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PART II

Chapter 18

Ghosts
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Joe opened his eyes. The world was smeared at the edges—colors dulled, shapes indistinct. His head throbbed, his limbs foreign, heavy. The nightmare hadn’t ended. It clung to him like fog, thick and suffocating. Alex, motionless in the courtyard. That image pulsed behind his eyes with every heartbeat.

He tried to sit up, but his legs gave way. “Alex... Alex!” His voice cracked with panic. No answer.

Stumbling from the bed, heart hammering, breath shallow, he lurched down the hallway. The walls tilted around him. He burst into the bathroom, desperate for proof that the world hadn’t ended.

Alex stood at the basin, brushing his teeth, unaware of the storm behind him. When he turned and saw Joe—wide-eyed, trembling, barely upright—his expression shattered. The toothbrush slipped from his hand.

“Hey, hey, it’s okay,” Alex said, stepping forward, voice gentle but urgent.

But Joe was already falling. The weight of grief, confusion, disbelief crushed him. His knees buckled. Alex caught him mid-fall, arms wrapping around him instinctively. Joe clung to him, sobbing, incoherent. Alex carried him back to bed, cradling him like something fragile.

“Command, get Michael in here. Now,” Alex said, voice tight with fear.

Michael arrived within minutes, eyes scanning the room with practiced calm. Alex explained in clipped, trembling words. Michael listened, then knelt beside Joe, checking his vitals, watching his eyes flicker.

“He’s in acute psychological shock,” Michael said quietly. “PTSD. He saw you die, and his mind hasn’t let go. It’s protecting him the only way it knows—by rewriting reality. We’ll keep him sedated. But this will take time.”

Joe drifted in and out of consciousness. Each time he woke, his eyes searched for Alex. And each time, horror overtook him.

“You’re dead... you can’t be here,” he whispered, hollow, before slipping back into haze.

Days passed like this.

Alex never left his side. He sat through the nights, through sobs and vacant stares, through moments when Joe reached for him only to recoil in terror. He held Joe’s hand when he could. He whispered stories from their past. He begged silently for something to break through.

One afternoon, Alex sat at the kitchen table with Gran and Benji, his voice low as he recounted the latest episode. The air was heavy, grief woven into every breath. Benji, jaw still bandaged, tried to speak, but only his lips moved. Gran handed him a mug of soup with a straw and patted his shoulder. Benji nodded, eyes rimmed with pain.

Then Command’s voice broke through: “Joe is waking up.”

Alex shot to his feet, heart pounding. He reached the hallway and froze.

Joe stood there, barefoot, trembling, staring at him like he was a ghost. His knees gave out. He dropped to the floor, hands clutching his face. “I saw you die... Please... I want you back. I need you,” he sobbed, raw and broken.

Alex knelt beside him, tears falling. “Babe, I got out. I was unconscious. Another team found me and took me to the carrier. Their comms were down. Mine was fried in the blast.”

Joe’s fingers brushed Alex’s scars like proof. “I thought you were gone,” he whispered.

“I’m here,” Alex said, voice shaking. “I’m here.”

They walked slowly through the house, passing Gran, who watched with quiet, aching understanding. At the beach, they settled on the boulders where so many memories lived. The ocean roared behind them, steady and indifferent.

“I’m sorry,” Joe murmured. “I couldn’t save you. You were limp. I tried, but Benji stopped me...”

Alex wrapped his arms around him. “You don’t need to apologize,” he whispered, pressing a kiss to Joe’s head. “I’m here now. I’m not going anywhere.”

They sat like that for a long time, the wind brushing past them, the sea whispering its own grief.

Eventually, Alex stood. “Come on. You need a shower.”

Joe nodded, distant but willing. At the garden shower, Becky had already laid out towels and shorts. Alex turned the taps, letting the water warm.

He began to undress, moving to help Joe—but something inside Joe snapped.

Joe recoiled, eyes wide with panic. “Why are you touching me? Why are you naked?”

Alex froze, heart breaking. “I just want to help you, Joe. You need to shower.”

Becky appeared, her breath catching in her throat. Joe had crumpled into the corner, clutching the shrubs, trembling like a child lost in the dark.

She nodded at Alex to step back, then knelt beside Joe. “Joe, you need to shower,” she said gently. “Do you want me to help you?”

Joe’s eyes were glassy, his voice small. “Yes.”

Alex sat on the bench nearby, tears streaming silently. Becky helped Joe undress, washed and dried him, handed him his shorts.

“Alex and I used to love this shower,” Joe said softly. “We had our first time here...” His voice broke. Tears spilled down his cheeks.

Becky turned to Alex, her face calm, reassuring. But Alex saw the truth—Joe was slipping further away.

Later, Becky coaxed Joe into eating something light and helped him into bed.

“I’ll be in the room next door. Alex is here with you,” she said, kissing Joe’s forehead.

Alex sat in the high-backed chair, watching Joe’s chest rise and fall. He looked peaceful—but Alex knew better. That peace was carved from exhaustion and pain.

He prayed silently, over and over, that Joe would come back—not just in body, but in heart.

Unable to bear the distance, Alex rose. Quietly, he slipped under the covers beside Joe.

For a moment, it felt okay.

Then Joe stirred. His body tensed. He thrashed, breath catching in his throat. The image of Alex’s lifeless body flashed behind his eyes.

“Don’t—please—don’t take him from me again,” Joe gasped.

“Joe, it’s me,” Alex whispered, voice breaking. “I’m alive.”

But Joe couldn’t hear him. The trauma ran too deep.

“Get out,” Joe choked. “Please... I can’t...”

Alex pulled back, tears stinging. He wrapped a blanket around himself and returned to the chair, heart splintering.

“No, Alex, no!” Joe shouted. “I don’t want you here!”

Alex tried to soothe him. “I’m not going anywhere. I’m here for you.”

But Joe wasn’t listening.

The panic escalated. Becky rushed in, finding Joe flushed, breath shallow, eyes wild.

“Joe, it’s okay,” she said gently. “You’re safe. Alex is here. He is alive.”

Joe sobbed, shaking his head. “No! No! Please, just go away! All of you!”

Becky knelt beside him, voice calm and steady. “You don’t have to fight anymore. Let Alex stay. Let yourself rest.”

Eventually, Joe’s sobs faded. His body slumped, breath evening out. He fell into a restless sleep, face still etched with fear.

Alex sat in silence, watching the man he loved disappear into dreams he couldn’t reach.

Though heartbroken, Alex knew he couldn’t push Joe any further. The pain in Joe’s eyes was too real, too raw—like something torn open that hadn’t stopped bleeding. So, without a word, he fetched a spare set of blankets from the cupboard and laid them out on the floor at the foot of the bed. Cold. Hard. Unforgiving. But leaving Joe alone wasn’t an option. Not when he was this lost.

***
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EACH NIGHT, ALEX BUILT his silent bed on the floor. Close enough to reach Joe if he called out in the dark. Far enough not to trigger another flinch, another whispered “don’t.” He didn’t sleep much. Most nights, he lay awake, listening to Joe’s breathing like it was the only rhythm keeping his own heart from breaking apart.

During moments where Joe ventured out and mingled with the family, Alex would retreat into silence. He sat quietly, eyes always drifting to Joe, never engaging unless spoken to. It wasn’t that they ignored him—it was that he’d made himself invisible. A shadow in the corner. Hiding from the man he loved. Hiding from the truth that Joe could barely look at him without recoiling.

But Joe wasn’t the only one haunted. Deep inside Alex carried his own grief. Not loud. Not explosive. But suffocating. A grief that curled around his ribs and pressed against his lungs every time Joe turned away. Every time his touch was met with fear. Every time he folded himself onto the floor instead of into the arms that used to welcome him.

And still, every morning, before Joe stirred, Alex would quietly fold the blankets, slip them back into the cupboard. He made the room look untouched. As if he hadn’t been there. As if he hadn’t spent the night listening to Joe’s breathing, praying it wouldn’t stop. As if they hadn’t been torn apart.

Weeks passed like that.

Silent nights. Wordless days. A quiet vigil of love and pain. Alex stayed—always near, never too close. Holding onto the fragile thread of hope that one day, Joe would reach for him again. That his love would pierce the fog of trauma and find its way back.

Outside their room, the world moved on—but gently.

Benji’s jaw had healed enough for the braces to come off. He grumbled about the stiffness, especially in the mornings, but his voice was returning. Sarcasm crept back into his sentences like sunlight after a storm. Still, those closest to him saw the winces he tried to hide, the moments he’d go quiet mid-sentence, jaw clenched—not from pain, but memory.

Frank also healed with time. Slowly he started walking along the beach every morning. His body no longer broken, but his spirit... that was harder to measure. He smiled when spoken to, offered help around the estate, even cracked a joke or two. But something in him had shifted. People spoke softly around him now, careful with their words, as if afraid that any sudden truth might reopen wounds they couldn’t see.

The household found a rhythm again—but it was a muted one. Laughter was rare. Joy came in whispers. No one asked about Joe and Alex. They didn’t need to. They saw the way Alex still slept on the floor. They saw how Joe flinched at touch. They saw the silence between them and held their breath, waiting for something to give.

Even Becky, juggling Jonathan and Andy, felt the weight of it. She’d catch Alex standing in the hallway outside Joe’s room, unmoving, like a statue carved from grief and devotion. She never interrupted him. She knew what he was doing.

He was waiting.

Not for permission. Not for forgiveness.

He was waiting for Joe to come back.

Frank noticed the tension and quietly pulled Allen and Grandpa aside one day. “What’s going on with everyone?” he asked, his voice tinged with confusion. “Why does it feel like no one wants to be around me?”

Allen and Grandpa exchanged uneasy glances. They knew the answer but didn’t quite know how to say it. Before either of them could speak, Gran appeared, her presence commanding attention.

“Frank,” she said, her voice soft but firm. “We can’t do anything until Joe and Alex are ready to join us. And right now, that’s not possible. We have to give them time.”

Benji, who had been quietly listening, nodded in agreement. “Gran’s right. They need time to heal. We can’t push them. Let’s focus on getting ourselves back to health, and when the time is right after the holidays, we’ll regroup in January.”

Frank sighed, his shoulders sagging with the weight of it all. He understood, but it didn’t make it any easier. “I get it,” he said. “We’ll do what we can in the meantime. But I hope they’re ready soon. We all need them back.”

Gran gave Frank a reassuring smile. “We all do. But for now, we’ll take it one day at a time.”

With that, the group agreed to focus on their recovery during the December holidays. 

Gran was already in full swing planning Christmas lunch. The house buzzed with activity as she envisioned decorations, menus, and the joy she hoped to bring to everyone. Andy and Jonathan, now able to sit upright on their own, were a constant source of delight with their infectious smiles and giggles. Yet, despite the growing warmth in the household, Joe remained distant. Anytime the babies were brought near, he would withdraw, his eyes clouded with a mix of pain and guilt.

Joe refused any kind of medication, insisting he could manage without it. The only thing he seemed to want at night was the solace of sitting by the bonfire, staring into the flames as if searching for answers in their flickering dance.

One evening, as Alex reached his breaking point from the endless worry, he absentmindedly poured two glasses of brandy and coke. Without thinking much of it, he walked over to where Joe sat by the fire and handed him one.

Joe reached up and took the glass like it was the most natural thing in the world. “Thank you, Babe. I love you,” he said casually, his voice carrying a sense of ease Alex hadn’t heard in weeks.

Alex froze mid-step, spilling half his drink in the process. “What did you just say?” he asked, turning back to Joe with wide eyes.

Joe looked up at him and smiled, his expression calm and sincere. “I said, thank you, Babe, and I love you.” He paused, then added with a soft chuckle, “Now, give me a kiss.”

Alex hesitated, his mind racing. Was this real? Was Joe himself again? Tentatively, he leaned in but then pulled back, unsure.

Joe noticed and got up, walking over to Alex. He wrapped his arms around him, his gaze steady and full of affection. “I really love you,” he said, his voice carrying an unmistakable clarity.

For the first time in what felt like forever, Joe seemed... whole.

That night, they went to bed together, a moment Alex wasn’t sure he’d ever experience again. But as he lingered by the edge of the bed, unsure if he should get in, Joe looked at him with a mix of curiosity and warmth.

“Why aren’t you getting in?” Joe asked, patting the space beside him.

“Well... I wasn’t sure if you wanted me to...,” Alex admitted, his voice trembling slightly.

Joe laughed softly, his old self shining through. “Of course, I want you here. Why would you think otherwise?”

Alex smiled, though the fear lingered deep inside. He climbed into bed, still uncertain if this newfound clarity in Joe would last.

Joe pulled back the duvet, giving Alex a playful look. “I thought you always slept in the nude. What’s gotten into you? Come on, let me help you.”

Alex hesitated but allowed Joe to help him out of his shorts. They settled into bed, and Joe rested his head against Alex’s chest. “Hold me,” Joe murmured, his voice soft and vulnerable as he drifted off to sleep.

Alex lay awake for a long time, staring at the ceiling. He couldn’t believe the change in Joe, the return of the man he loved. He clung to the hope that this wasn’t fleeting, that the darkness had finally loosened its grip. Eventually, the warmth of Joe’s steady breathing lulled him into sleep, his heart full of cautious optimism.

Alex woke to the sound of Joe’s piercing screams, the desperate cries ripping through the stillness of early morning. He jolted upright, disoriented, and saw Joe scrambling out of bed, eyes wild with panic. Joe backed into the far corner of the room and collapsed there, knees pulled to his chest, shaking violently.

“Leave me alone! Leave me alone!” Joe cried, his voice hoarse with terror and pain.

Still naked and caught off guard, Alex slid off the bed and approached cautiously. “Joe, it’s me,” he said softly, fighting the lump rising in his throat.

But Joe only screamed louder, recoiling as if Alex were a threat.

The noise brought the household running. Becky was the first to burst through the door, followed closely by Gran, Benji, Nathan, and Grandpa. Alex knelt helplessly beside the bed, his eyes locked on the man he loved, now cowering in the corner, unrecognizable in his fear.

Without hesitation, Becky crossed the room. Her movements were slow, her voice calm as she approached. “It’s okay, Joe. You’re safe. We’re all here.”

Joe didn’t seem to hear her, his breaths sharp and ragged. Becky gently wrapped a sheet around him, then reached into her pocket and pulled out a syringe.

“No! No!” Joe sobbed as she administered the sedative. Moments later, his body slumped forward, unconscious.

Benji and Nathan stepped in, carefully lifting Joe and carrying him back to the bed. Alex, still kneeling, hadn’t moved. His eyes never left Joe’s face.

Grandpa stepped forward and placed a hand gently on Alex’s head. “I’m sorry, son,” he said softly, his voice lined with sorrow. He reached for the duvet and draped it over Alex’s shoulders, shielding his nakedness—and perhaps his breaking heart.

Joe lay still, his chest rising and falling slowly as the drugs took hold. Alex’s legs ached from kneeling, but he barely noticed. The pain in his heart was louder. He rose slowly and climbed onto the bed, lying beside Joe, facing him. Tears streamed silently down his cheeks, soaking into the pillow.

He reached out, hand trembling, but stopped just short of touching Joe’s face.

“Joe is gone,” Alex whispered, the words breaking something inside him.

He pulled his hand back and clutched it to his chest. As Joe slept, locked in his own broken mind, Alex stared at him, love and heartbreak warring in his eyes. The silence in the room wrapped around him like a shroud, broken only by his quiet sobs.

Gran gave a soft nod, and the rest of the family silently filed out, leaving Alex behind—alone with his grief, and Joe unaware of the storm he had left behind.

More days passed, each one stretching thin with silence.

Alex found himself shrinking—not out of indifference, but out of fear. Every flinch from Joe, every panicked glance, carved deeper into him. Even proximity felt like trespass. So, he gave Joe space. Too much space. And with each hour, the distance between them grew—not just physical, but emotional, like a shoreline eroding under relentless tide.

Every evening, Alex lit the bonfire as if it were a beacon. A quiet signal: I’m here. I haven’t given up. He sat beside the flames long after the stars blinked into view, the fire casting flickering shadows across his face. He didn’t speak. Didn’t move. Just waited.

Hoping.

That Joe might step outside. That he might sit beside him. That something in the warmth or the quiet or the memory of who they were might draw him out.

But Joe never came.

Alex stayed, night after night, watching the fire burn down to embers. The silence around him thickened, settling into his bones like cold. The ache of being near someone you love, yet unable to reach them, became a constant companion.

Only once he was certain Joe had fallen asleep did he return to their room. Wrapping himself in a blanket on the floor beside the bed, he blew a quiet kiss toward the one he loved—just in case Joe could feel it—and cried himself to sleep.

During the day, he poured himself into Jonathan and Andy. Their laughter was a balm, their small hands a reminder of the life he and Joe had built. But it wasn’t enough. Not when Joe remained distant. Silent. Lost.

Alex avoided shared meals, slipping into the kitchen only when he knew Joe wouldn’t be there. More often than not, he skipped eating altogether.

Gran noticed. She watched Alex growing thinner, his spark dimming day by day. And it broke her heart but even she knew this pain needed to heal itself.

One morning, she called everyone together. A package had arrived, and she announced it was time to decorate the house for Christmas. The day filled with soft laughter and gentle cheer as the family transformed the space. Joe participated, but never looked at Alex. And Alex, in turn, stayed quiet—his smile brittle, his heart heavy.

“We still need to finish the tree,” she said as she started handing out crystal decorations tucked safely in their small boxes—one to Joe, one to Alex.

Alex opened his slowly, fingers trembling. Joe’s gaze locked onto him, unblinking following Alex as he walked to the tree and hung the ornament on a branch, its facets catching the twinkling lights like frozen stars.

Joe opened his box and faltered. The memory hit like a blow to the chest. His knees buckled slightly.

Alex moved without thinking, catching him. His hands steadied Joe, warm and firm. The touch lingered—brief, electric, familiar. But the moment Joe seemed steady, Alex stepped back, retreating to the safe distance he’d learned to keep.

Joe hung his ornament beside Alex’s. His face was blank, but something flickered behind his eyes—fragmented images, half-formed memories. He turned toward Alex, and for a heartbeat, recognition lit his face.

Then it was gone.

He shook his head and stepped back.

Gran, undeterred, handed him a larger box. Her voice was soft, but steady.

“These are for Andy and Jonathan,” she said. “Will you hang them on the tree for me?”

Joe took the box, his fingers curling around it like it might anchor him. He didn’t speak. But he didn’t walk away either.

Joe opened the box, revealing two delicate crystal ornaments, each etched with the twins’ names. 

He stood staring at ornaments glinting, reflecting... again the images returned. Clearer and more definite. His hands trembled as the weight of those names—Andy and Jonathan—pressed against the walls of his heart. He shut his eyes, and without warning, memories surged forward in a tidal wave.

He saw the cabin, dark and cold, the place where he and Alex had been held captive. He felt again the sharp edge of fear and the burn of pain. But then the images shifted. Sunlight on waves. The scent of salt in the air as Alex surfed beside him, grinning like nothing in the world could ever go wrong. He felt water and warmth mixed with the sweet smell of frangipani blossoms, Gran’s freshly baked bread, pancakes...Alex’s fingers trailing across his skin in the garden shower, the way his touch made the world disappear.

Other memories followed in a rush—nights wrapped tightly in each other’s arms, the safety and belonging in their shared breaths. He remembered the fierce, overwhelming love of holding Andy and Jonathan for the first time, their tiny forms nestled in his chest, their hearts beating next to his. And he remembered the moment he thought Alex was gone, the shattering, soul-tearing pain that nearly destroyed him.

His breath caught. His eyes fluttered open.

The ornaments still rested in his hands, glowing softly in the lights of the Christmas tree. He looked around, dazed, his heart pounding as though it were waking from a long, heavy sleep. Slowly, he stood and moved unsteadily toward the twins. He knelt beside them, his knees barely holding him, and smiled through the tears that now streamed down his cheeks. Gently, he reached out, brushing his fingers across their tiny hands, as if grounding himself in the truth of their existence.

Becky, standing nearby, watched with cautious hope, but Alex quietly raised a hand to stop her. “Wait,” he said, his voice thick with emotion.

Joe’s eyes lifted, scanning the faces around the room. He saw Becky. Then Gran. Then Grandpa. And finally—Alex.

Their eyes met across the space between them, and the noise in Joe’s mind fell away. He rose to his feet, his gaze never leaving Alex as he took slow, deliberate steps forward.

When he stopped in front of him, his lips trembled as he spoke.

“You,” he whispered, voice cracking under the weight of what he now remembered. “You’re my one. My love. My everything.”

Alex couldn’t speak. He could only stare, breathless, as Joe raised both hands and cupped his face, his thumbs brushing away the tears that had begun to fall on Alex’s cheeks.

“I remember,” Joe said softly. “I remember everything.”

The dam broke. Alex pulled him into his arms, holding him tightly as if afraid letting go would send Joe drifting away again. They stood like that, wrapped in each other, while the room dissolved into quiet, grateful sobs. Gran wiped her eyes with the corner of her apron. Becky leaned against the wall, letting her tears fall unchecked, a quiet smile of relief trembling on her lips.

For the first time in weeks, Alex felt whole again. And in the soft, golden glow of the Christmas lights, surrounded by the people who had walked through the fire with them, Joe and Alex began to heal—not alone, but together.

Quietly they retreated to their room filled with unspoken emotions. Alex hesitated, watching Joe from the corner of his eye as Joe slipped off his shorts and slid into bed. For weeks, this had been Alex’s signal to retrieve his makeshift bedding.

Moving toward the cupboard, Alex reached in and pulled out the familiar bundle of blankets. But when he turned, Joe was standing right there, his eyes filled with determination and sorrow.

“No,” Joe said firmly, his voice trembling. “You sleep with me.”

Alex hesitated, clutching the blankets. The pain and uncertainty etched on his face was unmistakable.

Joe stepped closer, his hands reaching out to cup Alex’s cheeks. “I remember everything,” he whispered, his voice cracking. “You sleeping on the floor at the foot of the bed night after night. Your body lifeless on the island. The way you held me, even when I didn’t know who I was. Everything.”

Tears began streaming down Joe’s face, and Alex could feel the weight of his words pressing against his heart. Joe took Alex’s hand, gently leading him to the bed.

“I need you next to me,” Joe said, his voice raw and pleading.

Joe slipped his hands to Alex’s hips, carefully pushing his shorts down. Alex shivered, not from the cold but from the vulnerability of the moment. Joe climbed back into bed and held out his arms, waiting.

Alex climbed in beside him, the blankets forgotten on the floor. Joe pulled him close, their bodies fitting together like two pieces of a broken puzzle finally made whole.

Joe began planting soft, deliberate kisses on Alex’s mouth, each one a silent apology, a promise, and a declaration of love.

“Babe,” Alex murmured between kisses, his voice thick with emotion, “what if you forget again?”

Joe pulled back slightly, his forehead resting against Alex’s, their breaths mingling. “I don’t think I will,” he said softly. “But if I do, please...” His voice broke, and his hands tightened around Alex. “Please don’t let go of our love. Hold on to it until I find my way back to you.”

Alex nodded; his throat too tight to speak. He pulled Joe closer, their hearts beating in sync as the storm of uncertainty began to calm.

In the quiet warmth of their bed, they held each other, the distance of the last couple of months shrinking away. For the first time in what felt like forever, they drifted into a peaceful sleep, their love a steadfast anchor against the tides of doubt and fear.

Alex woke with a jolt, the memory of the night before still fresh in his mind. He instinctively reached out, but the space beside him was empty. Panic set in as he bolted upright, quickly pulling on his shorts and racing out of the room.

Fear gnawed at his chest as he checked the bathroom—empty. The twins' nursery—empty. Becky's room—no sign of Joe. His breaths came in sharp gasps as he staggered to a stop in the hallway, hands on his knees, trying to steady himself. His heart raced, his mind spiraling into worst-case scenarios.

“Alex,” a soft voice broke through his frantic thoughts.

He looked up to find Joe standing at the end of the hallway, concern etched across his face. Joe walked over, gently pulling Alex upright. Their eyes met, and Alex’s fear was laid bare. Without hesitation, Joe cupped Alex’s face and kissed him deeply, grounding him in that moment.

“Sorry,” Joe whispered, his forehead pressed against Alex’s. “Did I scare you?”

Alex nodded; his breath still uneven. Joe wrapped him in a firm embrace, holding him tightly. “I didn’t mean to. Come on, you need some breakfast. Grans determined to fatten you up,” Joe added with a soft chuckle. “She says you’ve lost too much weight, and I agree with her. I am sorry I put you through all of this.”

“You could not help...” Alex said as Joe led him to the kitchen, where Gran, Becky, and Sandra were already bustling about. Joe pulled out a chair for Alex, guiding him to sit before heading to the counter.

Gran, Becky, and Sandra exchanged knowing smiles, though Alex still looked wary, his guard not yet fully down.

Joe poured a steaming cup of coffee and placed it in front of Alex before turning to Gran. “Breakfast sausages, bacon, and three eggs for Alex, please,” he requested cheerfully.

When the plate was ready, Joe didn’t hold back, stacking it with toast and setting it in front of Alex, he grinned. “You’d better eat up. Becky was lecturing me this morning on how to feed Andy and Jonathan. I can do the same for you if I have to. Feeding I mean not the lecturing part. But I do not think you need a bib,” Joe joked and the kitchen exploded with laughter.

Joe settled into a chair beside Alex, stealing a piece of toast from his plate with a cheeky grin. “What were you all talking about before I walked in?” Alex asked between bites, curiosity flickering in his eyes.

“It’s a trip into town that Tammy, Abby, and I are planning,” Becky said smoothly, her tone light and casual.

Alex nodded, taking another sip of coffee, but he didn’t notice the fleeting look that passed between Joe and Becky—a subtle exchange, a silent conversation.

Joe reached under the table, giving Becky’s hand a quick squeeze before turning his attention back to Alex, his smile unwavering. "Eat up, Babe. We've got a big day ahead."

"What are you planning?" Alex asked cautiously, his eyes searching Joe's face.

Joe's smile widened, an infectious glint of excitement lighting up his eyes. "I want to retrace our steps," he said, leaning closer. "So, we’re starting with some waves and our boards this morning. What do you say?"

Alex’s lips curved into a hesitant smile, trying to mirror Joe’s energy, though his heart still carried the weight of uncertainty. The idea of returning to something they used to love—something that felt so natural and free—tugged at Alex, igniting a flicker of hope.

Joe noticed the concern on his face reaching out to place a hand on Alex’s arm, squeezing gently. “I’m serious. Let’s do this, Alex. Just you and me, like old times.”

Alex studied him for a moment, his smile growing a bit wider despite the lingering doubt in his mind. I hope, Joe, he thought, his gaze softening. I honestly hope you’re back.

Joe clapped his hands together and stood up. “Finish your breakfast, or Gran’s going to scold you. We’ve got waves waiting for us.”

As Joe moved to the door to grab their gear, Alex couldn’t help but feel a sliver of excitement amid the apprehension. Maybe, just maybe, this was the start of reclaiming what they had lost.

Their morning was filled with laughter, teasing, and encouragement as Joe and Alex rode wave after wave together, the ocean echoing their joy. When they finally returned to shore, breathless and smiling, they dumped their boards onto the soft, glowing sand. Without a word, Joe took Alex’s hand and led him toward the nearby outcrop of sun-warmed boulders.

Joe sat down and gently pulled Alex with him, wrapping him in an immediate, quiet embrace. Alex’s mind lingered on something he hadn’t dared ask before.

“Babes,” he said softly, breaking the stillness. “Can I ask you something?”

Joe glanced at him, offering a silent nod and a small, reassuring smile.

“What were you thinking... can you remember what it felt like when you weren’t really with me?”

Joe hesitated. His eyes darkened with emotion, searching for the right words. “It was bad...” he said finally, his voice rough. “I saw you die. And then I saw you in our room, but it was like you were a ghost. A mirage. I knew I loved you. I knew I needed you. But my mind... it wouldn’t let me believe you were real.”

He swallowed hard, tears already beginning to form. “It was like there was this wall between us. My heart could feel you, but my mind kept screaming you were gone. That my eyes were lying. I couldn’t trust what I saw. I couldn’t reach you—because in my head, you were already beyond reach. You were dead.”

Tears slipped down his cheeks, silently at first, then freely.

Alex cupped Joe’s cheek, thumb brushing away a tear. “You don’t have to try and explain to me...give it time and when you are ready; we will work through it,” he said gently.

Joe shook his head. “No, I’m okay. I know you need to hear it. And maybe I need to say it too.”

He paused, his voice trembling. “There was one thing that kept breaking through, every time I saw you, every time you touched me—even when I was angry or scared. A song.”

Alex looked at him, curious.

“I couldn’t place it at first. I didn’t recognize the tune, but it made me feel... safe. Like home. And then, when I opened the box with the crystal ornaments—it came back to me. That song pulled me out of it. It shattered that wall of pain, of believing you were gone.”

Alex’s gaze held his, quietly asking the question without needing words.

Joe smiled through the tears. “Do you remember the night of the ball? When Becky was shot?”

Alex nodded slowly.

“The song we danced to that night,” Joe said, his voice soft with wonder. “That’s the one. But for the life of me, I can’t remember what it was called or even remember the words. But deep down inside it kind of pulled me back realizing that I was living outside of reality. And that you were truly standing in front of me.”

Alex’s smile bloomed, warm and full of love. “Well, we’ll just have to ask the others. Someone will remember.”

He leaned in and kissed Joe gently, sealing the moment between them with tenderness. The sea whispered behind them, and the sun bathed them in golden light, but in that quiet space on the rocks, it was only the two of them—and the music that had never really left.

***
[image: ]


JOE AND ALEX TOOK EACH day as a step forward. Joe was getting better, but there were still nights when the darkness crept back in. With these episodes Alex would sometimes wake up to find Joe curled up on the bed, drenched in sweat and trembling. Other nights, he’d discover him on a chair in the corner or even on the floor, shivering and lost in a nightmare.

In those moments, Alex would lean in close and, in a soft voice, begin to sing the words of the song that could break through to Joe and find him in the darkness leading him back to the light and to Alex.

When your legs don't work like they used to before,
And I can't sweep you off of your feet,
Will your mouth still remember the taste of my love?
Will your eyes still smile from your cheeks?
And darling, I will be loving you 'til we're 70,
And baby, my heart could still fall as hard at 23...
Slowly, the melody would pull Joe back from the grip of his fear. He’d lean into Alex, seeking comfort, and Alex would wrap them both in a blanket, holding him close, keeping him safe until Joe’s storm passed.

Christmas drew nearer, and with it came the excitement of the season. Alex noticed the growing sparkle in Joe’s eyes as the holiday approached, his joy contagious. Yet, something began to nag at Alex.

Every time he found Joe alone with Becky or Gran, their conversations would abruptly halt the moment he entered the room. At first, Alex brushed it off as harmless coincidence, but as the days passed, the pattern became more obvious. The secrecy gnawed at him, planting seeds of doubt and curiosity.

Then, on Christmas Eve, Alex walked into the living room just as Becky was speaking to Joe. “Everything is arranged...” she said, stopping dead when she saw him.

Alex's gaze swept over the room, landing on Becky, then Joe, and finally Gran and Sandra, who exchanged nervous glances.

“What is going on?” he asked, his voice steady but firm.

Something was wrong. Joe wouldn’t meet his eyes, and Gran, Becky, and Sandra stayed silent, their faces unreadable. The quiet between them wasn’t gentle—it was sharp, deliberate. Alex didn’t ask. He just turned and walked out.

This time, the darkness wasn’t creeping in—it was rushing to fill the cracks. He had given everything to Joe’s healing: held him through the worst nights, loved him through the quiet ones, waited with a hope that never wavered. But lately, Joe felt distant again, like he was slipping behind a wall Alex couldn’t reach. And it hurt.

He thought about the beach—about letting the waves take the ache for a while. But his feet chose differently. They carried him to the old frangipani tree, the place he and Joe had always gone when words failed. The air was thick with the sweet scent of its blossoms, soft and familiar. Alex sank to the lawn, blanketed in white petals, beneath the wide, sheltering branches. Here, at least, something still felt like theirs.

The tears came suddenly—hot, unstoppable, silent. And for once, Alex didn’t hold them back. Because this time, he was the one lost. He let them fall, let the grief and pressure unravel. He needed this moment to break, to crumble completely before he could gather the pieces and begin again. Alone.

He didn’t hear the footsteps. Not until Joe sat down beside him and gently tried to pull him into his arms did Alex stir. Joe held him close—no words, no questions, no explanations. Just presence. And for the first time in months, Alex cried not as Joe’s anchor, not as his strength, but as the one who needed holding. As the broken one.

Time slowed. The sky above melted into twilight. When the silence finally broke, it was Joe who spoke, voice low and tender.

“I was going to give this to you tomorrow... but I think you need it now.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small box, placing it gently in Alex’s lap. “Please open it, Babe.”

Alex blinked through the tears, hands trembling as he lifted the lid. Confusion flickered across his face as he looked up at Joe, questioning.

“This is what I’ve been working on,” Joe said softly. “Gran, Becky... everyone’s been helping me.”

“What are you trying to say with it?” Alex asked, voice cracking.

Joe took his hand, holding it tightly. “After everything we’ve been through these past few months, I realized something. I don’t want to wait anymore. Not another week. Not even another day. Life’s too damn short.”

He met Alex’s eyes, voice steady now, full of love and hope. “Babe... will you marry me? Tomorrow?”

For a moment, Alex just stared. A protest hovered—But we’re already engaged! —but it never came. Instead, his heart swelled, his eyes flooded, and he nodded before his voice caught up.

“Yes,” he whispered. Then louder, through tears and laughter, “Yes. Yes! YES!”

Overwhelmed with joy, he launched into Joe’s arms, and they collapsed onto the lawn beneath the tree. They held each other as the sky turned indigo and the first stars flickered to life above them.

After a while, Joe chuckled softly. “We really should get going. The family’s already here... and we’re missing the pre-wedding party.”

Alex blinked, confused—then it hit him. The whispered conversations. The closed doors. The secretive smiles. It all made sense now.

He laughed, breathless with joy, and pulled Joe into one more kiss before they stood, hand in hand, ready to step into their future together.

For the first time in what felt like forever, the evening was filled with honest, heartfelt laughter and pure joy. The warmth of not only the festive season but also the wedding radiated through every smile, every shared moment.

Presents were exchanged, but the real excitement centered around the twins. Everyone gathered close as Joe and Alex sat on the floor with Andy and Jonathan, Becky handing out gifts for each of them.

The boys, however, were far more fascinated by the wrapping paper than the actual presents. Each grabbed hold of a large piece, attempting to stuff it into their mouths. Joe and Alex had their hands full trying to wrestle the paper away, sparking fits of laughter from everyone in the room.

As usual, the food was nothing short of spectacular—a feast that could only be described as a celebration of flavor and tradition. The mouthwatering aroma of spit-roasted lamb drifted across the lawn, its skin perfectly crisped and meat tender, falling off the bone. It was served with golden baby potatoes, roasted to perfection, and a medley of butter-glazed baby carrots and sweet baby onions with a sweet mustard sauce that melted in the mouth.

The sweet curried pork sosaties, skewered with bright dried apricots, were a hit—juicy and fragrant, with just the right balance of spice and sweetness. Nearby, a pot of pap simmered over the open flame, soft and steaming, accompanied by a rich tomato-and-onion smoor that had everyone going back for seconds.

Bowls of sweet and sour beetroot salad brought a tangy brightness to the table, their deep purple hue a vibrant contrast to the rest of the spread of salads. And, of course, no occasion involving fire would be complete without the beloved braaibroodjies—two slices of bread hugging layers of juicy tomato, finely chopped onion, and thick slices of melting cheese. Grilled directly on the coals until golden and crispy, they were devoured almost as fast as they came off the fire.

But the true showstopper of the evening came last: a warm, sticky malva pudding, its spongy texture soaked in a creamy caramel sauce, served with scoops of velvety vanilla ice cream or generous dollops of fresh whipped cream. It was pure comfort in every bite, a sweet ending that left everyone in a blissful, contented silence.

The conversations and laughter wove seamlessly through the night, rising and falling like the flicker of the fire. Stories were shared, memories relived, and glasses clinked in heartfelt toasts—to love, to family, to the journey that had brought them all here.

As the fire crackled and the last of the malva pudding was scraped from plates, talk naturally turned to the following morning. Joe and Alex’s wedding was on everyone’s lips. There was an air of hushed excitement, a tenderness woven through every smile and glance.

Joe, however, refused to let the secret slip—not in front of Alex, no matter how hard he tried. The planning remained tightly held, a quiet promise waiting for morning.

Finally, Joe and Alex collapsed onto their bed, utterly spent but blissfully happy.

“Think we’ll have time for a quick surf tomorrow morning?” Alex asked, his voice heavy with exhaustion yet tinged with hope.

Joe grinned and shook his head. “Sorry, we can’t,” he replied.

“Why not?” Alex asked, curiosity flickering in his tired eyes.

Joe leaned in, pressing a soft kiss to Alex’s lips before rolling into his arms. “Because that’s the next part of your surprise.”

They leaned into each other, their bodies alive with a shared hunger—not just of desire, but of longing shaped by pain, loss, and hard-won healing. The fire between them burned low and steady, forged in everything they had survived. They had walked through the wreckage together. They knew each other’s wounds and scars—both the ones that showed and the ones that didn’t—and in that knowing, their bond deepened. It wasn’t just love. It was recognition. It was home. It was forever.

Alex woke to soft kisses Joe was planting all over his face. He didn’t open his eyes, a sly smile growing on his lips as he soaked in the affection. When Joe finally pressed one onto his mouth, Alex opened his eyes, grabbed Joe, and pulled him back onto the bed. Rolling over, he pinned Joe beneath him, their lips locking in a kiss that quickly grew more intense.

“Merry Christmas,” Joe whispered breathlessly when he finally managed to pulled away.

“Merry Christmas,” Alex said smiling pushing his lips against Joe’s.

The heat between them rose, their bodies responding to the growing passion, until Joe managed to wriggle free. “No,” Joe said firmly, his face flushed as he slid off the bed. “This will have to wait.”

Alex propped himself up, his eyes flickering down to Joe’s pants, where the evidence of their mutual excitement was clear. “Please?” he begged, his voice half a groan.

Joe shook his head with a teasing smile. “Nope. Gran didn’t make breakfast because the hotel is catering for the Christmas wedding lunch. We’re expecting quite a few people—no one from far, though,” he added casually.

“But I’m starving,” Alex complained, flopping back against the pillows dramatically.

Joe chuckled. “You can shower and get dressed. Your clothes are on the chair. Then we’ll have some rusks and coffee before everything kicks off.”

Alex glanced at the chair and frowned. “Baggies and a T-shirt?” he asked. “I thought we were getting married.”

Joe grinned mischievously. “We are— exactly the same way we met.”

Alex’s face lit up with a wicked smile. “But I wasn’t wearing any clothes when we met. You were the only one dressed.”

He stretched out on the bed, folding his arms behind his head as he smirked at Joe.

Joe walked over, leaning down to kiss him softly. “I know,” he said with a cheeky grin, “but that is for tonight.”

Before Alex could respond, Joe was already heading for the door. “See you in the kitchen!” he called over his shoulder, his laughter trailing behind him.

Alex rose from the bed and padded quietly to the shower. As the warm water poured over him, it felt like more than just a rinse—it was a cleansing, a shedding of all the heartache and heaviness that had weighed him down for months. In its place came a quiet joy, a sense of renewal that filled him from the inside out.

Dressed and refreshed, he made his way down the hallway and paused briefly at the twins’ room. It was empty, the little beds neatly made. A faint smile tugged at his lips.

In the kitchen, he found the source of the laughter spilling through the house. Allen and Sandra were keeping the twins entertained—Jonathan was giggling from under the table while Andy proudly stacked colorful blocks atop a cereal box. The room was alive with energy, a hum of voices, clinking mugs, and the unmistakable scent of Christmas morning.

“Merry Christmas, everybody!” Alex called, his voice bright and full of warmth.

Heads turned and cheerful greetings echoed back. Joe crossed the kitchen to him, kissed him gently, and handed over a steaming cup of coffee.

“Merry Christmas,” Joe said, his eyes shining.

Alex’s fingers brushed Joe’s as he accepted the cup, lingering for just a moment longer than necessary.

Joe leaned in, lowering his voice. “Everyone’s going to head out a little earlier to get settled in. We’ll follow a bit later,” he added, a playful, knowing smile dancing across his lips.

Alex sipped his coffee and raised a brow. “So, where is this happening?” he asked.

“Where we met,” Joe replied. A playful grin spread across his face. “But you’ll have to keep your eyes closed until we get there.”

The morning passed in a whirlwind of arrivals and last-minute preparations. When Gran announced it was time, Joe moved to Alex and sat beside him as the others left the kitchen, heading toward the beach.

Joe took Alex’s hands in his own, his thumbs brushing lightly over his skin. He looked into Alex’s eyes, his voice steady but full of emotion. “I know we’ve always been one—you and me. But this... this makes it official. It’s for us. No more waiting. No more holding back.”

Alex’s breath hitched, the weight of everything they’d been through rising in his chest. He nodded slowly, eyes glistening. “Let’s do this,” he whispered, his voice thick with feeling.

A smile broke across Joe’s face—tender and full of love. He rose to his feet and gently pulled Alex with him. “Come on,” he said, lacing their fingers together. “But close your eyes.”

Alex raised an eyebrow, curious, but obeyed.

“I’ll lead you,” Joe added, his tone playful but reverent. “Trust me.”

With his heart pounding and a soft grin tugging
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