlier,” Tom suddenly began. His tone held
a hint of nerves and Ox braced himself for what might come. Surely Red



hadn’t admitted to him she had a crush.

“Oh yeah?”

“I, um, I offered to take her flying—if it’s okay with you.”

“Flying?” What?

“It’d be a reward, Ox,” Red began. “When I’ve served my grounding
and if I stay away from…if I stay out of trouble.”

“But how? What do you mean flying?”

“I can hire a small prop plane and take her up. Show her what it’s
like. She’s very interested, as you know—”

“Is it safe?”

“Yeah. I mean nothing’s one hundred per cent but it’s safe.”

Ox glanced in the rear-view mirror at his sister. He couldn’t
remember the last time, if ever, he’d seen such a look of hope and
excitement on her face.

“Okay, but you do your three weeks and you stay out of trouble. I
mean not even a note home from your teacher about not doing your
homework, Red. And we go to the counsellor.” Red had been unenthusiastic
to say the least about seeing a drug counsellor, but Ox was insisting, not
least because he hoped Molly and the department would be in some way
appeased by this, so taking the kids away from him would be further from
their minds.

“Deal,” she cried, more animated than she had been for days.

Ox smiled. Maybe if Red loved flying she’d have something to work
toward. If she really wanted to fly there couldn’t be drug taking and



mucking around, she’d need to work hard and focus.

“You sure you’re okay with this?”

“Tom!” Red shouted, though with no heat behind her word. “He
already said yes, and he can’t take it back now.”

“All right.” Tom laughed.

Ox quickly glanced at his passenger. Tom had his eyes closed but
was laughing. His shoulders were relaxed, his limbs not as stiff as he
usually held them. Tom appeared comfortable—happy.

“I trust you,” Ox murmured.

Tom immediately straightened and turned to him. Though Ox had to
keep his gaze on the road he felt the weight of Tom’s stare.

“I’d never let anything bad happen to her—to any of you,” Tom
replied, his answer warming the frigid edges of Ox’s long comatose heart.

Ox allowed the excited voice of his sister and Tom’s tempered
replies to fade into the background as they discussed the big flight. He was
feeling too much and needed to switch off for a moment. He wondered if
Red’s wasn’t the only heart at risk from their neighbour.

By the time they arrived at the RSL Matt had met up with Meg and
they’d scored a table towards the back of the conference room where the
karaoke contest was held. Meg had gone a step further and had added all
their names to the list of participants—Tom included.

Ox had the impression Tom wasn’t overly fussed about singing
tonight. Maybe he’d decline and watch instead. They hadn’t known each
other long but it wasn’t hard to see social situations weren’t easy for Tom.



“You first, Ox,” Paddy pointed out once they were seated at the
table. Ox had an okay voice and didn’t mind at all leading the charge.

“You got it, Paddy. Order dinner while I’m gone.” Ox stepped up to
the stage and belted out a bearable version of Karma Chameleon. He tried
to ignore his family knowing they’d be doing their best to put him off, as
was their habit.

His gaze caught on Tom’s several times. Rather than joining in with
everyone else at the table as they pulled faces and carried on, Tom kept his
eyes on him. The lighting was dim, so he couldn’t be sure, but Ox thought
maybe there was lust in Tom’s piercing stare.

Almost an hour later everybody in the room had sung—except for
Tom. He’d stubbornly turned down every offer, insisting people go ahead of
him but now there was no one else left.

“Sing, Tom, sing,” Beau demanded.

Tom winced. “Are you sure you want me to? I’m not a good singer.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Red offered. “It’s just for fun.”

Ox knew what was coming next and thought the chanting would
probably be as mortifying for Tom as the singing. “You better get up there
before they make a scene,” he suggested.

Taking a deep breath Tom stood and moved toward the stage. He
looked damn good under the spotlight. His broad shoulders tapering to his
trim waist, jeans sitting perfectly on his hips. His hair was getting longer,
close to shaggy, and Ox couldn’t stop imagining what it would be like to
run his fingers through it.



The room was silent as Tom began singing a karaoke classic, Piano
Man, and it was—bad.

As with most karaoke crowds nobody cared how dreadful the
singing was, they were there to applaud the courage of those who got up on
stage. Ox wasn’t surprised when the crowd roared their approval when Tom
wrapped it up, and he happily joined in, clapping and whistling. He
imagined the blush that must be creeping across Tom’s cheeks as he
returned to the table.

“Oh god,” Tom moaned as he returned to his seat.

“You did it!” Red cheered.

“Yeah, mate, good one,” Matt added.

“Was it okay?” Tom turned to Ox.

“No. Oh it was bad, so, so bad, Tom. I mean you are just an awful
singer.” He smiled to take the sting out of his words. Somehow, he knew
Tom wouldn’t be offended by his honesty, but rather would appreciate the
truth.

“Hey,” Tom smirked, “I warned you all. You didn’t listen and now
you’ve had your punishment.” He laughed, the rest of Ox’s family joining
in with him.

Ox leaned back in his seat, a broad smile on his face as he watched
these people he adored. His gaze slid to Tom as it tended to do more and
more often. Tom watched him back. There was no question in his mind now
—he could see desire reflected in Tom’s warm brown eyes. Whatever was
between them smouldered, waiting for the spark to set it ablaze. Something



would happen between them one day and when it did Ox expected his mind
would be blown as much as his heart shattered.

They didn’t stay too long after Tom had made his ear-splitting debut
into the world of karaoke. The twins were already yawning and fighting to
keep their eyes open. Ox didn’t want Red out late either. She’d be going
back to school in a few days so needed her rest, plus she was technically
grounded.

“Red’s out, too,” Tom murmured from the passenger seat.

A quick glance in the rear-view mirror showed his three siblings
sleeping in their seats. Ox’s heart softened at the sight. He adored each one
of them—would do anything for any of them. Once he’d made the decision
to be their guardian, he’d sworn to put his own life on hold while he raised
them. If he hadn’t made the promise, he knew he’d already have tried to get
into Tom’s pants.

“How’d you enjoy your first karaoke?”

“Well, I’m not gonna lie, the whole thing terrified me. Then I was
proud I did it—until somebody told me what an awful singer I was.
Actually, I believe the words were ‘bad, so bad.’”

Ox heard the smile in Tom’s tone as he spoke. He hadn’t been
offended by Ox’s honesty at all, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t give him
grief about it.

“Don’t worry, Tom. I bet your great at other things.” Ox allowed a
hint of flirting in his tone. Allowed? More like he couldn’t help the
playfulness.

“You’ve got no idea,” Tom mumbled.



Ox cleared his throat and attempted to change tack. “When’s your
next flight?”

“Tomorrow. Late, so I’m okay.”

The remainder of the short trip home was spent in silence. Tom
carried Beau inside, while Ox had Paddy, neither boy opening their eyes
much, not even when Ox and Red stripped their clothes and changed them
into their pyjamas.

He’d half expected Tom to be gone by the time the twins were
settled and he said good night to Red. Instead he found the man sitting out
on his back porch again, a glass of water in hand, his head tipped back to
look at the stars.

“Thank you,” Tom said as soon as Ox stepped outside.

“For what?”

“Including me tonight.”

Ox huffed a laugh. “I thought you’d be pissed given you were
practically forced into singing in front of people.” Ox dropped onto the
double seater beside Tom.

“It was worth it.”

“Why?”

Tom turned to him, a look of such seriousness in his expression Ox
held his breath. “I don’t speak to my family—homophobic pricks—and I
don’t have friends. Tonight, I kinda felt like a part of your family.”

Ox held Tom’s gaze, his words resting heavy between them. He’d
known Tom didn’t really have family and suspected things were a bit light



on the friend front also.

“It was nice,” Tom whispered, lowering his gaze. There was pain
and yearning behind his words.

Maybe he was a sucker for the lonely and vulnerable, but Ox wanted
nothing more than to pull Tom into his arms and assure him he wasn’t as
alone in the world as he might think.

“You’re always welcome here with us, Tom. You may think you
don’t know what you’re doing but you’ve been a good friend—to all of us.”

Tom inched closer, the movement so slight as to be almost
undiscernible, but Ox felt his closeness, the heat coming from his skin, the
scent of man mixed with something woodsy, straight from nature. Tom’s
nearness was intoxicating.

Ox startled a little when Tom’s fingers brushed his cheek, scoring a
trail of heat as they moved down to his collarbone and then snaked behind
his neck. Tom gently pulled him forward until finally Ox felt Tom’s soft lips
graze his own.

Tom’s kiss was soft, tentative, at first, but when Ox allowed a moan
to escaped from between his parted lips the kindling roared to life. Their
lips duelled as they pulled and pushed against each other, desperately trying
to be closer. Ox was hot, no he was aflame with desire as Tom kissed him
with a passion he’d never encountered with any of the other men he’d been
with.

Coherent thought was difficult when the gorgeous man in his arms
writhed against him. Their bodies desperately searching for more—more
closeness—more of each other. Christ, he was going to come from this
alone if he wasn’t careful.



He trailed his hands down Tom’s back seeking the hem of his shirt.
His plan was to rip the garment over Tom’s head, tearing it if he had too. He
knew being with Tom would be like this—hot, desperate, intense.

“Fuck, Ox,” Tom mumbled against his throat as he trailed kisses
down the long column.

Tom’s voice somehow cut through the fog of lust, reminding him of
who he was with and what this would mean.

His body screamed at him when he pulled away, gently pushing on
Tom’s shoulders when he chased after him. He didn’t think his cock was
ever going to forgive him for this.

“I can’t,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry. I can’t do this.” Ox stood like
the coward he was and fled inside, leaving his neighbour alone, confused
and probably hurt on his porch. He didn’t even stop to think about Tom
having to walk out through his house to get to his own home.

He needed distance because he knew if he looked at Tom, he’d be
back in the man’s arms before he could say ‘fuck yes.’

 

 

 



CHAPTER SEVEN
OX

“I know, Red. Dammit, I said I was gonna try.” Ox felt red hot anger
coursing through him. Red thought she was the cause of the foul mood he’d
been in for close to three weeks—ever since the kiss—because of the mess
she’d made.

And he was angry about Red, though not with her. He was angry
with himself for not preventing the drugs, he was angry with the Briller’s
for their refusal to even consider their own daughter might be to blame for
bringing the drugs into their home and he was angry with the school for not
doing enough about the bullying Red was copping from the kids who had
briefly been her friends. How quickly people turned on each other.

Red wanted out of that school as soon as possible but moving her
wasn’t so easy. There were catchment areas to consider, not to mention he’d
have to fork out for a new uniform and possibly stationery. He was going to
try, though, because he was terrified the strain that she was under would
lead Red right back to drugs.

She’d sworn she’d only taken them to fit in, but what if there was
more? What if she became addicted? He knew he wasn’t strong enough to
cope with watching his sister’s life flush down the toilet like their parents’
lives had.

“I don’t even care which school you move me to, Ox, but I can’t go
back there.” Red lifted her gaze to his, her eyes rimmed with red, tears too
close to the surface.

“I spoke to the principal at Crestwood and she’s hopeful she can get
you in there. We’re out of the catchment but so far she’s the only one who



didn’t flinch when I told her why we want to move you,” he said, softening
his tone.

“Crestwood’s a long way, Ox. How would I get there?”

“I’ll drive you.”

“It’s too far—”

“Doesn’t matter, Red. I’ll do what I have to.”

“I really fucked up, didn’t I?”

“Hey, watch the language.” He smiled and scuffed her hair. “I fucked
up, Red. I should have—”

“What? Watched my every move? Not let me out of your sight? How
big do you think our fight would have been if you tried that, Ox? This is my
fault.”

He admired his sister’s maturity—at times. A lot of teenagers would
have been content to assign blame all over the place, but Red was owning
her mistakes, and was taking her punishment.

Two more days and her grounding would be done. For the last week
she’d been talking about little else besides moving schools and her flight
with Tom. He knew she popped next door whenever she could to talk to
their neighbour. He was ashamed to admit he sometimes listened through
the back fence—not because he didn’t trust Tom but because he’d been too
much of a coward to talk to him since he’d cut short their kiss. And he
missed the man.

He’d thought about the kiss though—plenty. The way Tom’s lips had
moved against his, how he’d felt under his hands, the way he’d tasted. He’d



used his memories of that one, too short kiss, to beat off to ever since.
Pathetic, really, but that one brief moment was all he could have with Tom.

“Tom’s coming over tonight,” Red said as though she could read his
mind.

“What?”

“He’s coming over to talk to you about taking me flying. He’s got
the weekend off and he says he can book a plane for Sunday if it’s okay
with you.” Red’s eyes were wide with hope and excitement. There was no
way Ox was taking this away from her, as much as he was nervous about
being in Tom’s orbit again.

“Did you two have a fight?” Red asked when he continued to look at
her blankly.

“No. Why?” God, he was like a fucking teenager trying to get
information about his crush from a mutual friend.

“He hasn’t been over for a while, and he goes all pink whenever I
mention you.”

Fuck. Last thing he needed was for Red to find out what’d happened
between them. “No fight, Red. We’ve both been busy, that’s all.”

“Okay. Well, don’t fight with him, Ox, because I like having him
around.” She playfully punched his arm before walking out of the room,
leaving Ox to contemplate seeing Tom for the first time since their kiss.

Later in the day, Ox was disgusted to find himself pacing as evening
drew nearer. He’d been edgy and twitchy all day at work, dropping tools
and fumbling screws. He’d caught his boss side-eying him more than once,



but he’d never asked, and Ox had never offered. His respect for Ox’s
privacy was one of his favourite characteristics of the man he worked for.

Even playing soccer with the twins in the yard couldn’t alleviate his
nervous energy. He hadn’t even had to let them win today; his mind too 
focused on the man next door to allow him victory over two four-year-old 
boys.  

“Come in, Tom,” Red yelled as she ran toward the front door. Ox
didn’t even remember hearing a knock.

Before he had time to react Tom Gale was standing in his living
room watching him, his cheeks flaming red, but desire still burning bright
in his eyes.

“Hey, Ox. How’ve you been?”

“Good. You?” Christ, this is awkward.

“Good.”

The silence was miserable. If nothing else they’d always been able
to talk easily, and Ox wanted that back.

“So, I came to talk to you about taking Red up. I think her grounding
is done on Friday?” Tom waited, probably for confirmation.

“Ah, yes, yep, that’s right.”

“I can get a prop plane on Sunday, if you have no other plans…?”

“No. Nope, Sunday works out well.”

“What the hell is wrong with you two?” Red asked, eyes blazing,
hands fisted on her hips.

“Nothing,” they answered simultaneously.



“Yeah, right.” Red rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Whatever
you fought about, get over it. The boys and I haven’t had many good people
in our lives, and I don’t want to lose one because of some stupid fight. So,
whatever my brother did, Tom, he’s sorry and vice versa.”

Ox and Tom eyed each other as Red finished her little speech. And
then they laughed. Red’s outburst had been the tension breaker they needed.

“We’re fine, Red,” Ox eventually managed. “Seriously, we didn’t
fight. We just…ah, hadn’t seen each other for a while so I guess we were
getting used to each other again.” As excuses went it was lame, but he
hoped Red bought it.

“Okay. Well, that better be all. Now about Sunday…”

When Red finally went to bed Ox wondered how long Tom would
hang around for. Long enough for him to apologise, he hoped.

“So,” Tom began, “I should apologise for the other night.”

“No need. It was my fault.”

“What? Was it your fault you’re so devilishly handsome that I
couldn’t keep my lips off you? I kissed you, Ox. Uninvited and…
unwelcome,” he whispered the last word.

“No, that’s not it. I like you, Tom, and fuck you’re hot, but I can’t do
anything right now. Those kids,” he said gesturing to the bedrooms at the
end of the house. “They’re my life, my focus, they have to be. I can’t start
anything with you—or anybody.”

Tom nodded. “Fair enough. Let’s pretend it never happened then?”

Ox smirked. Maybe on the outside he’d be able to pretend Tom had
never kissed him, but on the inside, he knew that would be impossible.



“Deal,” he agreed.

“So, where will you fly to on Sunday?”

“I’ll lodge a flight plan from Bankstown down to Wollongong along
the coast, then back over Nattai National Park. It’ll probably be close to an
hour.”

“She’ll love that, Tom. Thank you.”

“I hope it helps. She’s talked to me a bit about what happened.”

“I’m sorry. She shouldn’t be bothering you with—”

“She’s no bother, Ox. She’s scared and lost, and she is so, so sad she
let you down.”

Fuck. Though Ox either knew or suspected all of this, he still ached
hearing the words coming from Tom. “Her counsellor doesn’t think she’s on
the spectrum.”

“The spectrum?”

“Autism. She doesn’t think she’s got ADHD either.”

“Well, that’s good news,” Tom said, leaning forward to carefully pat
Ox on the shoulder.

“Yeah. She thinks she’s just struggling with what’s happened. Our
parents and growing up the way she did…”

Tom nodded and when Ox didn’t continue said, “So what can we
do?”

We. Ox’s heart lurched on the tiny word. None of this was Tom’s
worry but he was taking it on as though they really were family. “Ah,



actually, the counsellor is very happy about the flying. She thinks if Red has
an interest it may help her to focus.”

Tom smiled—and there were teeth. A proper smile like he’d wanted
to see on the man’s face weeks ago. “I’m glad. I’ll do what I can, Ox.”

“Thank you.” Ox cleared his throat. The time had come to end this
encounter with Tom because he felt himself loosening the rein on his tightly
controlled desire for his neighbour. A few more minutes looking into those
warm eyes, staring at that gorgeous face and inhaling his fantastic smell and
Ox would be all over the man. “I should get to bed. I’ve got another
interview at, hopefully, Red’s new school tomorrow…”

“Oh, sure. I’ve got an early flight. I’ll see you Sunday, though, and
I’ll let you know times and what not.”

“Great, thanks. You’ll probably have Red on your doorstep
tomorrow night to find out if everything’s still going to plan.”

“Does it bother you?” Tom asked.

“What?”

“Red coming over…talking to me.”

“Not at all,” Ox replied honestly. “So long as she’s not annoying
you.”

“Ox, I like Red, she’s a great kid—”

“Oh Jesus, don’t let her hear you call her kid.” Ox laughed.

“Right. She’d crucify me.” Tom watched him, his eyes blazing with
an intensity Ox found hard to resist. “I like all of you,” Tom added.



Awkwardness crept back between them. Should he respond? Tell
Tom he liked him also? It seemed the right thing to do because he knew
how difficult Tom would have found it to say those words.

“So, Sunday then.” Was all he managed.

“Yep, Sunday,” Tom replied, finally looking away as he stood and
headed toward the front door. “Good night, Ox.”

“Good night, Tom.” Their interaction finished as awkwardly as it
had started but Ox didn’t care. He wanted Tom in his life—Red was right,
they hadn’t had many good people. Tom was good, and Ox wanted to keep
him.

 

 

TOM

Tom paced nervously in the small terminal building. He’d offered to
drive Ox and Red out here, but Ox was bringing the twins and he didn’t
have much room for all of them in his small car. A short drive was fine, but
the drive to Bankstown airport could take close to an hour depending on
traffic. While he and Red were in the air, Ox planned to take the boys to a
nearby reserve and let them “run wild” for the hour or so they’d be gone.

What he couldn’t figure out was why he was so damn nervous. He
could fly one of these props with his eyes closed and by now he’d flown
hundreds and hundreds of passengers. He had no reason to worry—except
this was Red, Ox’s sister. Ox who he’d kissed a few weeks ago. A kiss
which had blown his ever-loving mind.

Had Ox not put a stop to the kiss they would have ended up naked—
he had no doubt. He’d wanted Ox so bad—still did—but he’d been right.



Ox had an overloaded plate right now and he had no business adding to it
because he’d selfishly wanted the man all to himself for one kiss, one
moment.

“Tom!” Red’s squeal was exactly like what he’d always imagined a
teenage girl would sound like. He was so happy to see her full of energy
and excitement. She’d never been one to sit still and she could certainly talk
him under the table, but there had always been a hint of unhappiness
beneath the surface occasionally coming out in bouts of sullenness. The
melancholy was absent today.

“Hey. You ready to fly?”

“She’s been ready since three o’clock this morning,” Ox answered
before Red was able to get a word in. He looked good, tired, but still damn
hot. His jeans sat perfectly on his trim hips; his t-shirt stretched tight
enough to give the hint of muscle beneath. His hair was standing up every
which way, so Tom wondered if Ox had managed to get a brush through the
strands this morning.

Stop thinking about Ox and concentrate on why you’re all here.  

“Well, let’s get this bird in the air then.”

Tom did his best to explain everything he was doing once he and
Red made it into the cockpit.

“For a moment I didn’t think we were going to make it,” he said as
he double checked his instruments.

“Ox wasn’t letting go, was he?” Red answered, her gaze never
shifting from all the dials and knobs and buttons that made up the controls
of the small plane.



“He’s excited, but worried. He loves you all very much.”

“I know. He feels guilty because he left us, but he shouldn’t because
he had to. I know that. I would have done the same to the twins in a few
years had my parents lived.”

Tom had trouble trying to understand, even a little bit, the lives the
Carter’s had lived. His worst interaction with his family had been the day
they’d found out he was gay and kicked him out. At least until then he’d
felt loved and wanted—cared for.

Maybe they’d undone all that good when they’d disowned him but
by then he’d been an adult, young yes, but still an adult. He’d never forgive
his family, but he’d known their decisions had been a reflection on the
horrible people they were and nothing to do with him.

“I’m sorry you’ve had it so rough, Red.”

“Thanks. But Tom?”

“Yeah?”

“Can we just get this baby in the air?” She clapped excitedly.

Tom barked a laugh and settled himself in. “All right. You ready?”

“Ready.”

Tom talked all the way through take-off, explaining to Red what he
was doing and why. She was like a sponge, soaking it all in, asking
questions. Tom recognised another true flyer when he saw one.

Before he knew it, their flight was over, and they were taxiing back
down the runway, Ox, Beau and Paddy clearly visible as they waved madly



to the approaching plane. Despite her excitement Red didn’t move to leave
the plane until Tom told her it was safe to do so, and then she ran.

Tom watched her run into Ox’s arms, then reach down to swoop the
twins up one at a time, kissing their cheeks as they all laughed.

“So, you enjoyed it then?” Tom heard Ox ask as he approached the
family.

“I almost peed myself when we took off. It was amazing, Ox. Like
amazing. And Tom is awesome. He was totally in control every second. He
told me everything he was doing, and I could see everything up there. Like
everything.”

“Okay, okay. Take a breath, huh.” Ox laughed, his gaze flicking to
Tom. Red leaned into him for another hug and Tom nodded when Ox
mouthed a thank you to him.

Tom would take Red flying every weekend if it would put those
smiles on their faces.

 

 



CHAPTER EIGHT
TOM

The rain fell lightly at first, small soft droplets with no power to
darken the mood of anybody seated around his newly purchased outdoor
table. They’d been out here for hours—ever since they’d made it home
from Bankstown airport. Red had regaled everyone with her tale of the
flight earlier today.

In fact, she’d just launched into the second—maybe third—retelling
for the benefit of Matt and Megan who’d just arrived.

“So, she really loved it, huh?” Matt asked as he slid into the chair
across from him. Ox was in the seat beside him, had been since they’d sat
down to eat well over an hour ago. It was a testament to his self-control that
Tom had yet to reach out and touch the man despite his fantastic scent
practically begging him to.

“She did,” Tom answered. “And not just the flying part. She was
really interested in how everything worked.”

“You think she might want to learn?”

“I’d say so.” Tom glanced at Ox wondering if he’d considered the
expense involved in learning to fly. “It’s expensive though.”

“Yeah. Megs and I have already talked about that.”

“What? You have?” Ox asked, joining the conversation for the first
time.

“We have. We’ve already told you we’ll help however we can, Ox.
We know it’s gonna cost a lot for Red to learn so we’d like to help out if
you’ll let us.”



Tom recalled Ox telling him when they’d first met that he didn’t
need charity. He wondered how Matt’s offer would be received. Currently,
silence seemed to be Ox’s only answer.

“You know Meg’s father is richer than god and his heart is bigger
than Texas. He’s always trying to give it away. He’s already given us a huge
chunk, so we’ve got everything we need, and plenty left over. Let us help.”

Still there was silence. Should he say something? Might be best to
stay out of this one. Ox and Matt were old friends and Tom had no business
getting involved in whatever went on between them.

“I’ll think about it.”

“You’re such a stubborn arse, Oxford,” Matt said without heat in his
words. He smiled fondly at his friend before he slid his gaze to Tom. “When
we were on the streets, we talked a lot about what we’d do if one of us got
rich. Ox was always giving his imaginary fortune to me. Now that I’ve got
money—well access to money—he refuses to take it.”

Ox was proud. Tom understood him wanting to stand on his own
feet. He’d been doing it since he was nineteen and there was something to
be said for being able to take care of yourself. But Ox had three other
mouths to worry about feeding and flying was expensive. He hoped he’d let
his friends help out

“I, ah, can’t officially teach Red, but I can take her up and show her
everything. When it comes to getting her license, I know a few people who
might be able to help out—cost-wise.”

“I think you’re gonna have a pilot in the family, Ox,” Megan said as
she walked to the table with Red by her side.



“Looks like.”

“When can we go again, Tom?” Red practically shouted.

“Well, I’m off on the weekend again in a fortnight—if that suits you
guys?”

“Ox?” Red bounced on her feet as she looked imploringly to her
brother.

“If you settle in okay at school and stay out of trouble—”

“Yes!” Red fist bumped the air and turned to chatter animatedly with
Megan.

“How about we take the two monsters’ home?” Matt asked nodding
his head to the left of Tom.

He turned to see Beau and Paddy curled up on his outdoor lounge
chair, Bandit, the cat who’d first brought the Carter’s into his life, snuggled
in the mix of limbs.

“I can—”

“Stay and enjoy your night, Ox. Megs and I can take the boys. Send
Red home to us if you’re not ready to call it a night when she finally runs
out of steam.” Matt winked.

Did he know about the kiss? Of course, he did. Matt was Ox’s best
friend and had probably been told all the juicy details of that night. Surely,
Ox also told him he’d put a stop to what was between them before anything
really got started.

Tom was surprised when Ox replied with a simple thank you. He had
the distinct impression a conspiracy was spinning around them when he saw



Megan whisper to Red, who nodded, and then came to say goodnight while
Matt and Megan lifted a twin each into their arms.

“My family aren’t exactly subtle, are they?” Ox laughed when they
were alone.

“What just happened?”

“I made the mistake of telling Matt I thought you were hot. I’m
guessing he shared that with Megan who will not be happy until everybody
in her orbit is happily spoken for.”

Well, all of that was well and good but did they know Ox had turned
him down? Did they know Tom would still have Ox in a heartbeat if the
man gave the slightest indication he might allow something more than
friendship? Did that make him pathetic?

Tom licked his lips which had gone dry now he was alone with Ox.
He noticed Ox’s gaze follow the movement of his tongue, heat flashing in
his navy eyes. Christ.

“I should clean up,” Tom stated as he stood and reached for the
dishes scattered on the table around him.

Ox leapt to his feet and took some of the plates from him. They
worked quietly together, occasionally brushing arms or shoulders as they
worked in the small kitchen. When Ox reached over him from behind to put
away some mugs Tom practically bit through his tongue to fight off the lust
burning through him from the touch of Ox’s body against his own.

From the sharp intake of breath, he gathered Ox had been every bit
as affected by the close proximity as he was. Trouble was there wasn’t
anything they could do about it.



Or was there…

Ox didn’t step back, instead moving close enough Tom felt the hard
length of his cock against his arse. Sharp teeth nipped at the tender skin
below his ear, followed by a soothing swipe of Ox’s tongue.

“Ox…?”

“Shh.”

“Ox, I thought—”

“So did I, but I can’t stop wanting you,” Ox whispered in his ear, his
breath tickling the fine hair at the nape of his neck.

“Are you sure?” He challenged as he turned to pull Ox tighter
against him. For a moment their gazes held but when Ox’s eyes lowered to
his mouth Tom gave up control. He reached for the man, searching out his
soft lips, pressing his body against the firm length of Ox’s.

Warm hands slid under his shirt burning a trail up the planes of his
back. Tom cupped Ox’s arse, pulling him firmly against his groin. Their
thickening cocks touched, brushed together and Tom wished his superpower
was removing clothes instantly with his mind.

He didn’t stop to think how bad of an idea this might be, instead he
brought one hand around to grapple with the button and zip of Ox’s jeans.
He wanted to look down to see what he was doing but that meant breaking
their kiss and he was far too lost in Ox’s lips to contemplate such an
outrage.

His fingers fumbled and brushed against Ox’s hand as he too
struggled with Tom’s buttons. When the button popped, and Tom felt the
zipper slide down its teeth, he reluctantly pulled back to sneak a look at



what he was uncovering. Ox wriggled as Tom fought with his jeans and
boxers until finally his cock sprung free.

Tom gasped and dropped to his knees as though compelled to
worship at the man’s feet. Ox’s masculine scent flared his nostrils as he
inhaled, allowing the fragrance to fan the flames of desire burning through
him. He tentatively licked the underside of Ox’s cock, revelling in his
musky flavour.

He glanced up to see Ox with his hands braced on the kitchen
counter behind him, his head tipped back, and lips parted. An
uncharacteristic growl tore from him at the sight before he returned his
focus to the dick impatiently waiting for his attention.

Tom licked from root to tip, then swirled his tongue around the head.
Only when Ox’s hips bucked forward as though searching for more did he
open and swallow him down. Ox’s cock was long and thick, but Tom was
determined to take as much of him as he could. His attempts were spurred
on by the tight grip Ox had in his hair, his obvious desperation an
aphrodisiac.

He’d have been content to suck Ox until he came down his throat,
but suddenly his hair was released from the iron grip and Ox was pulling
him to his feet.

“I want you to fuck me,” Ox muttered before slamming their lips
back together.

Tom should be a gentleman and take Ox to bed but such
complication to the moment didn’t seem viable—especially not now Ox had
his pants open and was fisting his cock.



At least he still had the presence of mind to think about a condom
and lube. His eyes rolled back when Ox’s thumb brushed the sensitive tip of
his cock and he knew if he didn’t move now, they’d be making an even
bigger mistake.

“Wait—”

“No.”

“I’m just gonna get supplies.”

“Fuck. Yeah, okay.” Ox released him, leaving Tom to mourn the loss
of warmth and the man’s touch on him.

He ran to the bathroom, glad for once the little room was so close to
the kitchen. He yanked the drawer so hard it pulled right off its railings, the
contents spilling over the tiled floor. Didn’t matter, he’d clean it later. He
rifled through the mess, eventually lifting the condoms and lube in victory.

His frenzied movements came to a halt when he re-entered his
kitchen, pulled up by the sight of Ox, completely naked now, legs spread
and palming his own dick, gaze laser focused on him.

“Jesus,” he murmured.

His frenzy morphed into something more, something slower and
more fixated. He stalked toward Ox, never turning his gaze from him. Ox
was like a tractor beam pulling him ever closer and he knew there was no
escape.

“Lose the clothes, Tom,” Ox commanded.

The lube and condom thudded on the countertop as Tom dragged his
t-shirt over his head and then pushed his pants down and off his legs. Thank



god he liked being barefoot at home because that meant a few less wasted
seconds away from Ox’s intoxicating body.

“Turn around,” Tom ordered this time, wondering how far Ox would
allow the domination.

Ox didn’t hesitate. He spun around, pushing his arse up and out
invitingly, and watching Tom over his shoulder. He was a fucking perfect
sight to behold. His back was toned with compact muscles, arse firm and
pert sitting atop ideally muscled legs, the calves straining from the position
Ox was in.

Tom lubed his fingers before stepping in close behind Ox. One hand
wrapped around Ox to gently grip his cock while his other hand trailed
down his arse cheeks until they found his hole. Tom rubbed the sensitive
flesh carefully until he felt Ox relax and then gently pushed one finger
inside.

“Tight,” he gritted out as Ox writhed beneath him from the twin
torments of Tom stroking his cock and playing with his arse.

“More,” Ox gasped.

Tom added a second then a third finger, slowly opening Ox for him.
Tom’s own dick was rock hard and aching with need. Ox’s panting breath
and undulating hips convinced Tom he was ready. He reached for the
condom, ripping the packet with his teeth before rolling it down his length
with unsteady hands.

Ox bent further, thrusting his arse back at Tom who gripped his hip
with one hand, the other guiding his cock to Ox’s hole. Tom pushed gently
doing his best to ease inside the other man. Ox’s head lolled between his
shoulders, a litany of oaths and moans falling from his lips.



When Tom’s balls hit Ox’s arse he stilled, allowing Ox time to adjust
to the intrusion. Ox turned, tipping his head up as he sought out Tom’s
mouth. Tom kissed him, awkwardly given their position, but as tenderly as
he was able until Ox nipped at his bottom lip giving Tom the impetus to
move.

He pulled back, his gaze fixated on where their bodies joined, then
pushed back in. He started slowly, grinding his pelvis against Ox’s arse
until he could stand the languid pace no more. He gripped Ox’s hips hard
enough to bruise and then pounded into him.

Ox braced himself with one arm, the other wrapping around to hold
on to Tom’s arse cheek in encouragement. His muffled gasps and whimpers
gave Tom pause until Ox ordered him not to stop when he slowed his
movements.

He wouldn’t last much longer. Ox felt too damn good, tight and hot.
He reached for Ox’s cock doing his best to pump him in time with his
thrusts, but his movements had become messy and chaotic as his need for
release built.

After several pumps Ox jerked in his hand, sticky warmth spilling on
his hand and kitchen cabinets. Tom didn’t give a damn; he was too lost in
this man. His own orgasm approached as an unstoppable force, sparking his
body into an inferno of pleasure. His cock twitched and throbbed in Ox’s
tight arse, his muscles clenched then turned to jelly as his orgasm wound
down leaving him shaky and sated.

“Fuck,” Ox muttered.

“Yeah,” Tom gasped as he carefully eased out of Ox’s body. Ox spun
so his back was to the counter and Tom moved beside him, both slowly



sinking to the floor, their bodies spent.

Tom had trouble remembering if he’d ever come that hard before or
felt so damn good being with another man.

 

 

OX      

Ox should be worrying about what he’d just done—and with whom
—but his body was so delightfully satisfied and blissed out he couldn’t
muster the concern. He’d think about it later.

“Are you okay?” Tom asked after a time.

Ox had no idea how he was, other than totally spent and satisfied.
Regrets and fears would come later, surely. In this moment all he wanted
was to enjoy the aftermath with the man who had used his body so well,
bringing him pleasure he hadn’t felt in a long time—perhaps ever.

“Fine. You?”

“Good.”

Why were they so awkward suddenly? Of course, he knew the
answer. He had brushed Tom off once before, pushed him away and told
him no. Now Tom would be worrying Ox would have regrets and Ox was
worrying about Tom worrying, all while wondering when the regrets would
come. What a fucking mess.

“Ox?”

“Yeah?”

“We can leave it here.”



“What?” Ox turned to face the man beside him. His lips were red
and swollen, his eyes still a trifle unfocussed and his hair stood up every
which way. Tom looked as though he’d been thoroughly ravaged, and he
imagined he looked the same.

“Us. This can be a once only…blip in time. If us together is too
much we can leave what happened here.”

“A pleasant memory to look back on fondly?” he asked. Tom’s
suggestion was the sensible option, but maybe his brain was still addled
from his intense orgasm. Because leaving what was between them as a
memory was not what he wanted at all.

“Yeah. If that’s what you want.”

Ox thought about all the times Tom had been there for him with no
expectations of anything other than friendship. He remembered all the
talking they’d done and how easy it had been. He visualised Tom in his
pilot uniform—how snug those black pants were, how the crisp white shirt
stretched across his broad back and pulled tightly around his muscular
arms. Jesus. “It’s not.” Ox leaned forward, pressing his lips gently to Tom’s
swollen ones. “I want more. I want to see if we can do this.”

“Are you sure? I mean what about the kids?” Despite his words Ox
saw the suggestion of hope in Tom’s rich brown eyes.

What about the kids? Did he tell them? He hadn’t given a situation
like taking a lover much thought because it hadn’t seemed possible. He
knew he wasn’t going to hide his sexuality from them, but should he wait
until he knew what Tom was to him? What if they announced they were
seeing each other and then everything fell apart?



Red had already yelled at them both not to fight and fuck up their
friendship because they needed someone like Tom in their lives. If they
started dating the risks of a romantic relationship imploding was far greater
than a friendship. Keeping them secret wouldn’t help any of that.

“Ox?” Tom whispered after his long, continued silence.

“I’m not sure.” His answer was honest but likely not what Tom
wanted to hear, yet he didn’t have another.

“How about we take everything really slow,” Tom suggested before
bursting into laughter.

“What?”

“Well, we just had sex, so I guess slow is kind of out.”

Ox watched his lover tip his head back to stare at the ceiling. He
couldn’t take his eyes off Tom. He stared as the knot in his throat bobbed
with each swallow, was enthralled with the way his eyelashes gently
brushed his cheek every time he closed his eyes for a moment. He loved the
way his wavy hair fell in wisps, some strands sticking to his forehead with
the sweat of their earlier exertions.

“I guess we could take a few steps back. Date. Maybe make out on
the couch once the kids are in bed. That sort of thing,” Tom mumbled as if
to himself.

“Do you think we’ll be able to do that? I mean we were pretty
explosive together. Will you be able to keep your hands off me?” Ox meant
his words in jest, yet there was a shred of truth running through them. He
knew he’d struggle not to pull Tom to him every time he set eyes on the
gorgeous man.



“I’m not gonna lie, Ox, it’ll be damn hard—literally,” Tom smirked,
waggling his eyebrows at him.

Ox leaned back with a groan. He liked Tom a lot and the physical
attraction to him was incendiary. But still those kids came first. He had to
be sure about this.

“Promise me one thing?” he asked.

“Sure.”

“If we do this and we fuck it up, don’t abandon the kids. Avoid me
by all means but still let them in your life.”

“Easiest promise ever, Ox. I care about them and would never hurt
them. Can you promise the same? That if we do fuck it up you won’t block
me out of their lives?”

   “I have to promise that, Tom. I won’t let them be hurt because of 
us.”

The relief he felt realising they were on the same page regarding the
kids was enormous. Trying to build something with Tom was still risky but
he wanted to try. Maybe he was being a selfish prick, but he thought he
deserved to try to have something for himself in his life.

“I should go,” Ox murmured after a time of sitting quietly beside
Tom, their fingers tangled together, gently playing.

“Matt and Megan’ll probably want to get going I suppose,” Tom
replied but didn’t release his hand.

“No. They’ll probably want to grill me for details.” He felt Tom
tense beside him and briefly considered toying with him. “Don’t worry, I’m
not a kiss and tell guy.”



“Good.” Tom relinquished his fingers and then pushed himself up.
He offered his hand to Ox who took it and allowed himself to be helped up.

They were both still stark naked, standing in Tom’s kitchen but there
was no shame. Tom had a fantastic body and from his muttered praise
earlier he knew Tom liked his. He didn’t need to be self-conscious. He
stepped closer to Tom, pulling him into his arms and kissing him. Their
flaccid cocks brushed together, both jerking and twitching as though trying
to rally for round two. If he allowed this kiss to continue, he knew he’d find
himself bent over the countertop again.

“Mm,” he groaned as he pulled away. “No more or we’ll have failed
in slowing things down in the first ten minutes.”

“Agreed,” Tom gasped, moving further away, his hands twitching as
though he was fighting to control them.

Ox dressed quickly, busying himself with his clothes so his eyes
wouldn’t keep straying to Tom. Thankfully, they were both dressed in a few
minutes, though the few items of material didn’t do all that much to assuage
the lust.

He kissed Tom once more. He kept this one tame and chaste. A first
date goodnight kiss. “See you tomorrow?” he asked hopefully.

“Working. Probably won’t see me until Thursday.”

Distance might be a good thing for now, though he’d miss Tom.
“How about a movie? Just us. I’ll get Matt and Megs to babysit?”

“Sounds perfect. I’ll text you when I’ve got an idea what time I
might be back.”

“Let’s hope for no delays that day.”



“Good night, Ox.”

“Night.”

As he’d expected Matty and Megs were waiting for him in his living
room, their faces coloured with expectation.

“Nope,” he said as he entered.

“No what?” Matt asked, feigning innocence.

“No, I’m not going to tell you what happened.”

“But something did…?” Megan hinted expectantly.

“Goodnight. Thanks for looking after the kids,” Ox said as he
continued right by them and down the hallway.

“Least you could do is pay us with gossip,” Matt called as he kept
walking.

Ox chuckled but didn’t stop to answer. He heard the front door
quietly snick shut a few minutes later as he was getting ready to get in the
shower. Everything felt so good in that moment. The twins were happy and
thriving at kindy, Red was ecstatic about flying and hopeful about her new
school, he had great friends and not only had he just had the best sex of his
life but the man who’d given him such pleasure had agreed to date him.

When he finally drifted off to sleep, a smile on his face, an unbidden
and unwanted thought snuck into his subconscious: how long could this
good fortune possibly last?

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



CHAPTER NINE
OX

If the kids knew there was something going on between himself and
Tom, they never mentioned it. Of course, the boys were too young, but Red
hadn’t said anything either.

Two nights ago, they’d gone to the movies for their first official date.
Ox had only dated once before, the experience turning into a disturbing
disaster when the man he’d thought himself falling for had become too
needy for Ox’s liking. He had no interest in becoming one of those couples
who couldn’t separate themselves from each other for more than five
minutes at a time.

He smoothed down the front of his shirt, wincing at his poor ironing
effort. Overalls and t-shirts were his norm when it came to his wardrobe,
but Tom was taking him to a restaurant tonight. Not fancy, according to
Tom, but a t-shirt would surely be frowned upon.

“Fuck,” he murmured as he followed the lines of the shirt where it
stretched taut over his chest. The button up was tight enough to make his
chest appear impressively muscled, but not enough to threaten to pop the
buttons. The slacks he’d had to borrow from Megan’s brother because he
had nothing outside the world of denim and King Gees.

“You look great,” a voice said.

Ox smirked in the mirror, catching Tom’s gaze as it travelled over
his form. “Red let you in?”

“Yep. I’m early, I know. Call it enthusiasm,” Tom mumbled as he
stepped in close behind, wrapping his arms around Ox’s waist and pressing



open mouthed kisses along the column of his throat.

Ox tried not to tense. The kids never knocked, Red because she was
a teenager and owned the world, and the twins because in their minds there
was nothing Ox could possibly be doing that they couldn’t be a part of.

“Matt’s just arrived so the kids are busy with him,” Tom said as
though reading his thoughts.

Ox turned in his arms, pulling Tom closer. Their mouths met, soft
lips pressing to his, a flick of tongue, a soft groan. Heat pooled in his belly,
waiting to turn into a conflagration. Tom held power over his body: a touch,
a look, a scent was enough to torch the flame. Hell, the man’s nearness was
all it took for the wanting to throb in his guts.

“So, this restaurant,” Ox began, his arms flung over Tom’s
shoulders, casually holding onto the man as though the most natural thing in
the world. “What kind of food are we talking here?”

“Well,” Tom replied before pressing a kiss to his forehead.
“Technically it’s Italian—cliched, I know—but they serve these epic steaks
too, in case you don’t like pasta.”

“Mm, I love meat.” Christ, he was a disaster.

Tom laughed and then kissed the tip of his nose. “I already knew
that, but I was hoping to find out just how much tonight.” Tom winked.

“We are no good at the flirting, are we?”

“Nope. We suck—leave it alone,” Tom added before he could make
a crack about sucking.

“Come on, I’m starving.”



Ox gripped his hand, leading him to the front door, but quickly
dropping it when he reached the living room. They’d agreed to keep things
from the kids for now, but if this thing between them went as well as Ox
hoped, he planned to tell them before too long. Maybe he was pathetic, but
he’d had daydreams of him and Tom curled on the couch together watching
movies with the kids, Red gently teasing them about being in love and the
twins blissfully unaware of anything other than Tom being always around.

“You go now, Ox?” Paddy asked. The little boy loved Matt but
sometimes he still struggled when Ox went somewhere without him.

“Yeah, Paddy. I won’t be late, and I’ll come and give you a kiss
when I get home.”

“Why can’t we go?” Red asked.

Hers was an excellent question and one Ox should have been
prepared for. “Um—”

“That’s my fault, Red,” Tom interjected. “I asked Ox to come with
me because I love the food at this place, but I don’t like to eat alone. The
food’s a bit fancy there so we weren’t sure if you guys would like it. Ox’s
gonna see and if he thinks you’ll like it we can all go next time.”

Oh, the excuse was lame, but hopefully enough to work on a
fourteen-year-old. Matt’s quiet snickering told Ox what he thought of it.

“Maybe your brother and Tom need to talk about Christmas presents
away from big ears, so this is their chance,” Matt offered.

The conversation immediately turned to Christmas and as Ox fled
the house with Tom in tow, he overheard something about a bike and pet
mice and Beau assuring Red she must still be on Santa’s nice list.



“Perhaps we need to have some excuses lined up to go,” Tom said as
they stepped into his car.

“Yeah, that was a bit of a disaster.”

“Thank god for Matt.”

“Are you upset?” Ox asked.

“What? Why?”

“Because we’re not telling the kids.”

“No, Ox. Whatever you think is best for them, I’ll do. We agreed
they were the top priority here and I meant it. Besides,” he continued, a
flirty smirk lifting the corner of his mouth as he turned quickly to Ox, “I
don’t mind being your dirty little secret.”

Ox reached over to cover Tom’s free hand as it rested on the gear
stick. He twined their fingers together. Fuck this feels good.

“So, tell me about your dating history. Any horror stories?”

“I’ve never dated before,” Tom replied, his attention firmly on the
road ahead.

“Never?”

“Nope.”

“How come? Surely you had offers.” Tom was an incredibly sexy
man. Ox had a hard time believing no one had ever wanted him before.

“One or two. I don’t make friends easily. Never wanted to before.
When I was feeling a bit lonely, I’d usually just head out and pick someone
up who was likewise uninterested in anything more.”



“What’s with you and the no friend’s thing?” Ox asked. The question
had itched away in his mind since he’d met Tom and realised he had no one
in his life. At first, he’d thought there was something fundamentally wrong
with the man, but he’d found nothing to explain Tom’s lack of
companionship so far.

“It’s kind of a mixture of things. I was so busy working my arse off
to become a pilot that I had no time for a social life, but it wasn’t just that. I
struggle with people, being close to them. I guess my family is to blame for
that.”

“What happened with them?” Tom’s family was another mystery
he’d been burning to know about. He knew they didn’t speak, and he knew
their homophobia was to blame but he wanted the details. What had they
done? How badly had they hurt the wonderful man driving his car so
intently beside him?

“Growing up with them everything was okay. We were never the
kind of family to hug or tell each other we loved them, but we got on and
we looked out for everyone. I had—have—two brothers and a sister. Same
as you, except I was the youngest.

“Life was going along fine. I graduated high school, had a job that
paid enough to keep me through flying lessons. My siblings were all out of
the house, two were married, all had their careers going. I guess we looked
perfect. Then I blew it.”

“What happened?” Ox asked softly when Tom said nothing more.

“I’d always known I was gay. Things like sexuality were never
spoken about and I think I just assumed my family were okay with it—
accepting. Maybe they were in others but when I told them…my folks



kicked me out, immediately. I was allowed to grab a few personal things
and then I was gone, told they never wanted to see me again unless I
reformed.

“They must have called my siblings straight away because when I
turned up at my oldest brothers place, he didn’t even have the guts to come
out and see me. He sent his wife out to tell me I wasn’t welcome there.
Pretty much the same reaction from the rest, so that was it.”

“I’m sorry, Tom. Not one of your siblings stood up for you?”

“Nope. I think my middle brother struggled the most with it but the
rest…it was like I didn’t exist anymore. How do people cut off their
feelings for someone like that? Over something so stupid?”

Ox wished he was able to explain humans to Tom, but the truth was
they confused the shit out of him most days too. “I don’t know. People
shock the hell out of me most of the time.”

“That’s when I figured blood family means squat. Not that I had any
close friends, but a mate did put me up for a while until I got myself sorted.
He didn’t even flinch when I told him why they’d kicked me out. But he
was fucking furious with them.”

“What happened to your friend?”

“Followed some German girl he met while she was backpacking
over here. Last I heard he was happily living in Bonn, Germany.” Tom’s
voice was wistful as though he still missed maybe the only friend he’d ever
had.

“Most people I know, their families are the ones they’ve made for
themselves. Kind of sucks but sometimes it has to be that way.”



“Like you and Matt.”

“Exactly.”

They drove in silence for a while. Ox wanted to say more, to tell
Tom maybe he could be part of his family, but given they were now dating
that statement seemed like too much. Almost like a promise they’d be
together forever, and of course Ox couldn’t promise him that. Everything
between them would have been much simpler had they remained friends.

 

 

TOM

Tom felt the awkward tension pressing down on him, unspoken
words and sentiments. He wanted to be a part of Ox’s family, but now
they’d fucked and were dating, the notion took on an entirely different
connotation. Maybe one day he’d be Ox’s family, but now it would be as
though they’d jumped from sex to marriage in a few short days.

“So, what about your dating history?” Tom asked, wanting to take
the focus off him and break the tension. He hated thinking about, let alone
talking about, his family. Perhaps others might be able to, but forgiveness
was not one of Tom’s strong suits.

“I’ve only dated once before, and it wasn’t pretty.”

“What happened?”

Ox let out a deep breath beside him, tilted his head back and stayed
silent for a moment. Tom wondered if he’d answer at all or if he was
thinking how to tell his tale.



“Things were good for a while. Brendon and I got on well, he made
me laugh and we um…were good together between the sheets. After a
while though, I started to notice he was always around, like never wanted
me out of his sight kind of thing. It wasn’t stalkery, exactly, but he thought
couples should do everything together. If I was going to see Matt, he had to
come. If he was going to see his family, I had to go. There wasn’t a me
anymore only an us. I felt claustrophobic—it was too much.”

“Did you tell him?” Tom knew he’d probably just have run had it
been him. He’d never been good at real conversations, especially ones
about feelings.

“Yep. He told me I couldn’t possibly care about him if I wanted to be
apart from him. That was my cue, man. I got the hell out of there.”

“Did he give you any trouble when you left?”

“A little. He’d turn up at places I liked to go. He’d call a fair bit—
especially when he was pissed. Matt and I were a bit worried for a while,
but things settled down. I saw him about a year later. He was married to a
writer. It was perfect, they both worked from home and neither liked letting
the other out of their sight.”

Tom huffed and shook his head. “Whatever works for them, I
guess.”

The road turned sharply, the restaurant coming into view. As usual
there were few parking spots close by so Tom drove two blocks down and
parked in a quieter area. He’d enjoy the short walk with the company he
had this time.

“So,” Ox began as they strolled down the quiet street. “At the risk of
some more unfortunate flirting…you’d recommend the steak here?”



“Always. Though the pasta is fantastic too.”

“You must eat out a fair bit—when you’re working, I mean.”

“Yep. I get kinda sick of takeaway but let’s face it, the food is a
thousand times better than what I make. Plus, I hate cooking.”

“Really?”

“Oh yeah. I’d rather iron than cook.”

Ox laughed beside him. “Maybe we can make a deal because I hate
ironing…”

“So, you cook, and I’ll iron?”

“Deal.” Ox bumped him with his shoulder. Tom would have liked to
take his hand in his, but he wasn’t certain either of them was ready for such
a public display. For some reason it almost seemed as though publicly
holding hands would be confirmation that they were something more than
friends or fuck-buddies. Were they ready for that step?

Dinner turned out to be wonderful. The food was great, the company
even better. He liked Ox, really liked him. He was attracted to him, sure, but
beyond that he admired the man. He’d taken on a huge task by raising his
siblings and from what Tom saw Ox was doing a commendable job.

“Wanna come in for a while?” he asked as they pulled into his
driveway. They’d agreed to take things slowly, but Tom wasn’t ready for
their night to end. He wanted more laughs, more shared intimacies, more of
Ox.

Ox stared back at him from the passenger seat. In the darkness of the
night with only the moonlight shining on his features, he almost looked
other worldly. His pale skin a shade of silver, eyes black.



“I’d like that,” he murmured, a faint grin on his lips. “Can I trust you
to be a gentleman?”

“I promise I won’t sully your honour—unless you ask me too.” Tom
winked.

Ox surged forward, grabbing Tom to pull him forward into a kiss.
Their lips met, parted, breaths mixing as Ox kissed him with a passion Tom
was quickly becoming addicted to.

“Inside,” Tom muttered when Ox’s lips left his to trail down his
throat.

They managed to safely make it into Tom’s living room, though he
couldn’t say how. Their bodies, once they’d pressed together didn’t seem to
want to part. Somehow, they’d manoeuvred themselves onto the couch.

Arms and legs were akimbo as they fought to press closer. Tom
cursed the invention of clothes when all he wanted was to feel Ox’s bare
skin beneath his touch, but instead had to struggle under cotton shirts and
beneath canvas slacks. Miraculously, their lips never parted as though
kissing each other had become essential for their continued survival.

“Ox…?” Tom finally managed to pull away from the man writhing
beneath him.

“Mm…”

“Do we need to—”

“No. I don’t want to stop.” Ox yanked him closer again, easily
finding his willing mouth. Ox kissed the way he lived his life—giving
everything he had, putting all his passion into it. Being kissed by Ox felt
like being consumed by him and Tom loved every second.



Tom played the night out in his mind. First, he’d strip Ox, slowly,
enjoying every inch of skin as he exposed it. Then he’d—

“Fuck,” Ox gasped as he fumbled for his phone, so rudely trilling
away to interrupt them. “Yeah,” he answered.

Tom raised himself, pulling himself away from Ox by sheer force of
will. His body screamed to stay close to the warmth of Ox’s body, but his
mind ordered him to give the man space. He had no clue who’d called, but
Ox’s face told him the call wasn’t a good one.

“Yeah. I’ll be right there,” Ox said, then ended the call. “That was
Matt. Paddy’s having a freak out and he can’t calm him.”

“You need to go.”

“Yeah. I’m sorry, Tom.”

“Don’t be. The kids come first.”

Ox stood as soon as Tom did, both tugging at their clothes to right
them. “Matt said Paddy woke up and couldn’t find me. He’s much timider
than Beau.”

“He’ll be fine once he sees you.”

Ox nodded, and then quickly pressed a kiss to Tom’s lips. Then he
was gone.

Tom sat back on the couch, head tipped back, arms flung over his
face. His dick was still softening as though unwilling to believe Ox was
truly gone. The funny thing was, what Tom missed the most, he realised,
wasn’t Ox’s fantastic body—and the possibility of sex—but his company.

 



 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER TEN
TOM

“Hey, Red,” Tom groggily said as he opened the door to his early
morning visitor.

“Flying today?” she asked as she stepped inside, heading directly to
his kettle. A cup of coffee for him and tea for Red before the sun had even
risen had become something of a routine for them. After taking her flying
close to two weeks ago, they’d talked about nothing but.

However, Red had started a new school, and after the disaster of the
last school Tom was keen to check up on her, make sure she was enjoying it
and not feeling the pressure to fit in she’d felt last time. He knew hoping for
that was a big ask because she was fourteen and what every fourteen-year
old wanted was to fit in.

“Yep. Hobart today, but not until midday.”

“We’re still flying this weekend?”

Fuck. He’d forgotten about that when he’d agreed to pick up an
overnighter to Perth. The original first officer had a sick kid and didn’t want
to be too far from home right now.

“Ah, Red. I’m sorry, I had to pick up a shift to Perth this weekend.
I’ve got another Sunday off two weeks after that…”

He watched as Red’s happy smile morphed into a forced grimace.
He’d hurt her and deserved the look she was giving him.

“It’s okay,” she bit out, oblivious to how clear she’d made it that
being ditched was most definitely not okay.



“Tell you what…I’ll book the prop for longer next time and we’ll fly
over the Blue Mountains. The scenery is gorgeous there and the flying can
be a bit more challenging, so I should be able to show you more than last
time.” He was bribing her, which was no doubt a bad thing to do, yet he
hoped it worked.

“Deal. Don’t forget me this time.” Her small frame relaxed again as
she took a sip of her tea.

“How’s school?” he asked, both wanting to change the subject and
eager to find out if she was doing okay there.

“Okay. The kids there are mostly pretty nice. A few of them are jerks
but I suppose there’s jerks all over.”

“There is,” Tom replied thinking about some of the passengers he’d
encountered who felt they should complain about the route they’d taken
which—according to them—had unnecessarily added time to their flight.
Armchair pilots, he guessed was probably the term for those idiots.

“There’s drugs there,” Red whispered. Her words spiked the hair on
the back of Tom’s neck.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, there’s plenty of drugs available if I wanted them. I’ve
already been offered.” Her eyes watched him intently, waiting for a
reaction. When he flinched, she hastily added, “I said no.”

“Did you tell Ox?”

“No way. He’d freak. Besides there’s drugs in every school and I
like this one so far. Ox’d probably move me if I told him.”



Despite the truth of her words, he knew Ox needed to know this. He
was in an impossible situation. If he told Ox and he freaked out, Red would
blame him and if he kept it quiet, and then Ox found out, he knew Ox
would never forgive him.

Would this have been easier if they hadn’t fucked and had a couple
of dates? No, even if they’d still been nothing more than friends this
situation would be a complicated one for Tom. He had no doubt he’d be
telling Ox, though, because he deserved to know. Maybe he’d lose Red’s
friendship, but he might be saving her by telling Ox.

“You’re gonna tell him, aren’t you?”

“Red, I think he should know.”

She glared at him, her head slightly shaking, as though she were re-
evaluating him, judging him anew. Clearly, she didn’t like what she saw
through the lens of his perceived betrayal.

“I should have known,” she muttered. She brushed by him as she
walked toward the door, butting him too hard with her shoulder for it to be a
mere accident. He considered calling after her but perhaps time to cool
down was what she needed.

By the time he came home that night Tom was exhausted. His flights
had been on time, yet he’d felt drained by the day. Perhaps it was the
struggle to keep his mind focused on his job rather than on his young
neighbour and her problems.

He considered going next door, not just because he needed to speak
to Ox about Red, but because he needed to feel him in his arms. Even a few
hurried kisses on the couch would suffice tonight. He wanted to feel the
man’s touch as though that alone might make everything okay.



His heart thrummed loudly in his chest when he heard the soft wrap
on his front door. He knew immediately Ox had come to him. He opened
the door, wondering if maybe Red had got in first and he’d find a distressed
Ox on his doorstep.

The illuminating grin on Ox’s face gave him his answer.

“Hey,” Ox murmured as he stepped close, winding his arms around
him and pulling Tom down for a kiss.

They stumbled backwards, neither wanting to let go, but also not
wishing to put on a show for the neighbours. They only made it a short
distance inside before Tom had Ox pinned to the wall, his hands cupping his
perfect arse, his tongue licking a trail around the shell of his ear.

“Missed you,” Ox whispered as Tom continued to lavish attention
with his tongue, lips and gently nipping teeth.

“We had dinner two nights ago,” Tom replied, tilting his head to bare
his throat so Ox could get to it.

Their bodies pressed hard together, and Tom wanted nothing more
than to strip his neighbour naked and explore every perfect inch of him. His
body heated, shook with need and desire. He’d experienced lust before but
this, with Ox, was on another level entirely.

“This is why you forgot about me!” A shrill voice thundered,
breaking the spell. “You’re fucking my brother? Have you spilled your guts
about the drugs? Are you hoping he’d thank you with sex?”

They’d both tensed at the sound of Red’s voice but with her last
accusation Ox had gone utterly still beneath him. Tom stepped back, his



gaze flicking between the heated anger of Red’s face and the pale white of
Ox’s.

 

 

OX

For what seemed like an eternity, but could only have been seconds,
Ox didn’t move. He wondered if he had enough blood left in his limbs to
support him much longer. His heart thudded, feeling as though it would
strike against his rib cage. All the blood absent from his legs pounded in his
head, deafening him.

Red stood to his right, her face bright crimson, her fists balled and
ready for use if needed. Tom stood before him, gaze flicking between them,
face pale.

So much had been thrown at him in Red’s twenty second speech he
scarcely knew where to begin. He pushed his anger down, though it boiled
away in his guts and he feared the eruption to come.

“Drugs?” He grasped onto the most dangerous of all Red’s words.

“You mean Tom hasn’t dobbed on me?” She threw an accusatory
look at Tom, who merely shook his head.

“What about the drugs?” he gritted out, not caring who spoke only
that one of these two clued him in.

“I was offered drugs at school—”

“And you knew?” he spat his question at Tom, furious he’d been
kept in the dark.



“Red only told me this morning. I planned to tell you.”

His anger washed back a fraction like a small wave pulling back
from the sand. “Christ, Red—”

“I said no, Ox. I told you I wouldn’t be that stupid again.”

“Did you tell the teachers?”

“Do you want me to get bashed?”

Ox shook his head. Of course, she couldn’t be the one to tell. Red
was right, the other kids wouldn’t be kind to her if she dobbed on them.
Maybe he could say something and ask to remain anonymous.

“No. I get it.” He looked at his feet, too shaken up to trust himself to
the gaze of either Red or Tom. “Promise me you said no.”

“You don’t trust me?” Her voice trembled with hurt.

He wanted to say of course he trusted her but if he was honest, there
was a part of him that didn’t. It was the slice of him that had watched his
parents lie and manipulate for years to ensure they got their hit. He knew
addicts, knew the lies they told, the guilt they tried to make someone feel
for not believing them when they swore that they were better, that they’d
never do it again.

“Red, I want to trust you, but I know how addiction can be—”

“I’m not an addict.”

The silence and tension in Tom’s hallway grew like a living being
threatening to suffocate them all. If he pushed too hard would it send Red
running? Yet, she needed to know the limits of his discipline.

“Okay. But I need to hear you promise me you said no.”



“Fine,” she petulantly spat. “I promise. Now promise me Tom didn’t
forget about me because of you.”

Ox shook his head. What the hell was she talking about? He glanced
to Tom hoping for some enlightenment. His neighbour stood with his head
slightly bowed, looking like he’d rather be in the mouth of Hades than in
the hallway with them.

“It wasn’t Ox, Red. I forgot, that’s all. They asked if I could cover
another first officers’ shift because his little girl is sick. I’m sorry.”

“What’s this about?” Ox asked, needing clarification.

“I’m doing the overnight to Perth this weekend, so I can’t take Red
flying.”

Red’s earlier accusation suddenly made some semblance of sense.
She was hurt and angry, thinking Tom had forgotten about her for him.
Teenagers believed they were the centre of the universe, so, of course any
evidence to the contrary tended to upset their world order.

“I’m sure he didn’t do it on purpose,” he offered, regretting the
words before they’d left his mouth when he saw the expression on her face.

“So, you’re gonna stick up for him because he’s you boyfriend?”
Red dropped into what Ox liked to think of as her ‘typical teenager’ pose:
hands on her cocked-to-one-side hips, knees slightly bent, shoulders back
and high as though she were preparing for battle.

“That’s enough, Red.” Ox kept his tone calm and low, refusing to
wind up in a shouting match with her again. “Tom has responsibilities with
his work so if he can’t take you this weekend there’ll be another time.”



He suspected her ire would dwindle rapidly once she saw through
the haze of disappointment and realised Tom had done nothing wrong. Red
may have her moments of self-centredness and uncalled for anger but in the
end, she was a level-headed girl.

“Well, maybe I won’t be available next time,” she hissed and
hurriedly fled Tom’s house.

Ox’s instinct was to go after her, but he’d let her cool down first,
besides he needed to talk to Tom.

“I’m so sorry, Ox. I didn’t—”

“Not your fault, Tom.”

“I planned to tell you about the drugs, I swear.”

They eyed each other for a moment before Tom tentatively reached a
hand toward his face. Ox pulled away before the gentle fingers reached
him, because if Tom touched him now, he’d lose his nerve and he couldn’t
allow that because this little incident with Red proved what he’d been
worried about all along.

“I can’t do this, Tom,” he began, gaze downcast because he didn’t
want to meet Tom’s beautiful eyes. “My kids come first, they have to, and if
us is going to get in the way of that I have to end it now.”

“Ox, I forgot, that’s all.” Tom’s voice was small and hollow, and Ox
knew he was hurting him.

“I know. I don’t blame you, but you saw Red—heard her. Us being
together made it worse. She was angry, Tom. I’ve always wondered if she
had a little crush on you and judging by her reaction she might—”

“I would never touch her.”



“Shit, I know. I didn’t mean it to sound like I thought you would. I
just meant if she does have a thing for you, how much worse is it gonna
hurt if her brother is the one you end up with.”

Ox’s heart thudded in his chest, beating its way to the break he knew
was coming. “I missed the drugs at her new school. Yes, she should have
told me, but I should have been checking. I’ve been thinking about you so
much lately and I took my eye off the ball.”

“Ox…”

“I care about you, Tom—a lot—but my sister has to come first.” The
lump in his throat throbbed. Am I going to cry over this guy? The answer
was he might. Maybe it did take losing someone to realise how much they
meant.

“Maybe if we talk to her…?”

“I can’t. I’m so sorry. I hope you won’t take this out on Red.”

Ox watched as Tom’s body tensed, shoulders rolling a little, eyes
gazing somewhere over Ox’s right shoulder. He looked as though Ox had
struck him. “I’d never do that. I promised, and I meant it. I’ll organise her
flight for Sunday fortnight. I won’t forget this time.”

“Tom…?”

“Might be best if you left, Ox. I’ll see you around.”

Ox hesitated a second before moving to the front door. He’d done
this, he’d ended things and now he’d have to deal with it. He ached to touch
Tom, hold him and tell him to ignore everything he’d just said, but Red and
the twins needed him. Their parents had never put them first, so it was
about time somebody did.



“Bye, Tom,” he murmured. He felt hollowed out, as though that
empty spot inside him Tom had started to fill would never be full again.

Red was waiting for him when he made it home. The twins were
watching Toy Story, exactly where he’d left them less than fifteen minutes
before to go next door and see if Tom wanted to pop over for dessert. He
should be pissed at Red for leaving them alone when she’d come over to
Tom’s, but he was too numb.

“You okay?” he asked Red as she watched him warily.

“Yeah.”

“Good. How bad is the drug situation at school?”

“Are you and Tom all right?”

“I don’t wanna talk about that, Red. Tell me about the drugs.”

She huffed a sigh and sat on the couch, facing the single armchair
everyone thought of as his. Ox sat, his gaze watching his sister carefully for
signs of deception or drug use. His chest hurt, like a knife was in there,
because he had to be so wary of Red, but he knew drugs—he knew drug
users.

“It’s the same as every school, Ox. No matter where you send me
there’s gonna be drugs. And I like this school. The kids there are actually
nice.”

“You thought the same about Cassie and the last school.”

“I know, but I learnt from that. I don’t give a shit anymore if the
other kids like me. I wanna fly one day, Ox, and I’ll never do it if I take
drugs.”



Ox suspected keeping his sister clear of the dangers wouldn’t be
quite so simple, but her words gave him hope. “That’s good, Red. I’m glad
to hear it. I’ll keep you where you are, but you need to be open with me and
tell me stuff like that. Okay?”

“Okay.”

They both eased back in their seats, Red watching the screen where
Buzz and Woody were up to some antics, and Ox watching her.

“What about you and Tom?” Red asked, her eyes never leaving the
screen.

“There is no Tom and I.” Saying those words hurt more than it
should.

“Because of me?”

“No, Red, because of me.”

“But Tom’s so…”

“Tom’s great, Red, but it’s not the right time.”

Mercifully she left him alone after that. Left him to his regrets and
fears and worries. For a brief moment in time he’d thought, finally,
whatever god or karma, or mystical universal force handed out good fortune
and happiness was smiling on him. He should have known better.

 

 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
TOM

“Geez, Ox, I’ll be back in an hour,” Red muttered as Ox hugged her
for the second time.

This was the first time he’d seen the man since Ox had ended things
between them after Red had walked in on them two weeks ago. True to his
word, Tom had kept his deal and was taking Red flying today. She’d come
over the day after the scene in his hallway as though nothing had happened
to make sure he didn’t forget again. Though she still came over a few times,
she wasn’t his daily visitor as she had been before the hallway incident.

“So, over the mountains this time?” Ox asked him, shaking him out
of his reminiscences.

“Kind of. I relodged the flight plan with the tower because of the
weather forecast, but basically we’ll be going down toward Nattai, then
make our way back parallel to the Blue Mountains.” Tom’s voice was flat—
not with anger or irritation. He’d put a wall up to protect himself from
Oxford Cater, because he’d been hurt when Ox pulled away. He understood
why Ox had walked away but understanding didn’t mean he wasn’t
wounded by it.

“Okay. Well, have a good time, and listen to everything Tom tells
you, Red.”

“You know I will, Ox.”

Ox squeezed her tight again. “Love you. The boys and I will be
waiting when you get back.”



Tom turned toward the small plane they were taking up today. It was
slightly bigger than the first plane he’d taken her up in. The Cessna 401 had
a small cabin in back that could seat six passengers and he’d thought the
bigger aircraft may be a bit of a treat for her.

He heard the last of Red’s goodbyes to her family and then before he
knew it, they were in the air.

“Conditions are a little different today,” he began once they’d
reached their flight altitude. “Wind gusts are stronger. A potential storm is
brewing.”

“I’m sorry about you and Ox,” Red said.

He did not want to have this conversation with her now—or ever.
But he knew Red well enough to know she wouldn’t let it go until she was
satisfied.

“Nothing to be sorry about, Red. Your brother had a lot on his plate,
and he doesn’t need any more complications.”

“But he does need someone to love and to love him back.”

“I care about Ox.”

“He thought I had a crush on you,” Red muttered. Tom looked over
at her in time to see her rolling her eyes. “I don’t, never did.”

Tom had to admit he was a little relieved. He was also so incredibly
uncomfortable with this conversation he was almost willing to leap from the
plane without a parachute.

“Um, Red…” What the hell do I say to this kid?



“I know I made a mess of it for you, but I want to help you get my
brother back.”

“Life doesn’t really work that way, Red.”

“Oh boy. You adults can be so stupid sometimes. My brother likes
you—a lot. He’s always standing in the kitchen looking over the back fence
toward your place. He might as well write your name over and over with
little hearts all around it. And you like him too. So, what is the problem?”

Tom concentrated on flying the plane. He did not want to think or
talk about any of this with a fourteen-year-old girl. No wonder she’d chosen
now to have this conversation, she probably knew he’d have run if he could
have. Here in the small cockpit of the little Cessna there was no escape for
him.

“So, we’re coming up on Nattai. I’m gonna trim it down because I’m
gaining air speed which means…?” Tom tried some diversionary tactics.

“You’re gaining lift?”

“Perfect.” Red was going to make an excellent pilot. She was like a
sponge soaking up every word he said.

The scenery on this flight would be beautiful, though he didn’t like
the look of those clouds forming behind and to the right of them. The
forecast had been for clear weather with a slight chance of a storm.
Australian weather was unpredictable though, and the humidity today was
enough for Tom to know there’d be a storm at some point.

“It’s beautiful,” Red said, her attention taken up by the view below.
At this altitude they were able to see everything and Red was spot on. The
national park was stunning.



“See the water tank on the hill there?”

“Yeah.” He watched Red lean forward and follow the trajectory of
his arm.

“We’re gonna go around that. So how do I turn left?”

“Ah, take your foot off the right rudder and turn the yoke left.”

“Perfect.” He smiled as he did precisely what Red had described.

“It’s bumpy, Tom.”

“It’s a little choppy today. There’re some surface winds which create
friction. We call that friction turbulence.”

Once he’d made the turn around the water tank Tom took the time to
call through for a weather update and didn’t like what he heard. There was a
thunderstorm rolling in over the mountains and even though he’d turned
around and were headed back now they’d catch the edge of it. He wrote it
all down on his knee board.

“Red, I’m gonna cut this a little short.”

“No. I won’t talk about Ox anymore.”

Tom laughed. “Nothing to do with that. There’s some bad weather
coming our way and I want to get us back before it hits.” They’d have a
rough flight back as it was, but he didn’t want to alarm Red.

“What’re you doing?”

“Taking down the weather on my knee board.”

“What for?”



“In case. If something happens, they’ll ask me if I got the weather
and if it’s not written down, then I didn’t get it.”

Tom remained quiet for a time as he concentrated on flying this
Cessna. The ink black clouds slightly to their left now appeared ominous,
but worse were the occasional flashes of light behind them.

“Downtown, Cessna 40322 Romeo?”

“Go ahead Cessna 40322 Romeo.”

“What’s the chances of a Camden landing? Those storm clouds are
getting close.”

“Cessna 40322 Romeo, Downtown. Standby.”

“What’s happening, Tom?” Red’s voice held the slightest hint of a
tremble. She may not understand the full implications of that storm, but she
had eyes and those clouds looked nasty. And they were now between them
and the safety of Bankstown Airport.

“I’ve just asked the tower if we can land at Camden airport to avoid
the storm.” Tom kept his voice calm and smooth—his pilots voice.
Everybody knew if the pilot was panicking, they were in trouble and the
last thing he wanted was for Red to freak out.

“Cessna 40322 Romeo, Downtown. Go ahead for Camden. Runway
two six.”

“Downtown, Cessna 40322 Romeo. Copy.”

Tom needed to concentrate on getting them down and out of the
approaching weather. The speed of the storm as it rolled down out of the
mountains was astonishing and he knew they wouldn’t even make Camden
without taking a few hits from it.



“We’re gonna land at Camden, Red. It’s closer and I don’t want us
going through those clouds. I need you to sit quietly for a while, okay.”

“Okay.”

“We’re gonna be fine,” he said even as the first drops of rain
splattered on the windows. The wind was ferocious, gaining in strength and
speed nobody had forecasted. The Cessna was tossed around with Tom
gripping the yoke to keep them on an even keel.

“Tom?” Red’s voice was small and frightened.

“We’re all right,” he stated, fighting to keep the calmness in his tone.

They were still over the National Park where there was no flat land
where he could put the plane down. All he wanted was to get Red on the
ground. He’d land in some farmers cow paddock if he had to.

In a second everything changed.

Tom wasn’t sure which was worse: the blinding flash of light as the
lightning struck the Cessna, the sickening tearing sound as the power of the
strike tore through the small plane, or the terrified scream from the young
girl beside him.

“Mayday, mayday, mayday. Cessna 40322 Romeo. We’ve taken a
lightning strike.” Tom took a breath, looking at his instruments to see what
if anything he still had control of. The yoke in his hands didn’t respond as it
should, and the engine had cut off. He could glide in, but the terrain was
nothing but trees and hills and valleys. He had nothing flat and barren to
work with.

He waited for a response from the tower, but he heard nothing. He’d
lost the radio, too.



“Red, listen to me.” He turned to his frightened passenger, her body
shook, her skin had paled to a deathly white. Wide, terrified eyes stared
back at him. “We’ve lost power, honey. I’m going to glide us down and I
want you to keep your head down.”

“Tom. Tom,” was all she said in reply.

“I know. I’m scared too, honey. But we’re gonna do this. Okay. Now
keep your head down. Don’t watch.”

He turned from Red, unable to worry about her distress right then.
Keeping them both alive was his priority now.

 

 

OX

The minute hand on his watch hadn’t moved since the last time he
looked. Ox pulled out his phone to be sure—not even a minute had passed.
Why was time moving so slowly? Where the hell were they?

Tom’s plane should have landed five minutes ago, though how he
would have managed that in the raging downpour was beyond Ox. He
glanced at Beau sitting at his side, his attention fixed on the iPad in his
hands. Paddy was on his lap, his face turned into Ox’s chest as the storm
raged noisily outside.

He needed to check with somebody again. The last time he’d asked
about Tom and Red he’d been told they weren’t due back for another
twenty minutes. No more and no less information was given.

Despite the wind still howling beyond the glass door of the terminal
building, the rain at least seemed to be easing. Though lunchtime had only



been a short time ago the sky outside was dark. He felt as though evening
had arrived at one o’clock in the afternoon.

Maybe the weather is delaying them. Happens to Tom all the time.

The gloom of the afternoon was suddenly lit up with flashing blue
and red lights. Ox glanced around wondering where the emergency was.
They were the only ones in the terminal building aside from the
administrator he’d spoken to a short time ago.

His heart thumped against his chest. Maybe the trouble was in the
air. Maybe Tom was in trouble, so they’d called in the emergency services
in case something went wrong with their landing.

Visibility wasn’t great, but he made out a couple of people walking
away from the one room terminal in the direction of the tower. Two others
walked toward him. What if something happened in the air?

He had to stay calm. There was nothing to say this activity had
anything to do with Tom or Red. His gaze remained fixed on the two men
walking toward them. They were in plain clothes, so he had no idea what or
who they were. Their faces wore matching masks of seriousness, pinched
with concern.

“Mr Carter?”

“Yes,” Ox replied, never looking away from the man who spoke.

“My name is Stephen Miller. I run the airport here.”

“Okay,” Ox answered, quickly shaking the offered hand.

“I’m afraid I have some bad news.”



Ox stood, taking Paddy with him. He needed to walk away from the
twins because he didn’t want them to hear some stuffed shirt telling them
their sister was dead. “Hang on,” he snapped before gently kneeling with
Paddy still attached to him.

“Paddy, can you sit here and watch Buzz and Woody with Beau for
just a moment while I talk to this man?”

Paddy’s face scrunched as though he was either going to cry or he
knew something bad was coming.

“Come on, Paddy,” Beau began, “you can hold it.”

Control of the iPad was a premium in the little boys lives so for
Beau to give that up, Ox knew he understood something was happening
and, as Beau did so often, he reverted to protecting his brother.

“Okay,” Paddy muttered, gingerly climbing down from Ox’s lap to
sit beside his brother.

Ox barely spared the time to watch the handover of the iPad before
he turned and walked a few steps away with Stephen Miller.

“What’s going on?”

“I’m terribly sorry, Mr Carter. The Cessna your sister went up in has
disappeared.”

“What the fuck do you mean, disappeared?”

“Tom Gale requested permission to land at Camden due to the speed
and size of the oncoming storm. We lost radio contact shortly after giving
permission for that landing. They never made it to the airfield.”



“What does that mean?” Ox’s body shook, so violently he thought he
might break apart.

“Our current thought is your sisters plane crashed somewhere
between the last radio contact and Camden airport. We know Tom had
altered course to make it to Camden but…”

“Fuck,” Tom gasped before bending over, his breathing rough and
heavy. “No, no, no.”

“Mr Carter, we’ll have people in the air searching for them as soon
as conditions ease.”

Ox’s pulse thundered so loudly in his ears he barely heard the man
speak. Are they dead? Red. Tom. It wasn’t possible.

“Is there someone we can call for you?”

“What?”

“Can we call someone to be here for you? Family or a friend? A
priest?”

“I don’t need a fucking priest. They’re gonna be fine. They’re gonna
be—”

The next thing Ox knew he was sitting on the ground, a wet cloth
against his forehead, the sound of his little brothers sobbing in the
background. Someone pressed a glass of water into his hand and he tried to
focus. He didn’t think he’d fainted, but he’d sure hit the ground.

“Beau. Paddy. I’m okay,” he called to the twins who broke away
from the second man who had been blocking their way while trying to keep
them on the couch. They were in his lap in seconds, small arms thrown
around his neck, gasping breaths and wet tears falling on his face.



“You okay, Ox?” Beau asked.

“I am. There’s nothing to be scared of. I just felt a bit funny for a
second, but I’m better now.”

“Mr Carter—”

“Ox.”

“Ox. Can I call someone for you?” Stephen Miller tried for a second
time.

“No. I’ll call.” Miller nodded and took a step back, leaving Ox alone
with his nightmare. He settled the twins back down with the iPad, though
both kept one eye on him.

Matt answered on the second ring. “Oxford. What’s up, man?”

Ox choked on his answer, words coming out garbled and scratchy.

“Ox?”

“Their plane’s missing, Matty.”

“What?”

“Tom and Red. Their plane is missing.” Every word, each syllable
cut him like a knife to his guts. Pain, terror, grief spilling from the wounds
left behind.

“Jesus, no.” Matt’s voice came as a whispered plea. “Where are
you?”

“The airport. Bankstown.”

“I’ll be right there.” His best friends voice turned officious, taking
charge because he knew Ox would be crumbling under the terror of his



sister being missing. “Hang in there, Ox,” he added as he ended the call.

What choice did he have but to hang in there? He turned back to his
brothers who sat exactly where he’d left them. Their little faces turned
cautiously toward him; their fear obvious though he suspected they had no
idea what was scaring them. Even if they’d overheard him talking to Matt,
would they understand the seriousness?

Ox sat beside them, allowing Paddy to inch onto his lap again, Beau
pressing as close as possible into his side. His mind soon wandered to Red.
Where was she? Was she safe? He didn’t doubt for a second Tom would be
doing every single possible thing he was able to in order to keep her safe.
But will it be enough?

What if Tom wasn’t able to help Red because he was already dead?
What if she was alone and hurt? Jesus, stop with the what ifs.

“Uncle Matt!” Beau’s shout sliced through the silence of his mind.
He looked up in time to see Matt striding toward him, Megan at his side,
their hands linked so tightly their knuckles were white. They seemed to
have got here in seconds. Where had the time gone?

Ox stood, Paddy still in his arms. Megan had Beau cradled to her as
soon as the little boy ran to them. In seconds Matt’s strong arms wrapped
around him, engulfing both him and Paddy. Ox never wanted him to let go.
Here, in the security of Matt’s arms, he was safe—Red and Tom were alive
and well. Nothing could hurt him in the embrace of his massive friend.

“What happened?” Matt whispered in his ear.

“Wait,” Ox replied, wanting Paddy and Beau safely away from the
awful truth.



“How about I take these two little angels to get an ice-cream?”
Megan asked in her sing song voice.

Ox tried to smile after his brothers as they walked away, each
holding one of Megan’s hands, their worried faces turning to him for
comfort because not even ice-cream erased the fear they’d so clearly picked
up on.

“Ox…?” Matt called his name as soon as they were out of earshot.

“Tom contacted the tower to ask to land somewhere else—I forget
where—and they gave him permission. He never made it there, Matt.
They’re way more than an hour overdue and nobody has been able to get in
contact with them. They didn’t land there, and they didn’t land here. They
think…they crashed somewhere.” Ox felt woozy, his legs hardly holding
him up, his stomach hollow and roiling.

“What’s being done?”

“They’re sending people up to search for them. They were waiting
for the weather to clear and they’re gonna start looking from their last
known location.”

“What do you need?” his friend asked, his expression grim yet
determined.

“All I need is Red here. I want her right in front of me now, this
second.” Ox dragged in a breath because he knew was lying. Having Red
safely back here would certainly help but he needed more—he needed Tom
too.

“Ox? What is it?” Matt had been able to read him cover to cover
since the day they’d met.



“I need Tom, too,” he whispered, finally acknowledging aloud—and
to himself—how much his neighbour had come to mean to him.

 



CHAPTER TWELVE
TOM

He was having the strangest dream.

Wet. He was soaking wet, but not cold.

How had he gotten so wet? He didn’t remember that part of the
dream. But there was pain and he’d always thought pain wasn't felt in
dreams.

Dark. Everything was dark too, but not like night-time. A different
type of dark, the scary kind.

The dim light fit with many dreams he’d had in the past, especially
the frightening ones. Light chased away fear and he was afraid, so it made
sense for it to be dark. What was he so terrified of?  Why was his heart 
thudding so violently against his chest? His blood ice cold in his veins?

Where was he?

He heard a low groan, difficult to make out over the roar of his heart
—or was it wind? Nothing made sense, but such was the tendency of
dreams to confuse and befuddle. He wished he would wake up. He didn't
like this dreamworld.

Slowly his breath evened out and he sank back into oblivion.

He woke again to the same dream, though his thoughts were clearer
now, and he recognised reality for what it was. This was no dream—he was
in a living nightmare.

Bits and pieces of the puzzle fell into place one achingly slow
fragment at a time. He'd been in the air, his Cessna flopping about in the



storm like a ragdoll. The flash and bang of the lightning strike. The scream
of the metal tearing. The unnatural silence as he plummeted to earth, trees
growing larger in an instant, the safety of the sky rising further and further
above him.

The moment of impact remained a mystery, smoke in the air he was
as yet unable to grasp. He hoped he never managed to hold on to those
seconds that passed when his plane hit the ground.

Grey clouds swirled overhead as he lay in the mangled wreckage.
His view of the clouds unimpeded by the metal roof of his plane. He
remembered the horrible sound of trees slicing through the metal as easily
as a knife through butter. How was he still breathing? Maybe he wasn't.
Maybe he'd look down any second to see his own ruined body lying twisted
amongst steel and debris, dead eyes staring back at him.

"You're missing something, Gale," he muttered. He rolled his head to
the side, muscles aching as he pulled them taut to try to sit up. He clutched
at part of a seat, torn along the seam to expose the inner padding.

His thigh screamed and bunched as he put weight on his legs, trying
to stand. He touched his fingers to the spot where the pain was the worst,
they came away red. He didn't look down, didn't want to see what might be
there.

He dropped back down and gripped the seat harder to help drag
himself forward. His right arm screamed at him, but he ignored it. He had to
try the radio, though he knew it hadn't worked after the lightning. Nobody
knew where they were or what happened to them.

They. Them.



Who else was...Red. Fuck. Red was with him. She'd been in the
plane sitting beside him, learning to fly, so excited.

Where was she? What happened to her? Oh Jesus. Oh shit. Where
was Red?

"Red!" he screamed. "Red!"

He waited for a moment, desperately hoping to hear her voice, even
just a groan. All he heard was wind, leaves slapping against each other, dirt
and sticks swirling about.

"Red!" Again, and again he screamed for her until her name was
hoarse on his lips.

He gripped the seat back, forced himself onto his feet, ignoring the
pain tearing through his body. There wasn't an inch of him that didn't ache.
He glanced down, noticed the red slash on his wet, taupe pants, the jagged
tear of material where something had sliced through his pants and leg. Not
as bad as he’d imagined.

Without needing to look, he knew there were cuts and abrasions
criss-crossing his entire body. They were as trivial as ant bites compared to
what might have happened. But, Red. Where was Red? What happened to
her? How badly had she been hurt? She was alive because he refused to
believe otherwise.

“Red!” he cried once more; voice hardly audible to his own ears.

Maybe he was wrong. Perhaps she hadn’t been with him at all. It
was possible Red was at home, safe with her family. Would she hear on the
news about a light plane crash? Her and Ox would stand together in front of
the television wondering: Could the pilot be our neighbour? Maybe he’d



told one or both he was flying today, and they’d hold each other as they
listened, mourning a man who’d come and gone from their lives so quickly.
How would Ox explain to the boys another person disappearing from their
lives?

How long would they grieve for?

“Red!”

He staggered a few feet, dragging his wounded leg, gritting his teeth
against the pain. He checked his watch. Five in the afternoon. He’d lost
several hours. Where was Red?

The wind raged, the roar of the gusts hiding any other sounds.
Maybe she was calling his name too, her soft voice lost in the storm.

“Red!”

He was barely moving, his leg and debris halting his steps. He
looked around him, metal and trees, steel and dirt. The natural world
twisted and tangled with the man-made plane, wrestling as though each
were trying to take over the other. The fuselage of the plane was barely
recognisable, the roof sheared off the cockpit section, one wing missing the
other hanging by a thread. Where Red should be was yet more mangled
metal, what had once been the roof possibly.

“Red!” he cast his gaze frantically around the wreckage once more.
“Please, Red. Please answer me,” he begged. She’s okay. She’s okay. She
must be okay. “Red!”

Tom sank to his knees, the pain and dizziness finally driving him
down. His body shook, from shock or the chill of being soaking wet he
wasn’t sure. He wanted to be warm and safe. He wanted to be home, back



in his little house listening to his neighbours talking and laughing in their
yard. He wanted to be in that yard with them, Ox at his side while they
played games with the kids or joked around with Red.

He closed his eyes, lowered his head, the weight of his situation
pushing him further down into the same ground which had risen to meet his
plane so violently hours ago. He said a prayer to a god he’d never believed
in—not for himself, but for Red.

He needed to pull himself together. No more wasting time on dreams
of what he wanted. He had to face his reality—the very real possibility he’d
killed a young girl, the sister of a man he was falling in love with. Ox
would hate him now.

Weakness shook his body, there was no strength left in his limbs. His
right arm blazed with an agony he didn’t understand. He wondered if he’d
black out again. He put his left hand down, holding himself up as best he
could. The metal beneath his palm was softer than he expected. He glanced
down to see he was gripping a foot.

“Red,” he gasped, jerking back, away from the body. Even through
her sock her skin had been cold, her body unmoving. Where the hell’s her
shoe? “No, no, oh Jesus, no.”

He bent forward on his knees, ignoring the agony his position placed
on his limbs. A sheet of metal, part of the crushed fuselage covered
everything but her foot. He shoved his hands underneath, wincing as the
jagged edge tore the skin of his palms, and lifted. He saw the blue of her
shorts, the red of the t-shirt she’d been wearing. Her face was twisted away
from him, her hair covering most of it.



Metal clanged against metal as he dragged, shoved and tossed the
sheet away from Red’s still form. He turned back to her, dreading
confirmation of his worst fears. He gently brushed the hair away from her
face.

“Red?” he whispered, lowering his face toward hers. He pushed two
fingers into her throat, desperately willing a pulse to beat against them. He
watched her chest for the tell-tale rise and fall of breath. He thought he
glimpsed life there, but was he tricking himself? Against the skin of his
digits a light thump, and then another. “Oh, thank fuck.”

She’s alive, he chanted over and over, willing for her to remain so.
His thoughts were scrambled, so many fighting each other for his attention.
There were things he needed to do to ensure they both got out of here alive,
but he had trouble pining them down in any kind of coherent order.

“Red, honey, I don’t know if you can hear me, but I need to check
you over,” he said, his voice too loud in the silence seeping through the
wilderness now the storm was moving away.

Red gave no indication she’d heard. How long had she been out?
How long had he been? His gaze roamed her still form searching for
obvious injury. He blanched when he noticed the odd angle of her left leg.
Her kneecap was twisted, facing out to the side of her leg rather than the
front.

He’d learned first aid, not as a requirement but more out of a sense
of duty. If your plane crashed away from the terminal the chances of being
around to administer first aid was slim. Most crashes occurred at take-off or
landing and in that case the runway would be a sea of flashing red and blue
emergency vehicles in no time.



The training he’d received never told him how to twist a knee back
into place. Is that what you do? He shook his head, trying to shake his
thoughts into place. He’d be no good to Red if he couldn’t get himself
together. He had to push through his terror, concentrate.

He needed to bind her leg while she was unconscious. Once she
woke, he had little doubt she’d be in unimaginable pain. Better to fuss
around now while she, hopefully, remained unaware of what was going on
around her.

Slowly he dragged himself to his feet once more. He took careful
steps, considering where to place his foot with each one. He couldn’t afford
to hurt himself more. Red needed him. He found what he was looking for
only a few feet from the wreckage. He stooped, gathering the two sticks
into his arms and returned to Red.

She hadn’t woken or moved. As long as she breathed. Tom’s entire
world had shrunk and solidified into the breath of one young girl.
Everything would be all right if she just kept breathing.

He worked fast but gently, once he’d found the first aid kit with the
bandages inside, binding the sticks to Red’s leg as a makeshift splint. He
pulled the knot tight with his teeth, his right arm weak and useless as pain
ravaged the limb. There was blood, but most of it seemed to come from
small grazes and gashes over most of her body, the worst of which he
hastily cleaned and covered with whatever plasters and bandages he found.

For the first time he tended to his own wounds, winding a roll of
tape around his thigh to staunch the bleeding. His other cuts, though
bleeding, didn’t concern him but he took the time to quickly stick some tape
over the worst of them. He didn’t know what to do with his arm other than
keep it as immobile as possible.



The fog of his brain was clearing as he busied himself with
managing the injuries they’d sustained. As he worked, he tried to recall the
symptoms of internal bleeding. On the surface neither of them appeared too
banged up considering what they’d been through, but he had no idea what
might be going on inside their bodies.

Nausea. Pain and tenderness. Trouble breathing. Loss of
consciousness.

Was Red dying and he just couldn’t see the injury killing her from
the inside? He knew she’d be in pain but now he was wishing like hell for
her to wake up.

Focus on what you need to do, Gale.

They needed help. He needed to get them help. The radio was
cactus, he remembered that much. He had his phone, but where the hell was
it in all this debris? Would it even still work?

This time of year, the weather was still warm, though the
temperature tended to drop dramatically overnight. They were both in
shorts and soaking wet. If it got cold tonight they’d be in trouble. He
needed to get some sort of shelter for them.

What came first? Searching for the phone or making a shelter? He 
had no illusions he wasn’t fighting for his and Red’s survival. A single 
misstep may well see them both dead.  His skin was dry now, but his 
clothes and hair remained damp and the temperature was dropping. His
shaking body might be from shock or cold, either way he needed to stay
warm.

The cockpit was completely exposed to the elements with most of
the roof gone, but the small cabin still had a roof. If he managed to get Red



back there, he might be able to curtain them off with the space blankets.

His body ached, the tremors wracking through him adding to the
pain. His plane had crashed, something every pilot considered, yet never
too intently because surely that was bad karma. The thought spun round and
round in his mind as he tried to come to terms with his situation. Every time
he recalled that his plane had crashed his brain countered with a ‘but
everybody survived.’

Even as he worked to clear an area in the small cabin where he could
comfortably lay Red, the chaos of his thoughts continued. One part of him
clearly wanted to remain firmly in denial, but another—stronger—part was
grounding him resolutely in reality. He was glad of it because fantasyland
wouldn’t get him and Red out of here alive.

Once he had an area cleared of any dangerous debris, he crawled
back to Red. Her face was twisted slightly in a grimace—a sign she was
waking. Tom worked faster so he’d have her settled before she woke. His
own wounds were aching, and he appeared to be in much better shape than
Red. He hated the thought of the pain she’d need to endure once she was
conscious.

With an effort he manoeuvred her until he could squat behind her
and get his arms under hers to drag her backwards into the cabin section of
the wreckage. She was a tiny little thing but, in his state, she seemed to
weigh a tonne. He moved slowly and carefully, trying his best to avoid
knocking her injured leg around too much. There may be other broken
bones he wasn’t aware of. It was only the odd angle of her knee that warned
him about the injury there. Her ribs might be cracked, her collarbone, arms.
Who the hell knew what other wounds she may have sustained?

Fuck, he wanted to cry.



The distance he needed to move Red was only a few feet but
somehow the entire process seemed to take forever. His body was aflame
with agony by the time he had her in the cabin. He laid her across two seats.
He’d padded the gap between them with various bits and pieces he’d found
so she could lie flat. Once he was satisfied, he turned back to the open space
leading to the cockpit. There were several space blankets in the first aid kit.
It took two to cover the hole exposing them to the elements. He laid another
over Red, hoping to keep her from shaking too much. He felt warmer in the
curtained off cabin almost immediately, but would it be enough?

They were somewhat comfortable and out of the cooling air. His
next step was getting help. Night had fallen fast while he’d been working
on getting Red situated. There was no point him blindly fumbling about
searching for his phone now—he couldn’t risk further injury.

Maybe Red had her phone in her pocket. He didn’t remember seeing
or feeling it while he was checking her over for injury, but his mind had
been consumed with helping her, so he could have missed it. He quickly
patted her pockets, his heart breaking when he felt their emptiness.

“Damn it,” he cursed. How easy it would be if he could have just
called triple zero and had the cavalry here in minutes.

“Ox?”

“Red? Honey, it’s Tom,” he softly replied. In the dark only the
whites of her eyes flashed.

“Tom, I—” Red’s tears fell before she was able to get any more
words out. He didn’t know if they were tears of pain or horror at what had
happened to her.



“Shh. It’s okay, Red. You’re okay now,” he crooned, wishing he
could take all the pain from her. He gently rubbed her shoulder, doing his
best to offer her some comfort.

“Tom,” she spluttered through her sobs, “My leg. My leg hurts. It
hurts.”

“I know. I know, honey. Does anything else hurt?”

“Everything. What happened?” The tears were drying up, apart from
the occasional sniffle. She was a hell of a brave kid.

“Our plane crashed. But we’re okay.”

“The lightning?”

“Yeah. Do you remember?”

“A little bit. It’s dark.”

“It’s night-time, Red.” Tom waited for realisation to dawn. He
wasn’t going to hide their predicament from Red—she was too smart for
that anyway.

“They haven’t found us yet?”

“No. I’m sure it won’t be long, though. Here, take this Panadol.”
Tom pulled out the box of painkillers he’d taken from the first aid kit and
shoved in his pocket and carefully popped two pills out of their packet. He
groped for Red’s hand, making sure he carefully dropped the tablets into her
palm once he’d found it. “I’ve got some water here,” he added, fumbling
for the bottle he’d placed beside him when he’d settled next to Red. He
listened to her sip and swallow, hoping they might make some tiny
difference to her pain.



“Ox must be going out of his mind.” Red winced as she moved
slightly. Her entire body had to be hurting as much as his was.

“I’m trying not to think about it.”  How would he ever be able to 
face Ox again? Any minute smidgeon of hope he’d had for him and Ox had 
evaporated the second he’d recalled Red had been in his plane when he’d 
crashed into the floor of the National Park. 

“He won’t hate you, Tom. Ox isn’t like that. He’s good.”

Tom allowed himself a small nod and a moment longer to think
about Ox, but his and Red’s situation was dire, and he had to focus on
keeping them safe, maybe even getting them out of here.

“We should be warm enough tonight. Tomorrow, I’ll search for one
of our phones, see if we can call someone—if they haven’t found us by
then, which they probably will have.”

“It’s okay, Tom. I’m a big girl so you don’t need to try to make me
feel better.”

He wished he was able to see her face to check if she was as calm as
she sounded. Maybe she was putting on her own bravado to try to make him
feel better.

“They could find us. The storm’s cleared up so they may start
looking tonight...”

“Well if Ox has anything to say about it, everyone will be out
looking whether they want to or not.” Red laughed, though even without
being able to see her face clearly, Tom recognised the fake sound of it.

“You’re a brave kid, Red.”

“Eh, there’s nothing to be afraid of...you’re here.”



If Red had to endure this nightmare then there was no place Tom
would rather be. He pressed the small button on his watch to illuminate the
time. 7:21p.m. So early, yet his lids were so heavy, and his muscles
screamed for sleep.

In the silence that had fallen he heard Red’s soft whimpers, the
pained sounds hurting him far more than his own injuries.

“Did I ever tell you about the time I fell off the stage in front of my
whole school?” he asked, hoping to keep Red’s mind off her pain.

“You did what?”

“I fell right off the stage while my class was performing a play at
assembly.”

“Oh my god,” Red snorted. “What happened?”

“Well, every week one class had to perform during assembly in front
of the rest of the school. My class was acting out that awful Camp Granada
song—”

“Huh?”

“You know…hello muddah, hello fuddah, here I am at Camp
Granada. Do you know it?”

“Um, no.” Red’s underlying snark was creeping back into her tone.
It was the best snark Tom had ever heard in his life.

“I’ll sing it for you one day. Anyway, there’s a part about a search
party and that was my role in our performance. So, there I was on stage
with binoculars up to my eyes pretending to be in the search party. The next
thing I know I’m sprawled on the ground with a broken arm and a shattered
ego.”



Red laughed, as Tom hoped she would. Her laugh was a lot like her
brothers and the reminder of Ox pierced Tom’s fragile grip on his emotions.
He should never have allowed Ox to get so close to his locked away heart.
Ox had shattered the lock Tom usually kept his heart sealed behind and he
was paying for it now.

“You are such a dork, Tom.”

“I know. I’ve learned to embrace my dorkiness.”

“You should, because it makes you you.”

“Wow. Thanks, I guess.”

“Tom?”

“Yeah, honey?”

“We’ll get out of here, won’t we?”

Tom grimaced at the pain and fear lacing Red’s words. Jesus, he
wanted to promise her they’d be okay. Maybe he should? If it turned out to
be a lie what would be the harm by then. “Like you said, Red, Ox’ll have
every man and his dog out looking for us by now. We’re gonna be just
fine.”

They settled into a companionable silence, broken only by Tom’s
occasional questions to Red checking on how she was feeling. Eventually
he heard her breathing even out into sleep.

Tom closed his eyes, praying he’d sleep nightmare free until the
morning when they’d be awoken by the sounds of their rescue.

OX



“Anything?” Ox demanded as soon as Stephen Miller poked his nose
out of the office he’d shut himself in hours ago.

The sky had darkened as night set in and Ox knew the search would
likely be called off soon until morning. The image of his sister out there,
god knows where and in what condition was almost more than he was able
to bear. Only knowing Tom was with her kept his sanity from blowing
apart.

“Nothing yet, I’m sorry.”

“Don’t you have a rough idea where to look?” Ox felt Matt move to
his side, their shoulders touching so he knew he was there.

“We do, but it’s a large area, Ox. And unfortunately, it’s over some
very densely forested land. It’ll be difficult to spot anything during the
daylight, but at night…”

“You’re calling off the search?”

“Soon. It’s almost midnight. I’m sorry. I know this is difficult—”

“You don’t know. Not unless your little sister was in a plane crash
and was missing. You don’t know.” Ox deflated as he ended his words. He
had no energy to spare. Everything he had was used up keeping himself on
his feet and from going crazy.

“You’re right, I don’t know. I’m sorry. We are doing everything we
can to find them. We’ll keep searching for a while longer but the lights we
have on the search helicopters won’t pierce through the canopy.”

“Yeah. I get it. Would there be—” The words stuck in his throat as
though giving them voice would make them true. He had to know. He had



to understand what was happening to his sister. “Would there be fire from
the crash?” he eventually managed to ask.

Beside him, Matt tensed, a small gasp escaping him, before he
wrapped his massive arm around Ox’s shoulder.

“Possibly. There wouldn’t have been a huge amount of fuel left by
then but potentially, yes, there may have been a fire.”

Ox didn’t know whether he wanted to punch the man for his honesty
or hug him for it. He didn’t want to know any of this, but he needed to.

“Wouldn’t that…wouldn’t that be visible at night?”

“It’s unlikely to still be burning, like I said there wouldn’t have been
much fuel left to burn. Plus, the storm earlier—”

“Right. Of course.”

“Ox, there’s not a lot you can do here. If you wanted to go home to
get some rest…I promise, we’ll call the second we find anything.”

“Rest? Do you think I could sleep right now?” His emotions were all
over the place, messy like one of Beau’s paintings. He had no ability to
control his temper or sorrow or terror right now.

“No. I’m sure you couldn’t. But you had your younger…brothers?
Maybe they need to see you.”

“Maybe he’s right, Ox. Paddy and Beau will be freaking out. I know
Megs will have them nice and calm at home, but you saw their faces when
they left with her. They knew something was up.”

His little brothers had looked distraught when Megan had offered to
take them home after their ice-cream earlier. What could he tell them if they



asked? How does anybody, let alone a four-year-old, wrap their head around
a sister missing in a plane crash.

For the first two hours after their plane went missing, Ox had kidded
himself that maybe Tom had landed somewhere else, another airport, a
highway, some farmers field. But they’d have heard fairly quickly if that
had been the case. He didn’t have enough fuel to still be flying so common
sense told Ox they were on the ground one way or another. And however
they’d made it back down to terra firma, neither of them had been capable
of using their mobile to call for help or let somebody know where they
were.

Every single time the thought punched through his brain Ox doubled
over, having to swallow down the vomit pushing its way out. His body
shook, sporadically now, so that Matt knew when he was close to losing it.
His friend pulled him close in those moments to hold him together as best
he was able to.

“How can I leave here…without her?” Ox asked, genuinely wanting
to know how he was supposed to leave this airport without Red.

“Even when they find her, Ox, they’re not going to bring her here.
She’ll be taken to the hospital for a check over. You can get there as quickly
from home as from here.”

Ox knew Matt was right and wrong. They’d go to the closest
hospital which would be on the other side of the airport from Ox’s place. Or
maybe they’d go to the morgue. Fuck.

He sucked in a breath, then another. He wasn’t getting enough air in.
What was wrong with his lungs? The pain in his chest radiated to every part



of his torso as his body reacted to his brain’s idea of Red in a morgue. His
body shook violently, his legs weak, feeble.

“Breathe, Ox. Come on, buddy.”

He heard Matt’s words, felt his strong hands pressing down on his
back. Somehow, he was sitting, doubled over his legs to try to get his
breathing under control. He did what his friend asked and concentrated on
getting enough air into his body.

“Matt?”

“Yeah, buddy?”

“I need to see my boys.”

“You got it.”

Almost midnight. They’d be asleep. He knew they were because
Megan had called Matt hours ago to let him know they were safely home
and the boys in bed. He didn’t care. He wouldn’t wake them, he only
needed to see their sweet faces.

Ox left Matt to work things out with Miller, knowing his friend
would have threatened him with all sorts of bodily harm if he didn’t call the
second anything at all happened. He waited at the airport doors, looking up
at the sliver of moon glowing tonight. The same moon Red and Tom were
lost under. Were they watching it too? Was Red crying for him? Was Tom
aching to hold him as much as he was aching to hold them both?

He knew some people believed in the whole think it into reality
business, so he let himself imagine their reunion. He saw himself running
down a hospital corridor until he came to the end room. Inside the little
room Red sat on a bed while a uniformed doctor checked her over. Ox



scooped her off the bed, holding her tightly against himself to feel her
warmth, hear her heartbeat.

He’d hold her until she pushed him off because she was a big girl 
now and didn’t need coddling. He’d ache at the loss of contact but at the 
same time be secretly pleased because now he could pull Tom to him.  He’d 
relish the size and warmth of Tom’s body, revel in its aliveness. And when 
it was time to pull away, he’d find it as hard to release Tom from his arms
as it had been to let go of Red.

“You ready, Ox?”

“Yeah.”

The trip home was quiet. Not even Matt was able to cheer him up,
not that he tried much because what was there to be cheery about? Ox
refused to glance at Tom’s home as they pulled into the driveway, keeping
his focus on the dim lamplight coming from his own living room. He knew
Megan would be wide awake and waiting for them.

The front door opened before they’d even reached the steps,
Megan’s head poking out, barely visible in the pale moonlight, to greet
them.

“Ox,” she began, pursing her lips as though to keep in any
uncontrolled emotion. “What can I do?”

“None of us can do anything, Megs. But you and Matt being here is
what I need right now.”

She pulled him into her arms as soon as he got one foot through the
door. She was tall, probably above average height for a woman, yet still
looked small beside Matt. Her hugs were all encompassing. When Megan



hugged him, he always felt as though she reached every part of him,
particularly his insides which often felt as though they were rather chaotic.

Matt pressed up behind him, so he was encased between the two of
them. Their physical show of support was too much for his fragile heart and
he finally wept unrestrained. Time passed outside of his thoughts and Ox
had no idea how long they stood there for.

When the last of his tears fell, and the final sob wrenched from
within him, he allowed himself to pull away from his friends. He looked at
Matt and Megan without shame. They were his friends and if he needed to
cry or punch a wall or throw something, he knew there’d be no judgement
from them.

“Fell any better?” Megan asked.

“Lighter. None of this seems real,” he murmured in reply.

“Nothing I say is going to make you feel better, Ox, but know Matt
and I will be here until you kick us out.”

“Thanks, Megs.” He squeezed her hand, noticing for the first time
her pale cheeks and black rimmed eyes. This would be tough for his friends
too. He knew they cared about him and him now included Red and the
twins as a package deal. Tom’s care for the kids as well as him was one of
the things Ox loved most about him. His neighbour had known before being
told that to care for Ox meant caring for those three kids too.

“I’m gonna pop in and check on the boys,” he said as he left Matt
and Megan to talk quietly in the living room.

At first glance into the twin’s room Ox knew something was wrong.
He clutched at his chest, stifling a shout because how much more could go



wrong? Beau’s bed, the one closest to the door, was empty. His first thought
was to scream for Meg to find out what the hell was going on. Then he
glanced at Paddy’s bed.

Very little light shone from either the moon or the lamp in the living
room, but Ox saw immediately Beau coiled around his brother. They were
asleep, wrapped in each other’s arms, holding tightly to the other, as close
as they had been in the womb. At a guess he’d say Paddy had been upset
even though he hadn’t been told what was wrong. He was a sensitive little
guy, easily picking up on everyone else’s moods.

Ox crept across the room to kneel beside Paddy’s bed. He gently
touched each boy to convince himself they were really there, and they were
okay. Neither stirred. He leaned down to rest his forehead on the bed,
listening to his brothers’ soft breaths and occasional snuffles while they
slept.

He had no idea how he managed it but somehow, he’d fallen asleep.
He didn’t think he’d been out of it very long though because he still heard
the low voices of Matt and Megan coming from the living room. He gently
kissed Paddy and then Beau’s forehead before standing to re-join his
friends.

“I think he already has.” Ox heard Matt mutter in response to
whatever he’d missed Megan saying.

“How will this affect him? He might blame Tom.”

“I don’t,” he interrupted. Matt and Megan both turned to him, a
mixture of guilt and shame on their features. “You don’t have to worry. I’ve
already thought all of this through.”



“Ox. I’m so sorry. I know you’re so scared for Red right now, but
you were getting close to Tom, too. And Matt said he thinks you might be
falling for him…? I can’t imagine what you’re going through.”

Ox went over to take the seat between them on the sofa that Matt
was indicating. He leaned back, Matt’s big arm around his shoulder,
Megan’s gentle hand on his thigh.

“I am falling for him. I didn’t realise how much until—” he broke
off on a sob. Ox allowed himself a moment to pull himself back together. “I
pushed him away because of…stupid reasons really, but god if—when—I
get him back, this time I’m gonna hold on tight.”

“Man’d be a damn fool to turn you down and from what I’ve seen
Tom’s no fool,” Matt said shakily as though he too was struggling to hold
onto his composure.

“He might be a fool, Matt. He was willing to take me on with three
kids in tow.” Ox tried a grin but knew he failed dismally.

“Tom cares about those kids almost as much as he cares about you.
I’ve seen it, Ox. I bet he’s not thinking of them as a burden at all.”

“Well,” Ox took a deep breath. “I’m gonna ask him as soon as he’s
home, and if he’ll have us, then we’ll…” He bit his lip and nodded; words
stuck once again behind the lump in his throat.

Here the three of them were talking about when Tom and Red got
home, but the reality was if they got home. Ox refused to allow himself to
think about the most terrifying of all—when they didn’t get home.

 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
OX

He awoke to the same nightmare he’d fallen asleep to the night
before. He was still sandwiched between his friends on the sofa, Matt’s
giant head heavy on his shoulder, loud snores in his ear. Megan’s hand still
rested on his thigh.

Red and Tom’s plane hadn’t been found. He’d received no call
during the night telling him otherwise. His baby sister had spent the night
outdoors, somewhere in who knew what condition. At least Tom was with
her—this was the only thought keeping him sane.

But what kind of shape was Tom in? Oh god. What if Tom was
dead? Red might be out there alone with a dead body. What kind of damage
could a plane crash do to a human body?

Ox squeezed his eyes shut trying to keep the images of burnt and
torn body parts from taking hold in his imagination. Too late they burned
into his minds eye. Ox jumped up and ran for the toilet, making it just in
time to lose what little food was in his belly into the bowl.

“You okay?” Matt asked from over his shoulder.

Ox shook his head and spat. He tore a piece of toilet paper from the
roll to wipe his mouth with.

“I can’t lose them, Matty,” he groaned, the pain of his possible loss
overwhelming.

“I know, buddy. I know,” Matt replied, squeezing his shoulder with
his meaty hand, but saying nothing more, because what could be said?



“What if they can’t find them? It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours
and this feeling of not knowing…Matty, I don’t know if I can do this.”

Matt grabbed his upper arms, spinning him so they faced each other,
an expression of such intensity on his face, Ox wanted to look away. “You
will do this, Oxford. You’ll survive because you’re a tough mother fucker
and because no matter what, you have those two little boys to think of.”

Matt crushed him to his chest, hugging him a little too tight, but Ox
had no desire to be let go. “Thank you,” he mumbled into the bulk of Matt’s
torso.

“You won’t be alone, Ox. Not for one second,” Matt added, pushing
him away and offering him a small grin. “No more of this shit anyway
because we’ve got things to do.”

Ox smiled as best he could, appreciating Matt’s optimism, but
knowing in his guts the chances were better than high of them finding only
bodies, if anything at all. He pushed the thought away because otherwise
he’d curl into a ball and be useless to everyone who still needed him.

“I’m gonna head back to the airport,” Ox said as he shook himself
and prepared to face this nightmarish new world of his.

“Course we are,” Matt replied as though no question he’d be going
too. “Have a quick shower and brush your damn teeth. You don’t wanna
have vomit breath when you plant one on your man when they find him
today.”

Ox inhaled a deep breath to stem the oncoming torrent of tears. He
had to keep it together. He smiled at his friend. “You’re right. I’ll be quick.”



They were both quick. Out of the house in twenty minutes and that
included a quick farewell to the twins. Megan was taking them to Putt Putt
Golf—a favourite activity of theirs. They’d smiled when told, but
underneath Ox suspected they knew the offer for the bribe it was.

“Sky’s clear this morning,” Matt began once they were on the road.
“Should make for better vision.”

“Yeah. They’ll find them in no time.” Miller had called not long
after Ox had stepped out of the shower to let him know the search was
already back underway—had been since first light this morning.

One way or another Ox wasn’t kidding himself they’d be found
today. He played the reunion with Red and Tom over and over in his mind,
willing his fantasy to life, because he wouldn’t accept any other scenario.

“Ox, I know what I said before but have you—”

“Don’t, Matt. They’re gonna both be fine.”

“I know, Oxford. But what if—”

“No. NO what ifs. Just…they’re gonna be fine,” Ox stated with
finality. He knew his friend was only trying to prepare him for the very real
possibility neither Red nor Tom had made it, but he wasn’t ready to allow
those kinds of thoughts into his head.

“I can’t think about them any other way, Matt. If I even think for a
second they’re gone, I’m cactus.”

“Yeah,” Matt murmured, “Me too.”

They drove in silence for much of the remainder of the journey until
they turned into the driveway leading to Bankstown airport and spotted the
media vans.



“Fuck,” Ox gasped. He hadn’t even considered the media might be
here this morning despite knowing the story of the missing plane had ran on
the last news last night. He wasn’t prepared—or willing—to talk to them.
Perhaps he and Matt could sneak passed as though they had nothing to do
with the situation.

Matt pulled into a parking bay, threw the gears into park, killed the
engine and turned to face him. “Listen to me, Ox. You keep walking no
matter what. If those fuckers start coming after you, I’ll get in their way.
Nobody’ll get passed me. Got it?”

“Got it. Don’t get yourself arrested, Matt, I need you.”

Matt grinned at him with what Ox had come to call his mischievous
smile, the one which told Ox trouble wasn’t far away. He trusted Matt,
though. He wouldn’t do anything to get himself taken away from Ox now
when he needed him most.

As soon as they exited the car the pack of media turned in their
direction, bustling forwards, shouting questions at them like a flock of
seagulls screeching ‘mine, mine.’ Ox put his head down and kept walking.
He heard Matt shouting at the pack to back off, his voice getting louder and
angrier as they went.

Ox did as he’d been told and kept walking, doing his best to ignore
the ruckus. Matt quickly re-joined him, staying by his side, though
occasionally disappearing, only to return when one more of the flock
seemed to have been picked off. Ox wondered what his friend was doing
during those few seconds, but he’d heard no screams so assumed everybody
was still safe and well.



Stephen Miller stood at the terminal doors, holding one slightly ajar
for them to enter, wide enough for only one person. The flock was left on
the other side, helplessly looking in at Stephen and Matt’s thunderous
expressions and Ox’s broken one. He held no illusions he looked every inch
the shattered man amongst them.

“Sorry about that,” Miller began once the door was safely locked
behind them. “Ghouls,” he spat in the direction of the flock.

“How’d they find out?” Matt asked as Ox moved away from the
snapping cameras and the rolling tape.

“Some of them listen to police scanners. As soon as one of them
knows it’s not long until the pack descends. They probably know more
about you than you do yourself by now, Ox, and I’m sorry for that.”

“Any news?” Ox asked, the media already forgotten for him.

“Nothing so far. We covered a large area last night. I’m very hopeful
we’ll have something today.”

Ox nodded and walked to the opposite side of the terminal looking
out onto the runways. This was the last spot he’d seen Red and Tom alive.
He remembered Red waving madly from the cockpit as they’d prepared to
take-off, he hadn’t been able to see Tom on her other side. She’d been
smiling so widely he wondered if her face might split.

As he lost himself to his memories Matt and Miller talked for a
while, their soft droning voices somewhere in the periphery of his attention,
their words indistinguishable until he heard yelling.

“Ox, Ox!” Matt was screaming. “They’ve got them. They’ve got
them.”



Ox shook his head trying to clear his thoughts. Had he heard his best
friend right? “They found them?” he shouted back.

“Yes. Yes, they’ve got them.” Matt was running toward him, then,
crossing the distance in no time.

Ox was in the air, big arms twisted around his middle and being
twirled in a circle by a laughing Matt. They had to be alive. They had to be.

“They’re okay?” he screamed. Why couldn’t he stop screaming?

“They’re badly hurt, both of them,” Miller was saying, “but alive.
They’ve got a doctor on the ground whose making sure they’re stable
before we winch them out.”

“Winch them? Start from the beginning,” Ox demanded.

“Come with me,” another man who looked oddly similar to Miller—
and who Ox only just noticed—commanded.

Ox and Matt followed the man into a small room with maps and
masses of other paperwork all over the tables and floor. Matt had Ox’s hand
in his, holding his phone to his ear with the other hand. He guessed Matt
was calling Megan.

“They’re…here,” the new person said, slapping a finger to a point in
the middle of a large green area on the map. “It’s rough terrain, lots of trees.
Quickest way out is to winch them up in the helicopter but as I said they
both have some injuries, so the crew sent the doctor down to stabilise them
before they try lifting them out.”

“What kind of injuries?” Ox asked.

“We don’t have those details yet.”



“Where will they be taken?” Ox needed more answers, but he was
trying to be patient.

“They’ll decide that based on how bad and the type of injuries.
We’re waiting to hear from the doc on the ground.”

Ox nodded, his heart thumping in his chest. His body shook from the
adrenaline. All he thought about was they were alive. Whatever else, they
were alive. He felt Matt’s hands on his shoulders gently rubbing and he
tipped his head back into the comfort he offered.

“They’re okay, they’re okay,” the big man chanted in his ear.

 

 

TOM

He doubted he slept more than an hour the entire night. If his own
nightmares didn’t wake him, Red’s occasional tears and cries of pain did.
He’d given her more Panadol, sorely tempted to give her more than the
recommended dose because her pain didn’t seem to be relieving at all. Did
it really matter if she had more? If they weren’t found soon…

“Tom?”

“I’m here, honey,” he answered into the darkness.

“I’m scared,” she whispered.

“Me too.”

“I thought adults weren’t scared of anything.”

“Only fools are scared of nothing, Red.”

“Do you think they’re still looking?” she asked quietly.



The truth was they’d probably stopped for the night hours ago. He
glanced at his watch. 4:17 am. It’d be light soon and the search would start
up again, so what was the harm in a small white lie. “Sure, they are. They’d
have covered a lot of area during the night, so it won’t be too much longer
now till they find us.”

“I didn’t see them. I thought I might have seen their lights looking
for us or heard their engines.”

“We’d have gone a little off course when we…landed. They’ll do a
grid search starting from our last known location. They’ll wanna make sure
they don’t miss anything, so it’ll take a little while to reach us here, but not
much longer now.” Everything he told her then was the truth. His worry
was being spotted through the dense canopy of trees.

“I’m tired,” Red said on a yawn. Part of him wanted her to stay
awake because of concussions and internal bleeding and all, but another
part wanted her to sleep to escape this nightmare.

“How’s the leg?” he asked, hating bringing her focus back to her
injury but needing to know.

“Hurts.”

“Just the leg?”

“Still everything, but not as much as my leg.”

“Do you feel sick?”

He did but maybe that was the shock of everything and dehydration.
He’d given as much water as he had to Red. When the dawn came, he’d
need to go in search of more.

“Only cause my leg hurts so much I think,” Red eventually replied.



“I wish I had something more to give you.”

“Those Panadol’s don’t do much,” she groaned.

“They’re not really meant for the kind of pain you’ve got, honey.”
At some point during the long night Tom had moved onto the seat with Red,
her head resting in his lap, their hands joined. He’d done his best to calm
her and ease her pain but what she needed he couldn’t give—better
medication and her brothers.

“Ox’s probably sick with worry. He’ll never let me in a plane again.”

“Would you wanna get in one again?” He hadn’t given much thought
to either of them flying again.

Flying was his love, his passion and his career. He didn’t want to
lose that, but how would he go getting back in the sky? He had to do it,
even if he forced himself until he felt comfortable again. He knew the
statistics, was fully aware flying was the safest way to travel. This had been
a terrible accident—nothing more.

“Yeah, I would,” Red answered, breaking into his thoughts. “It’ll be
scary, but I still love flying—I think.”

There’d be only one way to find out for both of them.

Tom tipped his head back, closing his eyes once more. Red’s breaths
were evening out again as she fell into another burst of sleep. How long
would they get this time? An hour? Two? Five minutes? He’d seemed to do
nothing but check his watch all through the night, the time passing in
ridiculously slow increments.

The next time his lids cracked open he saw, through a small split in
the fuselage, the sky was a dull pink as the sun pushed up from over the



horizon. The gap was wide enough to let some morning light in. He glanced
down at Red still sleeping on his lap to get his first sight of her next day
post-crash face.

She was a mess. Her face swollen and puffy, criss-crossed with cuts
too numerable for him to have covered them all. Her skin was a pallid grey
as though she were fading into one of those old black and white movies his
mother had always loved watching. It suddenly occurred to him that despite
the seriousness of his situation that was the first time he’d thought about his
own family. Every moment had been consumed with thoughts of Red, the
twins and especially Ox.

He thought again of that misunderstood saying about blood and
water. The truth of the real words so painfully obvious to him now. Matt
and Ox had fought a battle on the streets together and they were family. He
and Red were fighting their own battle now and regardless of whether Ox
chucked him away after this, Red, Ox, the twins—they’d all be his family
forever.

“Where are you going?” Red asked, voice anxious, the second he’d
moved.

Tom froze where he was, not wanting to upset or frighten Red any
more than she was. “It’s light out, so I was gonna look around for our
phones.”

“Don’t leave me,” she whispered. The vulnerability in her voice
broke Tom’s heart. This young girl who’d been through so much—too
much—in such a short life and here she was begging him not to leave her.

“I’d never leave you, Red. Never.” He’d meant now, this minute, at
their crash site, but deep down he knew he meant more. If Red wanted him



around, he’d be there for her regardless of the mess of him and Ox.

“What about Ox? And the twins?”

“Well, um…” He tipped his head back to rest on the shattered
fuselage behind him. How did he answer? “If they want me around then of
course I’ll be there.”

“You’re family, Tom,” she mumbled, exhaustion pulling her back
into a fitful sleep.

Her words were a brand in his soul. Family. No matter what
happened once they were rescued, he’d treasure those words and that
moment forever.

His heart thundered in his chest, beating so strong he heard it clearly
—or was that…? He wasn’t listening to his heart at all but the thump-thump
of helicopter rotors. He was sure of it.

“Red? Red honey?”

“Mm,” she groaned in reply.

“I’m sorry, but I need to get up. I think I can hear something.”

Her only response was more of a moan, which he didn’t think was a
good sign, but help was here, and he needed to get out there to ensure they
were spotted. He gently lifted her head and slid out from under her. He
pushed through the space blankets, careful not to ruin them, because what if
he was wrong and they were out here another night.

He ignored the worsening pain in his body and stood, quickly
looking up at the canopy to try to spot their rescuers. He’d brought the
space blanket that had been covering them with him hoping to use it to flag
down whoever was flying overhead.



He moved until he was under the biggest gap in the trees, lifting the
space blanket over his head to madly wave it in the air. The thump thump
was louder now, almost deafening. They had to be directly overhead. He
didn’t stop to check, even though his arms were screaming at him to quit
shaking them around so much.

He listened with his heart in his mouth, terrified he’d hear the rotors
fading away as their rescue passed them by. Instead the sound stabilised,
didn’t move from its spot over him. He had to have been seen. He risked
stopping his waving motion and gazed up. Hovering overhead he saw parts
of a helicopter, the best part. A man in a helmet was leaning out the open
door giving him a thumbs up. Tom cried, even as he stuck his own thumb
up in reply.

“Red,” he cried as he returned to her side. He crawled into their
shelter, still calling her name. She didn’t respond. “Red?”

He crawled to her, kneeling at her side, desperately watching for a
rise and fall in her chest. There it was—barely.

“They found us, honey. We’re going home.” He took her hand again,
carded his fingers through her hair with his other and waited. He wasn’t
leaving her side again.

“Hello,” the voice called but Tom still wasn’t moving.

“In here,” he called back.

A few seconds later a man stuck his head through the space blanket.
“Doctor Childs,” he stated without preamble. “I’m here to get you ready for
evac.”

“Her first,” Tom said.



“Can you tell me anything?”

“Busted knee. She’s been awake on and off, but I can’t rouse her
now.”

“Okay,” the doctor replied, edging his way between them. Tom knew
he needed to give the doctor room to work but moving from Red’s side was
so damn hard.

He listened as the doctor spoke—to someone in the helicopter? A
hospital? Another doctor? He wasn’t sure, but it wasn’t to him. He
understood very little of what was said.

Moments later a second person pushed into the torn open cabin. For
a second Tom wanted to yell at them for ripping the space blankets before
sense returned and he realised they wouldn’t need them. He allowed himself
to be herded out of the way while a stretcher was brought in and Red placed
on it.

The doctor and his helper had a hard time removing Red from the
cabin, but they managed. The next thing Tom knew Red was being winched
up to the helicopter on the stretcher. He closed his eyes, not wanting to see
if something went wrong but the doctor was in front of him shouting
something.

“I’m fine,” was all he managed. The doctor looked as though he
didn’t believe that for a second, but he didn’t care. Then another person was
in his field of vision and she was strapping him to her before connecting
both of them to the cable up to the helicopter. Tom closed his eyes again
until he was safely on board.

The doctor was already there hunched over Red with an impressive
array of equipment at his disposal. Tom was shoved into another seat,



buckled in and offered a small smile by his rescuer.

All the flying he’d done over the years, but Tom had never been in a
helicopter. He couldn’t enjoy it now and he had little memory of the flight
after it.

 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
OX

As soon as Miller had told them Royal North Shore Hospital, Matt
had hustled him back out through the scrum of reporters and into his car. He
thought Miller had said something about an escort, but Matt had replied he
wouldn’t need it.

Ox had little doubt even a police escort would have managed to stay
with them as Matt raced them through the streets of Sydney. It was coming
up on peak hour, but Matt took any of the toll roads available knowing most
people tried to avoid them and their exorbitant fees.

“He said they were both okay. Didn’t he?” Ox asked Matt to confirm
for the thousandth time.

“Yeah. Hurt, but okay,” Matt sputtered, his attention clearly focused
on the road.

Ox shut his eyes against his pounding head and the brightening sun.
He should be feeling a million dollars but until he laid eyes on Red and
Tom he’d have to settle for the headache and nauseated stomach. He was
sure his suffering was mild in comparison to theirs.

“Ox? Are you doing okay?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re breathing funny.”

“I can’t get to them quick enough,” he foolishly answered.

“Hold on,” Matt replied.



“No wait. No. I didn’t mean go faster. I just need to see them so
badly and even instant transport wouldn’t have been quick enough,” he
explained.

“Like on Star Trek.”

“Yeah.” Ox huffed a laugh. He didn’t know where he’d have been
had Matt not been here for him, or Megan at home with the twins.

“Everything is gonna be all right now. They’re with doctors who’ll
take care of them,” Matt soothed.

“I know. I just need to see them.” Feel their breath, hear their
heartbeats, he thought but didn’t add aloud. Those words would bite him
weeks down the track when Matt felt it was safe to tease him about all of
this.

“I get it, Ox. If it were Megs.” Matt’s entire big body shuddered as
the thought went through him. He said no more but didn’t need to because
Ox understood.

Matt parked somewhere outside the Royal North Shore Hospital a
short time later. Whether it was a legal spot or not, neither of them cared.
They ran to the entrance, both practically screaming at the poor information
lady. She was cool as a cucumber as she explained to them Stephen Miller
had called ahead to explain about them. Doris Whittaker knew exactly who
they were and what to do with them.

The septuagenarian volunteer led them surprisingly swiftly to… a
corridor. A long wide corridor. For a moment Ox thought maybe she didn’t
quite have all her faculties but then he heard the commotion.



“You’ll need to stand back out of the way,” Doris began as a door at
the opposite end opened and a crowd of people came flooding through.

Ox heard Tom before he saw him.

“Is she okay?” Tom was shouting, his voice unnaturally loud.
They’d come in via helicopter so that may account for Tom’s volume, or
perhaps it was terror because something had gone wrong with Red.

Despite Doris’s warning Ox ran down the corridor. Before he
reached the crowd, someone was shouting at him to stand clear. He was
sensible enough not to get in their way but still managed to make it to the
side of the stretcher.

Red was lying there. Eyes closed, things attached to her and hanging
off her. He only recognised her because of her hair and hands. Her face was
bruised and swollen and unrecognisable.

“It’s Ox, Red. It’s Ox,” he called. “I’m here, you’re safe. You’re safe
now.”

Ox ran beside her with the crowd until he was firmly yanked away
from her side and told he couldn’t go any further. Somebody was reading
something out to him and asking him to sign it. Permission to operate,
likely, something else about transfusions. He signed, not caring what they
needed to do to save her. She was being taken into surgery and the urgency
of the medical team told him everything he needed to know.

Another crowd pushed through the doors. This one had Tom in its
centre, struggling to sit up on his gurney, Matt at his side, his large hand
trying to push Tom back down. Their eyes locked and Ox staggered toward
him.



Tom flinched away, tears streaming down his cheeks. “I’m sorry,” he
sobbed. “I’m so sorry, Ox.”

Then he was gone too, swept behind another door before Ox could
utter a single word to him.

“Matt?”

His friend knew exactly what he was asking. “He didn’t seem too
bad, Ox. Kept crying and telling me how sorry he was. Said Red was the
bravest person he knew. Rambling, man, but he seemed okay.”

Ox thudded against the wall, putting it at his back to slide to the
ground, knees pulled up, face in his hands. He cried. He kept crying for he
didn’t know how long. At some point Matt joined him on the ground, his
warmth an anchor to sanity.

They didn’t see another human being for what felt like hours, until a
nurse found them, still huddled together on the floor.

“Mr Carter?” she asked, looking between the two of them.

“Yeah,” Ox answered.

“Tom’s awake and asking for you.” Her words were the best thing
he’d heard for days, months, maybe years.

“Okay,” he muttered as he attempted to stand. His legs were pins and
needles, so he shook them to try to get the blood flowing. Beside him, Matt
did the same.

“This way,” the nurse instructed and led them through the doors both
Red and Tom had disappeared behind so long ago. “Wash your hands
please.” She gestured to the sink on their left and Ox and Matt did as they
were asked. He didn’t know how long he was supposed to wash for, but he



gave them a good scrub because he didn’t want to cause more problems for
Tom by bringing in germs.

“What about my sister? Is she awake?” he asked once they were
done and, on the move, again.

“I think she’s still in surgery. I’ll try to find out for you. Through
there.” She pointed to a curtained off area. He wasn’t sure where they were.
The room didn’t look like a normal ward.

Ox took a deep breath and pulled back the curtain. Tom was propped
up in a bed. His face almost as battered as Red’s had been, his left arm in a
cast. The rest of him was covered by a blanket so he had no idea what other
injuries the man had sustained.

“Ox,” he whispered.

Ox shook his head, bit his tongue to stop the tears already so close to
the surface. “Tom, Jesus.”

“I’m sorry,” Tom stammered. He looked high, as though they’d
given him some pretty strong painkillers. Probably had. The man had been
in a plane crash for fuck sake, he had to be in considerable pain.

“Don’t be. Not your fault, Tom.”

“The lightening and I couldn’t—” Tom started sobbing and wincing
because it had to be hurting him. A nurse came from somewhere and
fiddled with his IV and told him to calm down.

Tom continued spluttering apologies and crying and grimacing in
pain, and Ox couldn’t handle it. Even when he took his hand and begged
him to stop and calm down, Tom wouldn’t settle.



“I’ve given him something,” the nurse said from across the bed,
“He’ll be back out in a minute.”

Sure enough Tom was soon lying still in his bed, eyes closed,
grimace still marring his handsome features.

“Is he okay?” Ox asked once Tom was silent.

“Broken arm, nasty gash on his leg, bruised ribs. Overall not too
bad, considering.”

“Can I sit with him?”

“Of course. He wouldn’t settle until I promised to get you, but then
he—well you saw—he was so upset.”

“He’s blaming himself,” Matt spoke for the first time since they’d
stepped into the room.

“He was the pilot?” the nurse asked.

“Yeah.”

The nurse only nodded and turned back to her screens and charts and
whatever else she had to watch over.

Matt rounded up a couple of chairs from somewhere and they sat
down, one either side of Tom. Ox took his hand. Tom felt warm and strong.
Ox focused on his breathing to try to calm himself. He didn’t think he’d
breathed properly, or his heart had beat normally since he’d first been told
Red and Tom were missing.

“Excuse me, Mr Carter?”

Had he dosed off? He guessed so because he felt as though time had
passed without his knowledge and Matt was snoring on the other side of



Tom’s bed.

‘Yeah?” he turned to the voice behind him.

“I’m your sisters’ doctor. Can I speak with you out here?”

Ox jumped to his feet, faster than he’d have thought himself capable
of and followed the doctor out of the curtains and around the corner.

“I’m Liam. We’ve just brought your sister up here to the ICU. She
tolerated the surgery very well. There was some considerable internal
bleeding but I’m confident we got it all. I’m not sure how much you know
—”

“Nothing. I don’t have a clue what’s wrong with her.”

“Okay.” Liam nodded and guided him to a small room with a
lounge. The room looked soothing, suspiciously like somewhere you’d take
somebody to tell them bad news.

They sat, Ox on the sofa, the doctor on the armchair opposite leaning
forward as though eager to have this talk.

“I’m sure you can imagine the kind of damage a plane crash is
capable of inflicting on the human body, Mr Carter—”

“Ox.”

“Ox. Your sister was incredibly lucky. Her knee is badly dislocated,
and she’ll need surgery to correct that. The orthopaedic surgeon will discuss
that with you at a later date. For now, we need to get her stabilised. Red was
bleeding internally in several places. It’s a fairly common but serious
consequence of any kind of trauma. Sometimes the bleeding will stop on its
own, often it will need surgery.



“Now the crash was coming up to twenty-four hours ago, but we’ve
been lucky. The bleeding Red was suffering was quite slow. We’ve
performed a laparotomy to seal the leaks in her abdomen and a thoracotomy
to stop the bleeding around the heart. She’s had a transfusion already in
theatre and potentially might need another.” Liam stopped and watched
him, maybe to make sure he wasn’t about to pass out.

Ox nodded. “Okay. What can I expect?”

“I can’t speak to the knee, which is the most obvious outward injury,
other than countless grazes, contusions and bruising, but I expect she’ll be
fine. We’ll be keeping her here in ICU for quite some time, until we’re a
thousand per cent satisfied all the bleeding has stopped and she can hold her
own.”

Ox let out a massive whoosh of air as the first real sense of relief hit
him since this nightmare began. He was shaking again, probably the
adrenaline constantly pumping through him finally easing up.

“She’s very, very lucky, Ox. They both were from what I have
gathered. Not many people walk away from a plane crash.”

“Can I sit with her?”

“Of course. She’ll be quite out of it for a while and when she does
wake up, she’ll be quite disorientated. It’ll be helpful if you’re there for
her.”

Ox followed Liam behind the curtain where his sister lay. She was in 
a setup exactly like Tom’s only with more machines and tubes and 
monitors.  The swelling in her face seemed to have lessened enough he was 
able to recognise her face. Her skin, though still pale was a much better 
shade than when she’d been run past him on her stretcher hours ago.



He stood at her side, taking her hand as he’d done to Tom some time
ago. Her hand was as warm as his had been though didn’t feel as strong
under his touch. He bent down to kiss her forehead and then the back of her
hand.

“Red. I’m so sorry.” He’d give anything he had to take this suffering
away from his sister. Anything.

 

 

TOM

He felt the warm hand in his before he managed to get his eyes open.
His memories of the time since their rescue were hazy at best, jagged
moments in time that didn’t seem to make much sense. Ox’s face was in
there, kind of like that Scream painting, all stretched and warped. Had they
spoken? Had Ox told him he hated him? Told him to fuck off?

If he had who was holding his hand? Maybe they’d called his family
and almost losing him for good had inspired them to wake up to their
bigotry and bring him back into the fold.

Tom forced his lids open, pleading with whatever deity ruled the
world that he’d see Ox sitting beside him with their hands linked.

“Matt?” Not the man he wanted, yet he felt some relief just the same.

“Yeah, buddy. Still got all your faculties then?” The big man smiled,
then leaned over him to press a kiss to his forehead.

“What?”

“Bad joke. I’m so damn glad you’re okay. How’re you feeling?”



“Like I fell out of the sky and slammed into the ground.”

Matt laughed. Were they crazy making jokes at a time like this?
Maybe it was self-preservation. Maybe they had to smile or else they’d
scream and cry and fall apart.

“I broke my arm?” he asked, looking at the cast covering him from
elbow to fingertip.

“Yep.”

“Huh.” He could remember his left arm hurting worse than any other
part of him after the crash, but he never thought it may have been broken.
He guessed the doctors knew what they were talking about. “How’s Red?”
he asked, his thoughts never wandering too far from his unfortunate
passenger.

“She’s doing okay. Ox’s with her.”

Of course. As he should be. As much as he wanted to see Ox, he was
terrified of coming face to face with him too. He’d almost killed the man’s
sister. He’d be lucky if he walked away from their meeting in one piece.

“You promise she’s okay?”

“I wouldn’t lie about that, Tom,” Matt answered earnestly. “She’s
had it rough but everybody’s confident she’ll be okay.”

Tom sank back on his cushions, gently nodding his head. He wanted
to ask about Ox, try to find out how much his man hated him, but the words
wouldn’t come. Coward.

“You guys are celebrities. You’ve been all over the news. They’ve
had all these experts on saying it was a miracle—and some epic flying—
that you’re both still alive.”



“Some epic crashing you mean.”

“Tom.” Matt glared at him. “This wasn’t your fault and from the
sounds you did real good getting back down as well as you did.”

Tom heard the words Matt spoke, but he knew it’d be a hell of a long
time until he believed them.

“What about Ox?”

“Ox?”

“Does he blame me?” he squeaked, eyes downcast, unwilling to see
the truth on Matt’s face.

“God, no. No, Tom. Ox doesn’t blame you at all.”

They stared at each other for a time. Matt looked tired; the whites of
his eyes streaked red, large black circles painted the fragile skin underneath.
His hair was messy, dishevelled as though he hadn’t given it a thought in
days.

“Is that what you think? That Ox would blame you?”

“She was in my care and…I crashed.”

“Lightning hit your plane for fuck sake, dude. Nothing you could
have done about that.”

“How is he?” Tom whispered.

“Exhausted. Happy. Scared. Torn. He wants to be here, but he won’t
leave Red in case she wakes. They have to practically force him to eat and
go to the bathroom.”

He wants to be here. With him? Was that the truth or had Matt been
told not to say anything to upset him and his recovery?



Tom felt himself falling back under. He was so, so very tired. He
tried to fight but he soon felt himself slipping back into a dreamless sleep.

The next time he woke to full consciousness he was in a normal
wardroom. He didn’t remember getting here but presumably he’d been told
and was aware at the time. His head was groggy, whether from shock,
trauma or drugs he wasn’t sure. He was in a two-bed room and fortunately
the second bed was empty.

“Oh, you’re awake,” somebody said from the door. “I’ll be right
back,” the voice said and then disappeared.

True to its word the voice returned, this time bringing its body close
enough for Tom to make out a man in blue scrubs with pens spilling out of
his shirt pocket.

“I’m Ryan. I’ve been your nurse since you arrived here, though this
is the first time you look as though you’re really with me. How’re you
feeling?” he asked as he busied himself around Tom and his bed.

“Not bad. Achy.”

“Let me know if you need something for the pain. We’re weaning
you but we can still give you a little something if needed.”

“Thanks.”

“I called your boyfriend. He said he wanted to know as soon as you
opened your eyes.”

“My boyfriend?”

“Yeah. Ox. He’s been down here a few times, but you never woke up
for him and his sisters still up in ICU, so he’d never stay long,” Ryan
prattled as he worked.



“How is she?”

“I don’t know, hon, but Ox looks better every time he comes so I
guess she’s doing good. I heard all about the crash. You guys are amazing.”

Tom didn’t feel amazing. Not at all. Ox must have introduced
himself as his boyfriend though, surely that was a hopeful sign.

“Is he coming?”

“Who?” Ryan asked as though Tom had asked the most ridiculous
question.

“Ox.”

“Oh. Yeah, he said he’d try to get away. I’m gonna get you up for a
shower soon, but I’ll leave it in case your man shows up.”

Now that it had been mentioned, a shower sounded damn good.

“Tom?”

Tom’s body tensed and heated at the familiar voice. For a while there
he thought maybe he’d never hear Ox’s sweet tones again.

“Ox.”

So many things he wanted to say but nothing came out. Ox appeared
to be as lost as he was. It was left to Ryan to fill the silence.

“I’m just gonna step out and give you two a minute.”

Coward.

“Ox, I’m so sorry.”

“You’ve told me that.”

“I have?”



“You don’t remember?” Ox asked, taking a few steps closer.

Tom wanted him even closer, close enough he’d be able to smell
him, reach out and touch him so he could convince himself this was real.

“No. Everything’s a mess. I think I spoke to Matt somewhere in
there.” He swallowed and finally mentioned the name he’d both wanted to
and feared to bring up in front of Ox. “Red?”

“She’s doing well. She was bad, Tom, but she’s better. More so
every day.”

“How long has it been?”

“Three days.”

Three days. Tom had few memories of them at all. Maybe a good
thing. Ox was edging closer but still not near enough.

“She’s really okay?”

“Yes. I promise.”

“And the twins?”

“They’re okay. They’re with Matt and Megan. They wanna come
and see Red—and you—but I won’t let them, not until Red’s awake
properly and looks more like herself.”

Ox was cold, distant. Maybe he didn’t blame Tom for the crash but
whatever had been between them looked as though it had broken as
thoroughly as the Cessna he’d been flying.

“I’m glad she’s okay. She was so incredible, Ox—”

“Don’t. I’m not ready to hear it.”



There was a new ache in Tom’s chest, as though a fist had punched
him exactly where his heart used to be. Could he blame Ox for not wanting
him, for despising his presence? He couldn’t. It’d been his idea to take Red
flying and he’d been at the controls when they crashed. Accident or not, this
was his fault.

“I guess you need to get back to Red…”

“I should, yeah.”

“Say um…say hello to her for me, will you?”

“Sure. Tom, I…” Ox’s gaze flittered around the room and Tom knew
what was coming. He wasn’t ready to hear it, his body was still fragile, his
soul even more so.

“Not yet, okay Ox? Not yet.”

Ox nodded. He stepped forward to press a gentle kiss to Tom’s
forehead. His scent was missing, overwhelmed by the sterile odour of the
hospital. Tom squeezed his eyes shut, a tear rolling down his cheek. He
recognised a goodbye kiss when he felt one.

 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
TOM

Despite the relief of being released from the hospital, this house no
longer felt like home. Brick walls, tiled roof. Glass windows and wooden
floorboards. All the ingredients of a house but with no soul to make it a
home.

Tom was better—physically. His arm still broken, his body still
scored with a myriad of abrasions, some deep, some long, but he was
otherwise healthy. Inside—in his brain and heart—he was a mess.

Ox hadn’t come to see him again since that cold visit two days ago.
Nothing was clearer than he was no longer welcome in Ox’s life. Matt had
come in his stead, ummed and ahhed when he’d asked about Ox and
looking for all the world as though he’d rather be at the battle of the Somme
than in Tom’s hospital room.

The house next door was quiet. Red still in hospital, Ox obviously
with her. The boys were likely at kindy. He should have tried to visit Red
before he’d left the hospital, but he’d been terrified of Ox telling him no,
that he was never allowed to see Red—or any of the Carter’s—again.

At least the media interest had died down somewhat and he’d been
able to walk out of the Royal North Shore relatively unmolested. His big
boss—whom he’d never actually met—had visited him yesterday.
Obviously, he couldn’t fly with a broken arm, but he’d also been told they
had to wait until the ATSB had completed their investigations. He’d also
need to undergo psychological assessment to ensure his fitness for flight,
providing of course he was cleared of any wrongdoing in the crash.  



All in all, a rather inauspicious first meeting with the CEO of the
airline he’d been so happy to work for. Not that he’d cared. The career he’d
wanted so desperately and worked so hard for might be in the toilet but all
he was thinking about was Red—and Ox.

He’d lost the first real friend he’d had in too long, and very possibly
the man he was falling in love with.

“Who are you kidding, Gale,” he said to his bookshelf, “You fucking
are falling in love with him.”

Goddammit. What the hell was up with life? One second, I’ve got
everything I ever wanted and before I even realise I have it, something
comes along and snatches it away. They weren’t kidding when they said
life wasn’t fair.

“I’m falling in love with Oxford Carter,” he said again, tasting the
words out loud. “I am in love with Ox.”

“Well, duh” came a soft voice from his front door, which he’d
foolishly left wide open.

Tom turned to find Megan standing in the door frame shaking her
head at him as though she didn’t know whether to slap him or hug him.

“Megan,” he squeaked.

“It is so good to see you, Tom,” she answered, letting herself in and
wrapping him in her arms. “How’re you feeling?”

Tom breathed slowly, in and out through his nose, trying to ease the
heat in his cheeks. He hadn’t wanted anybody to know of his revelation
about Ox, so, of course, he’d decided to stand there shouting it out loud for
all the world to hear.



“Tom? You’re a little flushed. Are you feeling okay?” Megan asked,
either oblivious to his embarrassment or steadfastly ignoring it.

“Sorry. I’m feeling good, considering.”

“Well, don’t take this the wrong way but you look a fright. Is there
anywhere on you not all scratched up?” She smiled, gently touching his
good arm.

“Not an inch. But we were lucky.”

“You sure were. I, um…” she faltered, for the first time looking
awkward about being here. “I saw you come home, and I wanted to see if I
can do anything for you. I know you don’t have family so…”

“Thanks, Megan. My big plan was to fall into bed to be honest. I’m
so damn tired all the time.”

“All right. But let me bring you dinner tonight, okay?”

Megan was one of those rare people who seemed to be as lovely
inside as she was on the outside. Not gorgeous, but one of those faces that
always made Tom feel happy, warm. Sweet, might be the best word to
describe Megan. Without being told, Tom knew if he turned down her offer
she’d be hurt because helping was ingrained in her.

“Okay, yeah. That’d be great actually.”

When he thought about her offer, Megan providing dinner would be
great. He didn’t think he had much food in the house, and he wasn’t going
anywhere in a hurry, so she’d at least save him one night of takeaway.

“All right. Glad you agreed. I didn’t want to have to get rough on
you.” She winked. “I’ll bring it over about sevenish.”



“Thanks again,” he answered, kind of hoping she’d leave so he’d be
alone with his miserable thoughts of Ox again.

“Tom?”

“Yeah.”

“He’s in love with you too, you know.”

“What?”

“Ox. He loves you, though I’m pretty sure he’s as slow—if not
slower—than you on the uptake.”

“Ox doesn’t love me, Megan. He can barely stand the sight of me
right now.”

“Rubbish. Ox is—when you and Red were missing, Matt told me Ox
was just about out of his mind. And I saw for myself. He cried his eyes out
in our arms, and not just for Red.”

“Maybe he was upset then, but I’m pretty sure he blames me now.
And I don’t blame him, Megan. I don’t fault him if he can’t even look at
me.”

Megan’s face scrunched in confusion, her brows drawing together,
her nose wrinkling. “Is that what you think?”

“Yeah. I’ve seen him once at the hospital since the crash and he
was…cold.”

“Ugh that dumb son of a—Look. I know Ox and I am telling you he
is in love with you. I don’t know what the hell happened when he saw you
at the hospital, but I am begging you not to give up on him. He needs you,
Tom.”



He wanted to promise her he wouldn’t give up, swear he’d fight for
Ox, but how was he supposed to do that when he was so ashamed of
himself, so furious with himself for what happened to Red. Maybe the
investigation would clear him, and everyone would tell him he was a hero,
but in his head, he was—and always would be—the villain.

“He needs his family, Megan. The kids, Matt, you. You guys are
what he needs.”

She watched him for moment, and he wondered what she was
thinking. Her eyes narrowed as she chewed her bottom lip. “I swear to
Satan you men are going to be the death of me.” She turned to head back
out his front door, though he heard her mumbling something to the affect of
handling things herself.

“I’ll see you at sevenish and try to pull your head out of your arse
while I’m gone, Gale,” she Last Named him. “I can’t do everything by
myself.”

She was gone as suddenly as she’d appeared, leaving Tom with more
confusing thoughts then before. She might have been right once upon a time
about Ox, but those feelings were before. Ox couldn’t possibly love him
now.

Tom closed his front door and shuffled into his bedroom. Everything
was just as he’d left it the morning of the flight. He’d had such dreams that
day. He was going to make Red so happy, then Ox would be happy and
when Tom invited them over for a barbecue to celebrate her second flight
they’d have to say yes.

He’d even let himself imagine Ox staying like he had the last time,
they’d kiss—tentatively at first because Ox would still be hesitant in case



he lost sight of the kids in his relationship with Tom—but the kissing would
lead to more because they were incendiary together.

“Fuck,” he shouted and punched his pile of pillows.

If he thought much more about the mess his life was in, he’d
probably end up punching more than a pillow. He already had one broken
arm; he didn’t need to add a broken hand to the equation. He reached for the
remote and flicked on the telly, knowing there’d be nothing but mindless
drivel on daytime TV. He found an old movie which looked to be midway
through. That’d do. He only needed some noise to take his mind off his
neighbour and the fucked-up mess which had once resembled a decent,
though lonely, life.

The room had darkened, and the program had changed once he woke
up. He’d slept fairly well and for a few hours at least. He glanced at his
clock, the glowing red numerals showing 6:47 pm. Megan would be here
any second with dinner.

He’d kill for a shower but knew there wasn’t time, especially with
how long it took with his arm. He settled for splashing water on his face,
brushing his teeth and running a comb through his hair.

His mind buzzed with the thoughts he’d had while falling to sleep
earlier. He had an outline of a plan now to try to get his life back on the rails
and step one included moving. He was already on a month to month lease,
so he didn’t have to worry about giving notice. As soon as he found
somewhere else suitable, he could be gone.

Distance between him and Ox was essential if he had any hope of
recovering from his shattered heart.



The house was in darkness, aside from a soft light visible from the
living room. He couldn’t remember switching it on earlier. He made his
way down the hall only to fine Matt sprawled out on his sofa.

“Jesus Christ, how’d you get in?” His heart pounded a million miles
an hour. He didn’t think the poor organ could take much more of this.

“You left the door open. Megs made me bring your dinner over
because she says she’s too disgusted with you to see your stubborn stupid
face right now. And that’s a direct quote, my friend,” Matt spoke with no
heat behind his words, a small grin on his face.

“Oh,” was all Tom managed in reply.

“Yep. She’s pissed with you, buddy, but don’t worry because Ox is
on her shit list too.”

“He shouldn’t be because none of this is his fault.”

Matt stood, the sofa creaking under the shifting of his giant frame.
“Let me stop you right there and explain something to you, Tom. I’m a
happy man, and I’m happy because I’m a simple man who understands if
my girls happy, I’m happy.” He edged closer, laying one of his big hands on
Tom’s shoulders.

“Now, my girl’s not happy because, she says, you and Ox are being
dumb arses. So, as I see it, it’s really simple. You and Ox need to stop being
dumb arses.”

Tom laughed, the first since the crash and it felt good. “I feel like
there’s an ‘or else’ coming too.”

“If it makes you feel better, I can give you an or else, Tom.” Matt
smirked. “Look, I love Ox, he’s my brother, blood or no blood. And I want



what’s best for him—and that’s you.” He winked and took a step back. “At
least that’s what Megs tells me.”

For the second time in minutes Matt made Tom laugh. He saw
clearly now how Matt had saved Ox on the streets. There was a seriousness
in Ox, a tendency toward solemnity that might suck the joy out of the world
at times. Matt was his easy-going jester, the one who’d make him smile in
those dark days of living on the streets. They were yin and yang to each
other; they made a whole.

How could Tom compete with that? Especially now. Every time Ox
looked at him would remind him how he’d almost lost his sister—and how
Tom had been the one responsible. Their situation was hopeless.

“I’m moving,” Tom blurted. There was no sense in giving false
hope.

“Moving?”

“Yeah. All I’ll be to Ox now is a reminder of a terrifying, horrible
time in his life. I can’t stand to see that in his face when he looks at me.”

“And that’s your final decision?”

“I think it has to be,” Tom murmured. Why did his chest hurt so
damn much? You know why, dumbass.

“Are you even going to say goodbye to them?” Matt’s tone was stiff,
formal, nothing of the genial man from moments ago.

“I will, of course.”

Matt’s gazed trailed up and down his body and Tom endured the
assessment. “Okay. Dinners in the fridge. I need to get going.”



“Matt…?” What? What more did he want to say? This felt like a
breakup and it hurt. How the hell was he going to cope when Ox was the
man standing before him?

“Well?”

“Nothing. Just say hi to Red for me.”

“Got it.”

Then he was gone, slamming the front door behind him.

Well that was just about everyone. He only had two four-year-old
boys left to piss off and he’d have the complete set. Less than a week ago
he’d had the shell of a family all his own and now…? Now he’d almost
killed one of them, made another hate him and pissed off two more. Perhaps
if he snuck over and stole all the twin’s toys, he could be done with the
Carters and co.

 

 

OX

“Matt!” Red cried.

The fact he hadn’t heard his large, noisy friend enter told Ox exactly
how tired he was.

“Hey, baby girl. You look better every time I see you,” Matt said as
he came to stand on the opposite side of Red’s bed to where Ox had been
nodding off in his chair.

“Hey, Matt,” Ox greeted.



“You!” Matt replied through gritted teeth. Uh oh, what had he done
to piss Matt off now?

“What?” he asked, mustering all the innocence he could manage.

“What the hell happened when you saw Tom the other day?”

“Ox! What have you done?” Red bellowed. Yep, she’s well on her
way to full recovery.

“I didn’t do anything,” he defended. “I was in his room for like, five
minutes.”

“He’s leaving,” Matt stated.

“The hospital? I know, they let him go home yesterday.”

“Not the hospital, dumbarse. He’s leaving, moving away. He thinks
you hate him.”

“Jesus,” Ox whispered, pinching the bridge of his nose. He knew
he’d fucked up their reunion, but he hadn’t understood quite how much.

“He can’t leave, Ox,” Red helpfully supplied, squirming in her bed
as she did. If her right leg wasn’t braced and plastered ankle to thigh, he had
no doubt she’d be on her feet, half dressed and headed for the door.

“What happened, Oxford?” Matt asked again, softly this time.

“Look,” Ox began, scratching at his wild hair. What had happened?
“Can we talk about this outside—”

“No way, Ox. I’m old enough to hear this, plus I wanna hear just
how dumb my big brother is.”

“Okay, jeez. I can’t fight you all.”



“So…?” Matt encouraged.

“I already told you.”

“You told me you saw him, and it went okay.”

“I thought it had,” Ox argued.

“All evidence to the contrary. Did you hug him? Kiss him? Tell him
you love him?”

“Love?” Ox said, aghast. When had everybody else figured out how
he was feeling?

“Oxford.”

“I kissed his forehead.”

“I kissed his forehead, and hugged him, and told him how happy I
was he was alive,” Matt countered, not giving him an inch.

“All right. I messed it up. I was a wreck and they’d just taken Red
for surgery on her knee—”

“Oh, don’t blame me for this,” Red interrupted.

“I’m not blaming—ugh!”

Ox ducked his head, holding his throbbing temples between his
hands. When had he developed a headache? Oh yeah about five minutes
ago when this conversation had blown up.

“Okay. I was scared,” Ox finally admitted. “I was scared of how
much I felt for him. Of how terrified I’d been when I thought I’d lost him. I
understood my feelings with Red—she’s my sister—but Tom was different.
I was—am—scared.”



“Finally,” Matt muttered before offering a fist bump to Red.

“You’re gonna lose him now, Ox. He thinks you hate him. He
blames himself for the crash. He thinks the best thing for you is if you never
have to see him again. He’s a mess.”

“Ox, go,” Red ordered, though her voice was soft.

“Red—”

“You haven’t left my side the entire time. I know that, but I’m doing
okay. You need to go after him because you love him, I love him. Beau and
Paddy love him, and we need him, but he needs us too.”

Ox watched her, hearing the wisdom of her words but still not able
to make himself leave.

“When I woke up—the first time I remember anyway—the first
thing I saw was your face, Ox. And I wasn’t scared after that. I knew you
were there. I knew you’d never leave me. I knew you’d do whatever you
had to do to keep me safe.”

He remembered that moment, the fear he’d seen on her face as her
eyes eventually slid open. He’d watched her as she remembered what
happened to her, as she recognised him, and the fear morphed into
something more like comfort and relief.

“Tom doesn’t have someone like that—except you. I’m not saying I
don’t need you anymore, Ox, but I can spare you for a while to go home
and fix this. Besides, Matt’ll stay with me for a while.”

“When did you get so smart?” He gently scuffed her hair.

“Must have been the bump on my head when I fell out of the sky.”
She grinned up at him. Red had joked about the crash almost from the



moment she’d fully woken. Humour was her coping mechanism, but Ox
had been there for the nightmares, too. His sister would need some serious
help to get passed this.

“I love you, Red.”

Red rolled her eyes. Displays and declarations of love were still a
novelty for her—for all of them—and her usual response was awkwardness
and huffs of disgust. Ox wasn’t giving up though. One day saying they
loved each other would be normal.

“Ox?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t come back without Tom and the twins, okay?”

“I’m gonna try.”

“Well, now we’ve got that Walton’s moment outta the way, what do
you say you and I play some poker?” Matt said, breaking the gravity of the
moment once again.

“What’s a Walton’s moment?” Red asked.

“My god girl, we’ve got to learn you right,” Matt replied, looking to
the heavens as though praying for patience. “You’re still here?” He turned
to Ox as he spoke.

“I’m going, I’m going.” Ox grabbed his keys and wallet. He was
finding it hard to leave though he knew Red was fine and in good hands.
Maybe he was partly nervous of the encounter with Tom or perhaps he’d
find it difficult to let Red out of his sight for the rest of his life.



He turned for one last glance at his sister and was rewarded with
both her and Matt pointing to the door and yelling, “Out.” He laughed and
stepped outside. He had about a twenty-five-minute drive to plan how he
was going to win Tom back.

Ox was a raging sea of emotions, had been for days. Pitiful lows and
exhilarating highs. He wasn’t sure which way was up anymore so he may
not be in the best frame of mind for this conversation, but he couldn’t let
that stop him.

He’d tossed back and forth different ideas for what to say to Tom
since he’d left the hospital. He’d settled on a soft, gentle approach, carefully
explaining to his neighbour why he’d been so aloof the last time they’d seen
each other. That plan went out the window the minute he saw the giant ‘For
Lease’ sign in Tom’s front yard.

Thankfully, Paddy and Beau would be at kindy, so they wouldn’t
have to hear the explosion to come. Ox was angry, unjustifiably maybe, but
he was mad. Tom was just gonna take off on him? Oh hell no.

He shut his car door, harder than necessary, and stomped to Tom’s
front door. He knocked, then waited, hands on hips for his man to come to
the door.

“Ox? What’re you—”

“You’re leaving? You’re just taking off? What the hell, Tom?”

Ox watched as Tom stiffened, preparing for a fight likely, given Ox’s
raging greeting.

“I’m trying to make things easier,” Tom replied, voice quiet yet firm.



“Easier for who? Are you trying to make my life easier by running
out on me? You told me you’d be there for me and the kids no matter what.”

“I didn’t think you’d want me around.”

“Why?”

For the first time Tom looked really puzzled, completely taken aback
by Ox’s words. Matt was right, Tom did think Ox hated him and wouldn’t
want him around. Time to set that record straight.

“Because I almost killed your sister,” Tom bluntly replied. “She
almost died, Ox.”

“So did you,” he answered softly, admitting those words aloud for
the first time. God, he’d nearly lost this gorgeous, wonderful man. The full
realisation hit him like a hammer blow. He’d been with Red the entire time
since she’d landed at the hospital, heard about her injuries, seen how close
she’d come. Understanding he’d almost lost her had come instantaneously
and he’d had time to process the notion.

But Tom was different. He hadn’t been there to see the aftermath, to
see how close he’d been. Tom had been in better shape than Red, for sure,
but he’d still fallen out of the sky. He still might have died that day.

Ox grabbed the door frame, clutched at his chest with his other hand.
“So did you,” he whispered again.

“Ox? Come and sit down,” Tom murmured, reaching for him. He
allowed Tom to guide him inside to one of his sofas. Tom sat beside him,
his hand resting tentatively on Ox’s thigh.

“I’m so sorry about the other day, Tom. I was feeling so much, and I
didn’t handle things well. I didn’t know what to say to you.”



“I thought you hated me.”

“I know.” He shook his head and turned to face the man beside him.
He put his hands on Tom’s cheeks and eased him closer until he was able to
press a soft kiss to his lips, and then another and another.

“That’s the greeting I should have given you. I should have marched
into that room and held you in my arms as tight as possible. I should have
kissed you and told you how very, very glad I am that you were alive and
okay.”

Tom dropped his head, his entire body trembling. “I thought you
blamed me,” he mumbled.

“Not for a second. Look at me, Tom,” he commanded and waited
until Tom’s warm brown eyes were on his. “The only thought—the only
one—that kept me sane was knowing you were with her. I didn’t doubt for a
second you would have done anything to keep Red safe. Not for the tiniest
moment did I blame you or think you’d done something wrong to cause the
crash. Not for a moment.”

“I’m so sorry, Ox. I’m so, so sorry.”

“For what? Being in an accident? Keeping Red alive? Living?
There’s nothing for you to be sorry for.”

Tom’s lips pursed; his head nodded as though he was thinking Ox’s
words over. “Then neither do you. I mean Jesus, Ox, your sister was in a
plane crash. How the hell where you supposed to react? There’s no
guidebook available to tell you how to cope with something like that.”

Ox cupped Tom’s cheek again, his thumb gently stroking the
whiskered skin. Tom clearly hadn’t shaved since he’s been home, but the



stubble suited him well.

“How’s Red?” Tom whispered before Ox could say anything.

“She’s doing remarkably well. They stopped all the bleeding, the
surgery on her knee was successful. She’ll need a fair bit of rehab but she’s
good, Tom.”

“What about, ya know, up here?” Tom tapped the side of his head.

“She has nightmares. But she still talks about flying so… I dunno.
I’m taking that as a good sign, not just bravado.”

“She’ll need to see someone, Ox. I get that as part of my job. Let me
pay for her to get some help?”

Ox’s initial reaction was hell no, because he was independent and
didn’t need help from anybody. Besides, those kids were his responsibility.
But maybe letting Tom do this would help him too. He wasn’t fool enough
to think him absolving Tom of blame for the crash would assuage the man’s
guilt.

“Can we talk about this later?” Ox leaned forward to rest his
forehead on Tom’s. He inhaled, relishing the familiar scent of his lover.

Tom’s fingers twined in his hair, gently at first, then as though
clinging to him desperately. Ox moved so his lips trailed kisses—to Tom’s
forehead, temples, nose, cheeks and finally his lips.

Their kiss was slow, calm, not the desperate desire Ox was used to
with Tom. This was tender, loving, a way of showing how much they cared.

“I want nothing more than to make love to you right now, but I
promised Red I’d bring you and the boys back with me. Will you come with



me?” Ox asked, wondering if Tom would realise the question had more
depth than a simple ‘come visit my sister with me.’

“Yeah, yes I’d love to.”

Enough said—for now. They had a lot to discuss, much to work out,
but for now, this would do.

 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
TOM

He was nervous, no denying it. The last time he’d seen Red while
she was awake was out there in the wreck. If he closed his eyes, he still saw
every detail of the ruined plane as it lay scattered and twisted on the ground.
The stench of fuel and burning metal still tickled at his nose. The entire
scene had been something from a nightmare yet paled in comparison to
seeing Red so battered and pale, so close to death.

Perhaps his fear that Ox blamed him had chased him from the
hospital but there was no denying he’d been afraid of seeing Red too. How
was he supposed to look upon the damage he’d wrought? An innocent
young girl scarred in every way because of him. How did he live with that?

“Stop it,” Ox spoke quietly, yet Tom still jumped at the sudden
interruption to his thoughts.

“What?”

“You’re sitting over there still blaming yourself, aren’t you?”

Beau and Paddy were strapped in their car seats, quietly talking to
each other about whatever four-year-old’s talk about. They had about five
minutes until The Royal North Shore hospital came into view so best to get
this done now.

“I’m always going to wonder what I should or could have done
differently. How I could have prevented the crash, landed better, out flown
the storm. The list is endless, Ox, and I don’t think that’s ever going to
change.” Tom kept his voice low as Ox had. He didn’t believe the twins



would understand any of what they were saying but he didn’t want to risk it
either.

“Don’t you think I’m doing the same?” Ox replied.

“What?”

“Don’t you think I’ve screamed at myself a million times for letting
her go? There’s always going to be what ifs for both of us, Tom.”

“It’s a little different I think.”

“Is it? We can search around for blame until we’re blue in the face,
but the truth is this was a terrible accident—”

“How do you know?” Tom interrupted, pushing Ox because he had
to be certain. There couldn’t be any doubt from Ox otherwise one day,
maybe a long way down the track, but one day, there’d come a time when
Ox would finally realise Tom had almost killed his sister.

“Because I know you. I know you care about Red—all of us—and I
know you’d have been flying better than ever because she was in that plane
with you. So, I don’t need proof from whatever investigation they’re doing
to know you did nothing wrong.”

They continued in silence; Tom too stunned by Ox’s complete faith
in him to attempt small talk. Thoughts pounded in his mind. Was he worthy
of Ox’s trust? He wasn’t entirely sure he deserved it.

“Will you have to answer questions?” Ox suddenly asked, ripping
Tom from his inner turmoil.

“Yeah. There’ll be an inquiry. They’ll be looking to pinpoint what
caused the crash and what, if any, blame should be apportioned to me.” Tom
laughed, unexpectedly and inappropriately but he couldn’t help himself.



“What?” Ox asked, eyeing Tom as though he might well be losing
his mind.

“Before I met you—your family—the only thing I cared about was
my career, but now its different. If I never fly again, I’ll be sad for sure, but
I’d give it all up to make Red okay.”

Ox pulled into the first carpark he came across, hurriedly killed the
engine then turned to face Tom. His smile was soft and tender, and it did
funny things to Tom’s stomach. He’d never been looked at like that before,
but he wanted Ox to look at him with that same smile forever.

“There is so much about you I like, Tom, but I love the way you care 
about the kids.” Ox leaned across to gently kiss him. The warmth of his 
smile blazing with the soft press of lips.  “It’s incredibly sexy, ya know.”

“What?” Tom smirked.

“The way you care. It’s sexy.” Ox shrugged as though his words
were nothing.

To Tom, Ox’s sentiments meant everything. He’d thought he’d been
loved by his family, but they’d dumped him at the first hint of him not
conforming to their expectations. He’d given Ox every reason to walk
away, but he was staying.

The urge to confess to Ox he was in love with him battled with his
desire for privacy when he did speak the words. Though the twins would
likely miss the importance of the words, Tom still selfishly wanted Ox all to
himself when he said it.

Clearing his throat to choke the words back down, Tom carded his
fingers through Ox’s messy hair, catching on the knots. Ox clearly had more



on his mind than combing his hair right now. He struggled to decide what
sentiment he wanted to share, but the most pressing seemed to be gratitude.

He shook his head and said, “I don’t know what I did to deserve you,
but at the risk of being offensively soppy, I am so glad your cat broke into
my house that night.”

Ox laughed; a loud hearty laugh Tom hadn’t heard in too long. He
pressed his forehead to Tom’s, the gesture flipping his stomach. Maybe the
crash had turned Tom into a wobbling mess of emotion.

“What funny, Ox?” Beau asked from the backseat, pulling them back
into the real world from the bubble they’d created.

“Tom’s funny, Beau.”

Tom listened to both little boys laugh, though they clearly had no
idea at what, but it was enough for them that Ox had told them something—
or someone—was funny. Their carefree, tinkling laughter was the best
music Tom had heard in years.

There was one more question he needed to ask before he even began
attempting to put this nightmare behind him. And he needed to ask before
he walked into Red’s hospital room. “Does she hate me?” he whispered,
terrified of the answer.

“Who? Red?” Ox asked, clearly bewildered by the question.

“Yeah.”

“No way. You’re her hero, Tom.”

He didn’t think that was quite true, but Red not hating him was a
start.



“Come on,” Ox encouraged, squeezing his hand.

He followed Ox who carried Paddy in his arms. Beau slipped his
small hand into Tom’s and smiled up at him. Once more his stomach flip
flopped. The Carter family was his or he was theirs. He didn’t care which,
all he knew for certain was he belonged. The tiny little hand enveloped in
his own was proof of that.

“You ready?” Ox asked as he stopped outside of a wardroom.

“Yeah,” he answered. He needed to face Red now they were safe. He
needed to look into her eyes to be sure she didn’t blame him.

There was nothing unusual about the wardroom: four beds,
televisions hanging from the ceiling, three-drawer side tables and long
narrow wardrobes. The same room found in every hospital across the
nation. Except this one held a young girl Tom was coming to care about as
if she were his own.

Red’s eyes were closed, her head turned to the side but her body flat
on her back. Every inch of bare skin he saw was covered in bruises and
scraped much like his own. She looked tiny—fragile. Tom couldn’t get over
the miracle of her living after their plane tore through trees and hit the
ground.

“Red,” Paddy cried from Ox’s arms. She slowly opened her eyes and
turned to the sound, her face splitting into a wide smile when she saw who
had called her name.

“Hey, Paddy, Beau,” she sing-songed their names, trying to sit up as
she did.



Beau released his hand and ran to his sisters’ bed. “You sick, Red?”
he asked, his voice quieter than usual.

“I’m better, Beau. Almost back to normal,” Red replied with a quiet
smile.

Tom saw plainly she was far from back to normal but there was
colour in her skin, life in her eyes. He edged closer, his nerves easing when
she looked at him and her smile never faltered.

“Tom!”

“Hey, Red. How’re you feeling?” He rolled his eyes. Stupid
question.

“Pretty good. I get to lay around playing on my iPad and watching
movies all day.”

Tom laughed. She was, at times, a perfectly normal teenager, though
one who’d been brought up by addicts and found herself in a plane crash.

“You’re arm!” Her wide eyes stared at the plaster covering Tom’s
broken arm in shock.

“Broken.”

“You never said anything…” Out there, he filled in for her.

“I didn’t know. It hurt but so did everything, so I assumed it was
fine.”

“You idiot,” she answered causing Tom to laugh once more.

“Where’ve you been, Tom? I thought you’d come and see me
sooner,” Red continued once he stopped laughing.

“Tom’s been healing too, Red,” Ox answered for him.



“I have. But I should have come to see you before now.”

“So why didn’t you?” She smirked.

“What’s this, Ox?” Paddy asked, pointing to Red’s IV and drawing
everyone’s attention. Tom watched for a moment as Ox squatted beside
Paddy, speaking quietly in his ear as Beau joined them.

But Tom’s attention was soon back on Red. She was watching him
too, a questioning expression on her face.

“You sure you’re okay?” he asked.

Red shrugged, nonchalant as only a teenager can be. “Mostly.” She
glanced away, then quickly back to him. “I have nightmares.”

“Me too, honey,” he whispered. “I think that’s probably pretty
normal.”

“I don’t remember much, not after you told me to keep my head
down and not look. But when I dream, I hear this awful ripping sound and
this terrible scream, and I know its me. I’m scared, Tom. I’m scared one day
I’ll remember.”

“I’m so sorry, Red. I’d do anything to go back and fix it.”

“You did everything you could. I’m okay because of you.”

Tom knew that wasn’t true. She’d survived the crash without his
help and been rescued without him doing anything. His own memories of
the actual crash were vague, but he hoped he’d done everything right—
everything he could to get them down as safely as possible.

Just as he was about to tell Red how glad he was she was okay; his
phone rang in his pocket. He’d had to get a new one given his was still in



the wreckage somewhere. He glanced at the number but didn’t recognise it.
Instinct told him not to answer but he was being investigated by the ATSB
and he couldn’t afford to ignore their calls. He held up a finger to Red to
indicate a moment, and then stepped back to answer the call.

 

 

OX

Tom slipped quietly into the corner of the room, mobile to his ear,
his face pale. Ox watched him out of the corner of his eye while he
continued trying to give an explanation simple enough a couple of four-year
old’s would understand why their sister had a tube running into her hand
and various wires snaking under her sheets.

Whoever had called Tom, the set of his shoulders and clench of his
teeth told Ox the call was not a good one. He heard snippets of words,
enough for him to deduce the call was about the investigation into the crash.
He hated the idea Tom would be grilled over what had happened that awful
day. Answers were needed but the toll on Tom was clear in the tar black
skin beneath his eyes and his haggard looks.

“Ox?”

“Yeah?”

“You okay?”

“Yeah, Red.” He glanced quickly at his sister. She didn’t miss much,
far too observant for his liking. As much as she wanted to know everything,
Red had enough on her plate with her recovery. He saw no reason to burden
her with the upcoming investigation.



“Tom’s in trouble?” she asked.

“Tom’s fine, Red.”

“Ox.”

“Yeah,” he answered, finally settling his gaze on his sister.

“I’m not stupid.”

“I know.”

“So, tell me the truth.”

Ox sighed and settled into the chair alongside her bed. Beau and
Paddy had settled onto another chair, wriggling on together, swinging their
legs and chattering away to each other as they tended to do. Ox smiled at
them.

“The truth is, Red, I don’t know if Tom’s in trouble. The crash was
an accident, but I have no idea how these things work. I don’t know what’s
going to happen.”

“Have you asked him?”

“Not really—”

“Ox!”

“What? I haven’t had much of a chance because I’ve been stuck in
here with you.”

“Oh, don’t you blame me because you’re a slack boyfriend.” Red
tutted him then turned her attention to her younger brothers.

Boyfriend.



The word hung in the sterile hospital air blocking out the reality
around him. His siblings faded into the background as the implications of
what Red had called him loomed large. He’d accepted his feelings for Tom
but to have his sibling say the word out loud was shocking—but he liked it.

He glanced back over at Tom. He was still on his call, holding the
phone in his broken arm while his free hand scrubbed through his hair, his
bottom lip snagged between his teeth as he nervously chewed on it, his eyes
closed as he listened to the caller. Ox’s heart ached for him. Was it possible
he’d lose his dream of being a pilot because of what had happened?

“Red got jelly, Ox,” Paddy’s little voice broke into his thoughts.

“Jelly?” he asked distractedly, not following Paddy’s thoughts.

“Yeah. She got jelly to eat.”

“Oh, she did, huh? Well maybe we could make some jelly when we
get home?”

“Yeah? Beau, Ox said we gonna make jelly.”

“Woohoo.”

Ox watched fondly as his little brothers argued over which flavour
jelly they’d make. Before the fighting got out of control Ox stepped in. “We
can make both flavours. Port wine and strawberry.” He laughed as the twins
high fived each other and Ox wondered if he’d just been played by a couple
of four-year-old boys.

Somehow the jelly conversation turned to talk of Wonder Woman,
Ox had trouble making the connection, but it seemed to make perfect sense
to Beau and Paddy who prattled on and on about their—current—favourite



superhero. They seemed to change their allegiance as frequently as their
underwear.

Ox heard Tom mutter something about ‘without pay’ and ‘next
Thursday’, but then Paddy pulled him away from his eavesdropping by
loudly exclaiming, “Red said she’s not real, Ox.” His small fists were
clenched and resting on his hips as though ready to wage war with his sister.

“Who? Wonder Woman?” Ox asked, hoping he wasn’t too far from
the trail of conversation.

“Yeah,” Paddy replied, scandalised. “And all the nothers.”

“The others? The other superheros?”

“Yeah,” Beau joined in, favouring his sister with a look of pure
disgust.

Ox glanced at Red looking for answers. Popping the dreams and
happiness of Beau and Paddy wasn’t Red’s usual M.O. “Red?”

“They should have real heroes, Ox. Like doctors and nurses and
police. Real people who do real things,” Red answered with a shrug.

“They’re four,” he replied. Red may have a point, but the twins
didn’t have to have their childhood stripped away from them entirely—after
all, they were the only Carter children who had a chance of having a real
and positive childhood.

Red flicked a glance to Tom, still in the corner of the room on the
phone. “They know a real hero, Ox.”

Oh.



He wouldn’t say he was jealous, because Tom had been a hero, but
he was wary. If there hadn’t been a teeny crush there before, there may well
be now.

“It’s not that, Ox,” Red said, reading his mind or the look on his
face. “I don’t think about that…stuff. I don’t like anyone that way, never
have.”

Was that normal? What was normal? She was approaching fifteen
and she hadn’t had a crush yet.

The absurdity of his life suddenly struck him, and he burst out
laughing.

“What the hell, Ox?” Red asked, mustering all her teenage
indignation.

“I’m sorry, Red. I’m not laughing at you. It’s just that less than a
week ago I thought I might have lost you forever and now I’m worrying
about if it’s okay you haven’t had a crush on anyone.”

“I don’t get it,” Red replied, eyeing him as though maybe he was
crazy. Perhaps he was.

“Did I miss something?” Tom asked as he moved away from the
wall he’d been leaning against and closer to Ox and his family.

Beau and Paddy had fallen silent. Maybe they were as confused as
Ox by this entire encounter.

“Ox’s just having a breakdown, that’s all,” Red helpfully supplied.

“A breakdown?”



“Yeah. He’s trying to work out if I’m normal or not.” Red smirked as
she talked, but then her face turned serious. “Are you in trouble, Tom?”

“With Ox?” Tom asked, but Ox recognised his diversionary tactics.
Tom clearly didn’t know who he was up against here. Red wouldn’t let him
off so easy.

“No. For the crash.”

Ox watched as a play of emotions swept over Tom’s face, too many
and too fast for him to recognise them all. Then Tom stood taller, squaring
his shoulders. “I have to go in to the ATSB next Thursday.”

“Who’re they?” Red asked before Ox had the chance. He vaguely
recognised the initials but couldn’t have said with any confidence what they
stood for.

“Australian Transport Safety Bureau. They’re the ones investigating
the crash. I need to go in for questioning.”

“Like you’re a criminal?” Red asked, horrified.

“They’ll want to know what Tom did. How the accident happened.
It’s their job to find out, Red. Tom’ll be fine.” Ox stated with as much
sureness as he could muster—for Tom’s benefit as much as Red.

“Will they wanna talk to me too?”

“I don’t think so, honey,” Tom answered. “They need to know I did
everything right. They’re after facts only I can give.”

“Well, maybe I can go with you and tell them you were awesome.”
Red smiled, her affection for Tom plain.



Tom’s lips pulled into a smile and Ox saw clearly, he was going to
shift the focus from himself. “But aren’t we questioning your normalcy?
Though what is normal anymore?”

“Exactly,” Red replied, taking the bait. “Ox is stuck in the past with
his stereotypes and status quos.” She rolled her eyes to punctuate her point.

“We’ll just have to do some educating, I guess,” Tom added.

Ox watched them as they joined forces to take the piss out of him.
The exchange was one of the most heart-warming of Ox’s life. This could
be his future. His sister and his boyfriend light-heartedly ganging up on
him, teasing him. He smiled as he thought he might easily get used to that.

 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
OX

Paddy felt heavier in his arms than usual. Ox debated whether that
was because he was exhausted or because Paddy had grown over the last
week and Ox had been too frantically out of his mind to notice. Probably a
little of both.

“You okay?” Tom asked from behind him. He held Beau in much the
same way—the twins were like koalas wrapping themselves around them as
though they were gum trees. Ox had argued quietly with him because of his
arm but Tom had insisted he could manage, and he had.

“He’s heavy.”

“They’ve grown.”

“Right? I thought it was because I’m so damn tired.” Ox nodded to
Matt as he opened the front door before Ox had even reached it to knock.

“Everything okay?” Matt whispered as he passed by him to take
Paddy into his room.

“Yeah,” Ox answered truthfully. Things in his life weren’t perfect
but they were okay for now. He’d work on perfection.

Tom’s soft footsteps followed him down the hall and he heard him
whisper something to Beau, who was always the lighter sleeper.

Ox didn’t bother flicking the light on in the boy’s room, he knew the
layout by heart. He gently laid Paddy on the edge of his bed, holding him
with one arm while pulling his blankets down with the other. The little
boys’ shorts and t-shirt would suffice as pyjamas tonight. He tucked the
blankets in tightly as Paddy liked, softly shhing when his brother stirred. He



sat on the edge of the bed, tenderly carding his fingers through Paddy’s too
long hair until he was certain he was sound asleep.

On the other bed Tom sat similarly with Beau who was playing with
Tom’s fingers, though his eyes were tightly closed. Ox sat and watched,
mesmerised by the affectionate sight. He could have this—Tom in his life,
part of the family—if he wanted. And he did.

Once the little fingers ceased all movement Tom turned to him and
Ox nodded toward the door. They stood and moved, both stopping in the
doorway to glance a last time at the twins, curled up and soundly asleep.
The warmth in Ox’s chest bloomed. How perfect this moment would be if
he’d been able to bring Red home. But that day was not too far down the
track and the thought brought another smile to Ox’s lips.

“You’re arm okay?” he asked once they reached the well-lit family
room.

“It’s fine. The break wasn’t bad. I can still use my fingers.”

“I see you two have got your shit in a pile,” Megan said from where
she sat huddled on the sofa, Matt’s legs draped over her lap.

“Our shit?” Ox asked, because he had to.

“Why you men have to make everything so difficult is quite beyond
me. If you just forgot all that crap about real men don’t cry or show their
feelings, everything would be so much easier.”

Ox smiled. His best friend was so damn lucky he’d found this
woman and she’d been willing to give him the time of day. He walked over,
leant down and kissed the top of her head. “Thanks, Megs.”



“Damn right you should be thanking me,” she sniffed and settled
back into the sofa.

“So, you’re good then? I mean you two are gonna be bumping uglies
again?”

“Matthew!” Megan cried, but the smile she favoured her boyfriend
with took all the heat out of her indignation.

Ox glanced at Tom who’d turned a lovely shade of cerise, but with a
smile suggesting he rather enjoyed the conversation.

“Our uglies and what we do with them are off the table, Matty,” Ox
said, moving to ruffle his friend’s hair.

“I don’t wanna know the details, mate, just that they’re doing
something.” Matt turned his gaze to Tom and Ox braced himself for what
might burst out of his friends unfiltered mouth. “Not much’ll be happening
with your arm like that, though.”

“Oh, I dunno, I think we’ll manage just fine. There’s plenty I can do
with one hand,” Tom answered, blindly stumbling into Matt’s trap.

“Well, if you two are gonna be here—” Ox began trying to save the
conversation from heading down an awkward path. “—We might pop next
door and I can help get Tom settled.”

“Settled?” Matt winked ridiculously, sitting up as though he was
about to really get going on the torments. A gentle touch of Megan’s hand
on his arm quieted his large friend. The woman was a miracle worker.

“Don’t hurry back,” she said. “We’ll be here.”

“Thank you. Thank you for—”



“Do not finish that sentence, Oxford. We’re family, we don’t need
copious thanks.” Matt sniffed.

“Wow. Copious? Meg’s really learning you, isn’t she?” Ox smiled,
jumping back as Matt’s long arm swung at him.

“Ugh. Men.” Megan smiled.

“Come on.” Ox took Tom’s good hand in his, relishing the warmth
and hum of desire the touch of his skin gave. “Let’s go before this gets out
of hand.”

Tom said goodnight as Ox towed him towards the door. They walked
silently down Ox’s path before cutting across the front lawn into Tom’s
yard, through his small garden and to his front door. Ox took the keys from
him and opened the door, leading him into the house as though he belonged
there as much as Tom.

And perhaps he did. Maybe Ox did belong wherever Tom was.

Neither man spoke as Ox led Tom into the bedroom. Words didn’t
feel needed. Sometimes actions spoke as loudly—maybe louder—then
words ever could. Ox wasn’t sure he knew the right thing to say anyway. He
didn’t think his vocabulary was large enough to make Tom understand how
much he meant to him.

At the foot of the bed, Ox stopped. He turned to face Tom. They
hadn’t switched any lights on, but Tom’s blinds were open allowing the
streetlight to filter in through the gossamer curtains. Ox’s breath caught, 
trapped in the air by the look of love adorning Tom’s handsome face.   

Ox reached out, the tips of his fingers tracing down Tom’s cheeks,
neck, shoulders. He felt the man shiver beneath his touch, watched his head



tilt and lean towards the touch when Ox’s fingers traced his clavicle. Ox
stepped in closer, pressed his lips to Tom’s, wrapped one arm around his
waist to pull him tighter. His other hand snaked behind Tom’s neck, lightly
playing with the wisps of hair at Tom’s nape.

Still, neither of them spoke when their kiss ended. Ox’s fingers
moved to the buttons of Tom’s shirt, carefully opening each one until his
shirt hung open, the hard planes of his chest exposed. Tom didn’t have a
gym body, there was no six pack, but his stomach was flat, his pecs slightly
bulged. To Ox, he looked perfect.

He pushed the shirt back and off Tom’s shoulders, first his good arm
and then manhandling the material to ease it over the cast on his right arm.
His fingers returning to the naked flesh of Tom’s torso as the shirt fluttered
to the ground. He tweaked a nipple, first one then the other and was
rewarded with a groan. He rested a palm over Tom’s heart, feeling the
steady beat beneath.

“I almost lost this,” he whispered.

Tom’s good hand covered his where it rested on his chest, their
fingers twining. Ox tipped his head, so his forehead rested on Tom’s, their
breaths intermingling. Never had he felt so close to someone as he did in
this moment with Tom and he wanted it to last forever.

They stood together, as motionless as statues, for a long time, Ox
lost count of how long. Neither made a move to break this connection,
maybe afraid if they did, they’d never get it back. But eventually Ox’s
weariness got the better of him and he had to lie down.

“Come to bed?” he murmured, hoping he wasn’t messing everything
up.



Tom only nodded against his forehead. Ox reached for his lovers’
pants, popping the button with one hand, his other still locked together with
Tom’s. He eased the zipper down and then pushed the shorts down at the
back, Tom wriggling to help ease them down his legs.

Ox stepped back, taking Tom’s hand with him, not ready to let him
go. He guided him slowly to the side of the bed. He pulled the covers back,
finally releasing Tom’s hand and gestured for him to lie down. While Tom
settled himself, Ox removed his clothes, stripping down until he was in
nothing but his boxers and then he slid between the sheets as close to Tom
as possible.

Their bodies twisted and twined until they were both comfortable,
Tom’s head resting on Ox’s chest, his broken arm lying across Ox’s
stomach, fingers playing with the fine hairs of his midline. Ox’s hand
pushed lazily through Tom’s hair, his nails ever so gently scoring his scalp.
He felt Tom’s mouth occasionally purse, his lips gently kissing his bare
skin.

Still they didn’t speak. Ox closed his eyes. Tom’s body warmed him,
his touch soothed him, and Ox slept. The first decent sleep he’d had in a
week.

***

Early dawn sunlight filtered in when Ox next opened his eyes. Tom
was still curled into his side, his head on his chest where it had been last
night. From the steady breaths Ox knew his lover was not asleep.

“Did you sleep?” he whispered.

“No,” Tom replied softly.



“Why not?”

Tom remained silent for a moment, and then he leaned back, tipped
his head so Ox could see his face and warm brown eyes. “I didn’t wanna
miss a moment.”

“What do you mean?”

“I almost lost this too, Ox. I wanted to feel every second I had with
you last night.”

Ox surged forward to kiss Tom. He had morning breath, but he
didn’t care. He should have been more careful given Tom’s condition, but
he had to feel Tom’s lips on his more urgently than he’d ever needed
anything. He rolled so Tom was under him, his hand coming up to cup
Tom’s face.

He gentled the kiss until they were butterfly touches. He nuzzled
into Tom’s face, his nose trailing over the stubbly skin. Tom’s scent was
everywhere, flooding him with desire. He trailed lower, his teeth gently
nibbling bare skin, his tongue tasting.

“Ox?”

“Mm?”

“Will you help me shower first?”

Ox would have undertaken Hercules twelve labours had Tom asked
him. There was little he wouldn’t do for this man. He’d been a fool to think
he could have walked away all those weeks ago and he’d been taught a
lesson. A rough and brutal one, but he’d learnt. Tom was his family now.

“Of course.”



He pried himself away from Tom and leapt out of bed. He moved to
Tom’s side and helped him up, their hands linking as though they had no
choice. He led Tom into his small bathroom, only dropping his hand to turn
the water on.

Tom was grappling with a plastic bag when he turned back around.
He helped him pull it over his arm and secured it with tape. He licked his
lips while he watched Tom hook his thumb into the waistband of his boxers
and push them down over his trim hips. Tom’s legs danced as he shuffled
the material down and off.

Ox watched Tom’s naked body unashamedly. He was art to be
enjoyed and Ox was admiring every inch.

“Join me?” Tom’s husky voice asked.

Ox shucked his boxers in what had to be record time. He would
never have to be asked twice to get naked with this man. He followed Tom
into the shower.

The cubicle was only small, forcing them to stand pressed closely
together. Ox didn’t mind at all as he ran his hand down Tom’s back, his
other resting on his hip.

“Is this real? Tom mumbled.

“What?”

“I just thought maybe I was still back in the wreck and this was just
a crazy dream.”

“Tom,” he whispered, pulling him closer because he didn’t know
what to say. He had no idea what Tom and Red had been through—would



never truly understand. But he could think of few experiences more
terrifying than crashing out of the sky.

He held Tom as tight as he dared, the feel of their wet, naked bodies
pressing together more comforting than lascivious. The water was cooling
by the time they moved apart, quickly washing before stepping out to dry
and dress.

Ox marvelled that he’d just spent the most intimate nine hours with
another human being, and they’d done nothing more than kiss. He wanted
Tom, always would, but they’d needed something more from each other
than a fuck.

“Breakfast?” Ox asked.

“With the twins?”

Ox smiled. Damn this guy. Ox thought a relationship was off the
table to him until the twins were at least eighteen. Who the hell wanted to
get involved with someone with the baggage he was carrying? Yet, here was
Tom, his first thoughts to share breakfast with Ox’s little brothers.

“Yeah. If that’s okay.”

“They’re you’re family, Ox.” Tom stepped closer; his eyes lowered
so Ox couldn’t see the rich brown. Tom put his good hand on Ox’s forearm,
he was trembling slightly. “So that makes them mine too,” he whispered.
And Ox got it. Tom had been nervous to speak those words—afraid how
they’d be taken.

Ox kissed him with a tenderness that swirled around them. “And you
are our family, Tom,” he replied when their lips parted.

 



 

TOM

Breakfast with the twins and been a noisy, messy affair. This wasn’t
the first time Tom had eaten breakfast in the Carter home but this time he’d
watched everything more intently. He’d stepped on the line between life and
death and he had no intention of taking anything for granted again.

He’d sat quietly at Ox’s table, noting how Paddy liked to smash his
Weet-Bix in the milk until the bricks were broken up and soggy. He’d
smiled as he’d watched Beau pull his Weet-Bix out of the milk with his
fingers eating them like a muesli bar rather than a breakfast cereal. He
hadn’t missed Ox’s grin as he’d admonished Beau for eating with his
fingers at the table. He’d listened as Ox had sung the U2 classic ‘Where the
streets have no name,’ putting his own unique spin on it.

Ox had been everywhere at breakfast, anticipating his little brothers’
every need as though he could read their minds. Tom had preened
ridiculously when Ox finally sat beside him, his hand resting on Tom’s
thigh. He realised, with little surprise, he was proud to have been welcomed
into this family. These people knew how to love with no conditions or
restrictions placed on who they loved and how.

Any one of the people at the breakfast table that morning, including
the twins—and Red even though she wasn’t there—would march in to
battle with him, no questions asked. This was the kind of blood that old
saying was referring to. Unlike his own family, Tom could trust the Carter’s
and Matt and Megan to have his back. The certainty of their support lifted a
weight from Tom’s shoulders he’d been carrying so long he’d forgotten
how heavy it was until it was gone.



He waved to the twins as Matt’s car backed out of the driveway
taking the little boys off to kindy on his way to work. Megan sat in the front
seat, smirking and waving, leaving Tom alone again with Ox. They had
roughly an hour before they would leave to visit Red in hospital and Tom
knew exactly how he wanted to spend those sixty minutes.

“I want you,” he murmured, leaning closer to Ox so he’d hear him
over the rumble of neighbourhood noises. He stood close enough to feel the
tremor rip through Ox.

Once the car was out of sight Ox turned, fiery desire burning in his
eyes. Tom had never wanted anyone the way he wanted—needed—Ox right
then. So potent was his desire he almost forgot they were standing in the
front yard for all the world to see.

“C’mon,” Ox muttered, taking his hand and tugging him toward the
house. Tom considered a little jump-kick to the side tapping his feet like
something out of an old Hollywood movie but thought if Ox caught him, he
probably wouldn’t get laid any time soon.

The front door barely clicked shut before Ox was on him, pinning
him to the wall, bodies flush, lips tangoing. Tom cursed his broken arm
leaving him a hand short to be able to touch Ox the way he wanted. He’d
have to make do with his good one.

He wrapped his bung arm around Ox’s back, holding him firmly
while his good hand trailed over Ox’s shoulder, down his back until he
reached his arse. He cupped one cheek and pulled, pressing them as close as
he could groin to groin, their hard lengths bumping.

Ox made a sound, suspiciously like a growl, and Tom lost the last
shreds of his control.



“Naked,” he grunted as he alternated between kisses and nips to the
long line of Ox’s exposed throat.

His lover must have understood because he immediately began to
awkwardly strip, clothes falling away, some ripping as Ox lost patience
with their fastenings. Tom did his best to keep up, though his arm made him
slower, so before he’d even managed to reach his pants Ox stood before
him utterly naked.

“My god, you’re beautiful,” he whispered as he continued struggling
with his clothes.

“My bed, now,” Ox ordered, slapping Tom’s arse as he turned to
head to Ox’s room.

Tom walked fast, trying not to run because if he did, he’d never hear
the end of it. Ox stayed close; every bit as eager to finally be together again.
Tom hadn’t felt this desperate since his teenage years when sex had seemed
as important as food and breath.

By the time he walked into Ox’s room he had his pants open and was
tugging them, one-handed down his legs. Once he stepped out of them, he
turned to find Ox leaning in the doorframe, his gaze fixed on him as he
leisurely stroked himself.

Tom sat on the edge of the bed and then awkwardly pushed himself
back until he’d reached the middle. Everything was more difficult with his
broken arm, but he didn’t care. The only worry he had right then was
getting Ox on the bed with him.

“Lie back,” Ox commanded, and Tom obeyed.



Ox came to stand over him, his gaze raking Tom’s body with an
intensity he felt on his bare skin. “Ox,” he begged.

“Give me a second,” Ox replied, still taking his fill of Tom’s body.

Tom squirmed under the attention, needing to feel Ox on him, in
him, wherever he could have him. He thought he’d lose his mind before he
ever got to touch Ox when, suddenly, he was there, kneeling between Tom’s
spread legs, hands firmly gripping his hips. He winked down at Tom before
he bent and took Tom’s hard cock into his mouth, swallowing around him
like a starving man. Tom bowed off the bed, afraid he might hurt Ox, but
unable to stop his body’s reaction.

“Jesus,” he groaned as Ox sucked him down to the root. Ox watched
him as he worked his cock, winking again before licking up his length.
Much more and Tom would be coming down his lovers’ throat and that
wasn’t his plan. “Ox, stop.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Not a thing. I want to fuck you and if you keep doing that, there’s
no way…”

“Oh.” Ox smirked. He’d known exactly what he was doing to Tom.
“Stay there.”

Ox slid off the bed and padded to his chest of drawers. He rifled
through the top one, coming away with something in his hands. Lube and
condoms—Tom hoped. He was back at Tom’s side in moments, proudly
swinging the small square condom packet, a ridiculously adorable grin on
his face.



Tom watched as he dropped the packet and then drizzled some lube
on his fingers, his hand quickly disappearing from Tom’s sight. Ox
grimaced for a brief second as, Tom imagined, he began preparing himself.
As much as Tom wanted to be the one to ready Ox, he realised the
practicality of Ox’s actions given the state Tom was in.

Using his good hand, Tom lazily stroked his cock while he watched
Ox writhe above him. Ox’s long, lean body glistened faintly from the light
sheen of sweat, a flush crept up his body from chest to cheek, light puffs of
air escaped as he moaned. He was the single most beautiful sight Tom had
ever witnessed.

Ox’s movements changed from sensual to business-like as he
stopped playing with himself and tore the condom packet open. His tongue
snaked out to trace the corner of his mouth while he focused on rolling the
latex cover over Tom’s hard cock. Even though Ox’s touch was practical
Tom still squirmed with anticipation and desire.

Tom grunted when Ox threw a leg over, straddling him, his arse
lightly resting on Tom’s thighs. Ox gripped Tom’s cock, stroking the length
with lube covered hands, his gaze laser-focused on Tom’s face. And then he
rose to his knees, edged forward, manoeuvring so the tip of Tom’s cock
pressed to his hole.

The sensation of Ox sliding down, sheathing Tom’s cock with his
body, was intense enough Tom didn’t realise he’d held his breath until he
expelled it with a whoosh when Ox’s arse met his groin.

“Jesus,” Ox whispered, his eyes shut, head tipped slightly back. Tom
remained still, waiting for Ox to take the lead.



After a few moments Ox leaned forward, resting his palms on Tom’s
chest, his eyes opened, gaze back on Tom. He raised slightly, groaning
wantonly as he lowered himself slowly down again. Over and over he
repeated the action, driving Tom to the point of pleasure fuelled madness.

Tom was close, so close, but he wanted Ox right there with him. He
curled his good hand around Ox’s cock as it bobbed in time to his more
hurried movements. The fingers of his broken arm trailed feather-light
touches along Ox’s side, over his taut stomach, reaching up to his nipples.

“Tom,” Ox moaned, his head tipping further back, lips parting,
breath quickening.

They came together, Tom uncertain if Ox’s orgasm encouraged his
or vice versa. His body shook, the last traces of his pleasure working
through him. Ox moved, leaning forward to lie over Tom, their bodies
pressed closely together. Tom’s arms went around him, holding him tighter.

Their breaths mirrored each other as their bodies calmed, Tom’s
cock sliding from Ox’s body. Tom held him, never wanting to let go, though
he knew all too soon the real world would burst into their bubble.

He wanted to whisper to Ox that he loved him, but his voice was
trapped in the past, with a family who’d claimed to love him only to turn
their backs on him in the blink of an eye.

They lay together, as they were, for the longest time. Maybe Ox was
struggling, as he was, to move forward, to get beyond their past. Perhaps he
wanted to issue some grand statement of love, but his words were frozen in
his guts too.

In the end Tom realised he didn’t need to say the words—not yet, not
until they were ready—because Ox had shown him, with his actions and his



body, how much he cared. How much he loved him, and Tom believed he’d
done the same. For now, that would do.

 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
TOM

The room was sparsely furnished almost to the point of bleakness. A
large desk centred in the middle of the four walls was surrounded by four
chairs—three bunched together, the other stood alone opposite them—
Tom’s chair. Easily six feet stretched from any point on the desk to any
point on the walls. A handful of papers scattered the desktop. Nothing else,
aside from Tom existed in the bland space. He’d hoped to never find
himself in this room, though until this moment he’d had no idea what the
interior looked like. He suspected every pilot had imagined this room in
their worst nightmares.

He shifted uncomfortably in his seat—waiting. Maybe the wait was
a tactic to unnerve him, keep him off guard so he wouldn’t be able to lie. He
had no intention of telling anything other than pure truth to whomever
walked through the door to take up the vacant chairs. If he had somehow
fucked up and contributed the crash, he’d decided he no longer deserved to
fly, especially not innocent passengers.

His right leg bounced, his left arm resting uselessly on his unmoving
left leg. His brain itched with impatience. He wanted this over and done
with. He wasn’t fool enough to believe once they’d asked their questions,
he’d never think of that day again. Not a day had passed since without
thinking of the crash and he expected that to be his new normal.

He thought of Ox and Red, stationed outside this room like sentries,
ready to run to his aid if needed. Red had only been out of the hospital a
day and she was getting around in a wheelchair thanks to her knee surgery,
but neither he, nor Ox had been able to talk her out of coming. Tom had



tried to convince Ox to stay home too, but he’d met the same Carter brick
wall as Red had given them both.

How much longer would they keep him waiting? They’d done their
investigations at the crash site, the wreckage moved to a warehouse so they
would be able to sift through the ruined plane whenever they needed. The
missing piece to the jigsaw was his testimony. Hence his visit here today.
He still didn’t have full recall of the day, but fragments were coming back
to him randomly as though blown back into his mind on a haphazard
breeze.

He heard muffled voices from the other side of the door, none of
them the soft feminine tones of Red. His inquisitors had arrived. The door
opened, he caught a glimpse of his family: Ox standing with his feet apart,
arms crossed, his face stern, Red at his side trying to appear as intimidating
as her brother from her wheelchair and almost succeeding.

Ox winked when their gazes caught, gave him a thumbs up to
convince Tom everything was going to be all right. It helped. His stomach
fluttered, a mix of nerves and love for the two people eyeing off two men
and a woman who held Tom’s future in their palms. Ox and Red, ready to
fight the world for him.

“Mr Gale, please sit,” the shorter of his three interrogators offered as
he closed the door, cutting Tom off from his family. Tom resumed the seat
he’d stood from a few moments ago when he first heard signs of life on the
other side of the closed door. “I’m Vince Stabler. My colleagues, Maureen
Keebler and Henry Firth.”

No handshakes, no comforting smiles. All business. They were here
to determine if Tom was a capable pilot or a reckless hack who had no
business holding the lives of innocent people in his hands.



“We have a list of standard questions we need to ask,” Stabler
continued, “and once we get through those, we’ll have some more specific
questions to the crash itself.”

“Okay,” Tom answered when Stabler peered at him over his glasses
as though waiting for confirmation he understood.

“The interview is being recorded…”

Where? Was the first question Tom wanted to ask. He’d seen no
video camera, no tripod holding a recording device. All that was in the
room aside from four people and whatever they were wearing was a stack
of papers.

“Let’s begin shall we,” Henry Firth said with the smallest hint of
impatience, offering no insight into where the recording device may be.

Tom decided it didn’t matter. He’d expected to be recorded so he
wasn’t going to waste time worrying about the how.

“Mr Gale,” Maureen Keebler spoke for the first time, “When was the
last time you worked before the accident?”

“The day before. A nine-hour shift, milk runs Sydney to Melbourne
and back.”

“When did you go to sleep the previous night?”

Tom thought back. The events immediately around the crash were
not quite a blur but not razor sharp either. “About ten.”

“And when did you wake? Did you feel rested?”

“A little after six. I didn’t feel tired.”



“Describe your activities on the day of the accident. In particular, did
you eat? Did you participate in strenuous activities etcetera?”

They were establishing Tom’s physical state. Was he too tired to fly?
Had he eaten enough because hunger can cause distraction. The questions
would be plentiful and turn to his mental state until they were able to
reconstruct what frame of mind Tom was in that day.

They asked about his health, his work, his private life, even his
financial situation. No aspect of his life was left untouched until Tom felt
naked and exposed to these people. Throughout the interview his three
questioners appeared relaxed, mildly interested in his answers. Then
suddenly they sat straighter, their gazes focused on him, never looking
away, their fingers tapped the desk or fidgeted with papers.

“Why did you ask to land at your alternate?”

“The storm was coming in faster than I—anybody—expected. I
didn’t think I’d make it back to Bankstown.”

“You kept up with the weather forecast?”

“Yes. I called through just before I radioed about landing at Camden.
I wrote it all on my knee board.”

There was likely nothing left of his knee board, so they’d need to
take his word for it. They could ask Red, but Tom wanted her kept out of
this as much as possible.

“Any problems with the aircraft?”

“No. At least not until the lightning struck.”

“How was visibility?”



Tom answered their questions clearly, honestly and to the best of his
knowledge. There were some aspects of the crash he simply did not know,
whether because it was part of the blacked-out part of his memory or he had
no idea. He couldn’t tell them where the lightning had hit because he wasn’t
sure. He only knew his controls stopped responding after the strike. He
didn’t know the exact location of their crash, coordinates or landscape,
other than there were plenty of trees.

“And you have no recollection of impact?”

“No. I remember fighting with the yoke but getting little response. I
knew we were going down and my plan was to try to find some open space
and glide as best I could. But I can’t…there’s not much I can recall after
making that decision.”

“Have you experienced an emergency during any previous flights?”

“No. A faulty signal light and a missing wheel screw one of the
rampies found before we moved from the gate is the extent of problems I’ve
encountered.”

There was a protracted silence as Stabler sifted through his pile of
papers, perhaps searching for any overlooked questions. Then he gathered
the pile, tapped the papers on the desk to tidy them and cleared his throat.

“So, prior to this accident, you’ve never been involved in a flight
incident of any sort?”

“No.”

“Very well, Mr Gale, that’s all we have for you.”

“What happens now?” Tom asked. He knew, but he wanted to hear
from them, to see if they’d slip some hint to him whether things looked



good or bad for him.

“We compose our report. We’ve gathered the evidence we need and
along with your testimony we will put the picture together and come to our
conclusions. I doubt it will take too long.”

Stabler had given him nothing, Firth had grinned at him once during
the interview and Keebler had a poker face the professionals could only
dream of. Tom walked out of the barren room close to three hours after he’d
walked in with as little idea of how the investigation would go for him as
when he’d woken up this morning.

“Well…?” Red asked, looking up at him from her wheelchair with
the optimism reserved for the young and a rare few adults.

“Red,” Ox cautioned, though he looked more curious for answers
than his fourteen-year-old sister.

“I don’t know.”

“Whattya mean? You were in there forever!”

“They didn’t give anything away. They asked me a million
questions, but I have no idea what they are thinking.”

“Did you tell them you did nothing wrong?” Red pressed.

“They didn’t ask me that and I couldn’t have answered anyway.
There’s gaps in my memory.” Like a hammer blow Tom suddenly realised
he may never be able to absolve himself of guilt. There was a better than
good possibility the last moments before they’d crashed would never come
back to him.

“But I know you wouldn’t have done anything wrong,” Red
continued.



“How do you know?” Tom’s voice was louder than he wanted but he
was having trouble controlling himself. He was frazzled after the hour’s
long interrogation.

“Because I know you.”

“That’s no answer…”

“Tom,” Ox warned.

“What if I did something…I don’t know…wrong. What if I could
have—”

“Mr Gale?”

Tom spun to the sound of his name. He recognised Henry Firth’s
quiet, yet firm voice. “Yes, Sir?”

“There is nothing we have seen or heard to indicate any blame
should be apportioned to you. You’ll have to wait for the final report, but
don’t beat yourself up. You had no controls, no options, no choices but to
crash. Nothing you could have done would have precipitated a better
outcome.” Behind Firth, Stabler and Keebler nodded infinitesimally.

Tom didn’t know if they were allowed to tell him as much as Firth
did, but he was glad he had. A small glimmer of hope flickered to life.

“Thank you,” he murmured.

“Tom?”

“Yeah,” he whispered as he looked up at Ox.

“You did everything you could. Everything. There is no person on
this planet I’d rather have had with Red up there. No person.”



Tom swallowed past the lump in his throat. How many more times
would Ox need to say these words before he started to believe him? “Ox,
I…” he faltered, unsure how to express his sorrow, his fear, his guilt.

Ox pulled him into his arms, his warm breath feathering the soft
hairs on the back of his neck, his heart beating strong and steady against his
own. “I know. I know.”

He didn’t know, not really, but Tom would take everything Ox
offered.

 

 

OX

Tom shook in his arms and Ox had never wanted to strike a person
as much as he wanted to go after the three suits who’d followed him out of
the room. They had their job to do—he understood that—but they’d hurt
Tom. Necessary as their questioning had been, they’d forced Tom to relive
the awful day he’d crashed.

“Are you done here?” he asked, his words stirring Tom’s hair.

“Yeah.”

“Then let’s get the fuck outta here. Matt threatened to start cooking
if we weren’t back by six.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” Tom muttered.

“You have no idea.”

“Tell him about the time he tried to cook eclairs,” Red chimed in.



“We swore we’d never speak of that,” Ox replied, cringing at the
memory of the burnt to black French pastries.

When he refocused, Tom had pulled out of his arms and was staring
at him with an expression Ox couldn’t decipher. “Tom?”

“Christ, I love you. I do, Ox. I love you and maybe it’s too soon or
maybe it’s the dumbest thing ever, but I love you and I don’t want to die
and leave you wondering.” Tom was shaking as he spoke, the events of the
day taking their toll.

“Tom—”

“I know, I know, the kids. But I love them too and I know they’re
not mine like you all belong to each other, but they are mine just a little bit
and I’d never do anything to hurt them or you.”

“Is he broken?” Red theatrically whispered.

Ox smiled because perhaps Tom was a little bit broken but weren’t
they all? And who better to try to fix a person than the people who loved
them. “No. He’s not broken, Red. He’s like us, a little bent out of shape, a
little scarred, but together we’re perfect.”

“Oh my god, yak!” she dramatized like a true teenager. Ox ignored
her.

“Tom,” he began as Tom continued to stare, the realisation of his
outburst plain in his shocked expression. “Tom, it’s okay. I love you, too.
And you’d better not frigging die or I’ll kill you myself. One scare is
enough. Promise?”

“Promise,” Tom uttered and then stepped close, caging Ox’s face in
his hands, the plaster of his cast scraping the soft skin of his cheek.



They watched each other for a fraction of time and then Tom was
kissing him, or he was kissing Tom, it didn’t matter which. Ox would kiss
him forever if he wanted. He felt the heat pooling in his stomach, the low
flame of desire waiting to ignite.

“Oh my god, I cannot wait to tell Matt about this.” Red’s words and
loud chuckle broke the magic. Though Ox hated letting Tom go, he stepped
back, putting some space between them before they gave his sister more
ammunition.

“Matt doesn’t need to be told anything about this,” Ox tried,
knowing there was no way his sister wouldn’t blurt out everything she’d
just witnessed.

“Home?” Red suggested, smiling up at them from her wheelchair.

“Home,” he and Tom replied simultaneously.

 



EPILOGUE
Despite the perfectly cloudless blue of the sky, Tom was nervous. He

hadn’t flown for two months—not since the crash, his arm taking longer to
heal than expected. If he was honest, he was glad for it because he wasn’t
sure he was mentally ready to get back into the pilot seat.

He’d been cleared of any wrongdoing by the ATSB investigation,
but even their assurance he’d done everything correctly hadn’t been enough
to assuage his guilt.

“Hey,” Ox whispered, leaning over his shoulder to press a kiss to his
temple. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” he lied, because he was beyond anxious and already
regretting letting Ox talk him into this.

“I trust you, Tom. Do you think if I didn’t, I’d be here with the
kids?”

Tom turned his face searching for Ox’s lips. They’d been inseparable
over the last two months. Tom taking care of the twins whenever Ox had to
take Red to rehab, a few times he’d even been the one to take Red to her
physio. Her leg was healing rapidly and well, her youth aiding her speedy
recovery.

“Remember when the report came in?” Ox continued, referring to
the day Tom found out the ATSB had made their decision.

“Yeah,” he murmured.

“You told me you weren’t worried, but I knew you were lying.
You’d tossed and turned the night before. Remember?”

“Yeah.”



“And do you remember how I slept that night?”

Tom thought about Ox’s question. Yeah, maybe he’d woken and
asked Tom a few times if he was okay, but that was when Tom’s
restlessness had been particularly vehement. Other than being kicked awake
by an out of control limb, Ox had slept remarkably well.

“You slept like a log,” he finally answered.

“That I did. Because I wasn’t worried at all. I didn’t doubt you for a
second. And that’s why I have the twins strapped into those seats back
there. It’s also why Matt and Megan are back there with them, because they
believe in you too. Do you think Megan would be sitting there if she didn’t,
knowing she’s got her own little bundle of joy growing in her belly to think
of?”

“You’re right, Ox.”

“I usually am,” Ox sniffed.

“Oh god.” Tom smirked and rolled his eyes.

“I love you, Tom, and I trust you with my entire family.”

“Okay,” Tom murmured.

“Okay?”

“Yeah. Okay.”

“Good.” Ox pressed a kiss to his cheek and rubbed his shoulder.
“Now let’s get the hell out of here.”

“Okay. Buckle in.”

“Yes, Captain,” Ox answered, mock saluting as he did.



“Ugh. You two make me wanna puke,” Red advised from the seat
beside Tom. She’d shown no signs of fear when Ox suggested they all be
present for Tom’s first flight once he was fighting fit and cleared for flight.
A miss-matched arm-wrestle between her and Matt had led to her taking the
co-pilot’s seat and though he’d sworn he’d tried his best, Tom had caught
the winked conspiracy between Ox and Matt.

“Yeah, yeah. You’ll understand one day, Red.”

“Huh, not likely,” she snorted.

Tom waited until Ox was safely back in his seat then called the
tower. “Bankstown tower, Romeo kilo one eight niner ready for take-off
IFR runway two.”

“Romeo kilo one eight niner, winds two eight zero at eleven, cleared
for take-off.”

Tom was free to take this plane—and its precious cargo—back into
the air. For a split second he froze, and then he felt Red’s small hand
squeeze his own and he fought his way back through fear and doubt and
confidently gripped the yoke.

He thrilled to the sound of the propellers turning, increasing in speed
until he pushed back into his seat and the nose of the Cessna tipped toward
the sky. He felt that moment of exhilaration when the he was no longer
connected to the ground and then he was right at home again.

Beside him, Red’s breathing quickened, and he glanced to his right
to ensure she wasn’t panicking. She met his gaze with a broad grin, though
a slash of fear flashed in her hazel eyes.

“Okay?” he asked.



“Okay, she replied.

Tom shut out the sounds of excitement coming from the cabin: Beau 
and Paddy squealing, Matt laughing and Ox’s exclamation of “hollllly shit.” 
He’d enjoy their excitement once they were safely back on the ground.  
Until then his fingers clenched tightly around the yoke and his brain 
solidified into a single goal—get this plane safely back down.

“That’s gotta be the racecourse,” Matt shouted.

“That’s right,” Tom replied. “We’re heading out toward Katoomba.”

Tom didn’t say much else as he flew this family—his family—over
the Blue Mountains. He listened instead.

These people were the salt of the earth. Happy just being together,
they never complained about what they didn’t have, but were simply
grateful for all they did. Over the months he’d known them, Tom had
thought of his own family in light of what he’d witnessed in this one and
the comparison was fire and ice. His blood family were cold, superficial
people always on a quest for more—wealth, material possessions, things. In
contrast the Carter’s lived with a passion for each other, for the joy of the
company of those they loved.

Tom had been singed by that passion, not only from Ox, but from
them all in their own ways. He was the luckiest man on earth and in the
skies above it.
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