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      He’d always considered himself a strong man. Physically strong. Emotionally strong. Spiritually strong.

      But he’d been naïve. Proud. Never considering that some things are capable of overwhelming even the strongest men.

      Like the accident that day. A drawn-out spinning, screeching, crashing, and then silence.

      Silence.

      Silence, except for the sound of his own laboured breaths. Laboured breaths, that ever since had formed the backing track to his nightmares.

      Silence. The silence that meant an absence of life.

      There were many days in the weeks following the accident when he’d have welcomed death. But somehow his heart went on beating. Laughing at him. Torturing him with its robust health. His body went on waking each morning, regardless of how much or how little sleep he’d had the night before.

      Work gave him a full month off. For recovery. Recuperation. The funeral. Perhaps he should have gone back to work immediately, because home had become an empty shell, echoing with loneliness. Populated with ghosts and memories of ghosts.

      He’d closed the doors on most of the rooms. Anything to avoid the cheerful clutter of their contents. Anything to avoid sorting and giving away possessions that had been bought with such delight and expectation. A pair of tiny shoes, a handmade dress, a book to be read over and over.

      He’d reached into his wardrobe, dragged out his clothes, and transferred everything to the spare room. He couldn’t sleep in the master bedroom. The bed was too big, too cold, too wide. And he could still hear his wife’s giggle in the darkness. Feel the warmth of her breath on his cheek.

      Days passed without his noting the precise time or day of the week. Food had no taste. He chewed it out of habit and shed eight kilos in a month. Weight he couldn’t afford to lose.

      Thirty days, and he was still living the event daily—and nightly. No drugs in the world could obliterate the squeal of brakes and the shriek of twisting metal. Or worse, the silence that had followed.

      He shook his head. God, can you not give me rest? Peace?

      There was no answer, as there had been none for the last thirty days. Thirty days he never wanted to endure again. Thirty days of grey nothingness. Thirty days of emotional wipeout. 

      God?

      The doorbell rang, jerking him back to life in an ordinary suburban house. They’d moved to Fremantle to have more peace, but the doorbell hadn’t rung in two weeks. No phone calls, no visitors, no invitations.

      In the first two weeks, various friends and church folk had dropped in with fruit and meals. They’d shuffled their feet and ummed and aahed and offered him platitudes he hadn’t heard.

      Once his parents went home after the funeral, he’d erected a personal Berlin Wall, bristling with barbed wire and threatening warning notices. Soon, no one had been determined enough to scale the necessary heights, and he’d been too tired to care.

      The bell rang again. Whoever they were, they were persistent.

      He staggered to his feet, slapped his face to wake himself, and ran his hand through his dishevelled hair. Not worth the effort if it were only someone trying to sell him an overpriced vacuum cleaner.

      He walked down the hall, his bare feet slapping against the floorboards. The door stuck, and he pulled it hard. It bounced off his shin, and his eyes watered.

      Standing on the front step was the last person he expected to see. His mouth dropped open, but only a strangled sound emerged.

      “Son,” the man standing outside said. “I’ve lost the rest of my family. I’m not going to lose you too.”
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      Her mother was making a major mistake.

      Rachel pulled the suitcase off the bed and stood it upright near the door. She dropped to her knees and looked under the bed for anything that might have rolled there, then checked all the cupboards. Not that it mattered if anything was left. Her mother would only be a few kilometres down the road.

      She didn’t want to accuse her own mother of being delusional, but her parents had been separated for six months. After that long, anyone but her mother would have given up on their marriage. Especially marriage to William, a man who Rachel could no longer think of as father, not after he didn’t turn up to his own daughter’s funeral.

      Rachel snorted as she hefted the suitcase in her left hand. Esther’s cancer had merely shown everyone William’s true colours. And now her mother wanted to move back in with him?

      Rachel jerked the door closed behind her and turned down the hallway towards the front door. At some point, though she could not say when, she had made the mental shift to calling her father by his name. The thought of calling him ‘father’ now made her feel queasy. He didn't deserve the title of ‘father’, let alone something as friendly as ‘Dad’. Not after his treatment of her. She hadn’t seen him since she was fifteen and never wanted to see him again.

      Rachel rolled her eyes. Of course, he probably thought she didn’t deserve the title of ‘daughter’ either. Not that it mattered. She had no desire to regain his good opinion. No desire to reconcile.

      Rachel opened the front door and the screen. The light and scent of an early spring morning poured in. Her mother had already backed her car up the drive and was waiting for the suitcase to go in first and before adding the boxes of craft supplies and assorted odds and ends.

      Rachel put the suitcase in the boot and left her mother to fuss with everything else. She went to join her grandmother next to the car.

      Her mother was glowing. Anyone would think she was going to her wedding. Rachel bit her lip to prevent any more snorts or eye rolls. She’d give it a week before the glow was rubbed off her mother’s face. Mum believed God had done a mighty miracle and now William would be a completely different person.

      As if.

      It wasn’t that Rachel denied God could work a miracle. He could. After all, she’d seen more than a few in her own life. But William? That would be a miracle of gargantuan proportions.

      She was going to wait and see. Mum might be going off all starry-eyed but then her mother was an optimistic woman who had long proven blind to her husband’s failures.

      “Okay, I’m off.” Her mother shut the car boot and moved around to the driver’s side. “Pray for us.”

      “Of course, dearie.” Naomi leaned in to kiss her daughter-in-law’s cheek. “Come back soon and visit.”

      Rachel hugged her mother too, then stood back to let the car drive off.

      Naomi put her bony arm around Rachel’s waist, and they stood at the gate and waved until the car turned the corner and disappeared from sight.

      Naomi wiped the corner of her eye. “It’s just you and me now.”

      “Do you think Mum is going to be okay?” Rachel asked.

      “It’s certainly not going to be easy. I can’t imagine William will cope well with unemployment.”

      Rachel raised her eyebrows.“Yeah, well, it was the resignation that changed Mum’s mind.”

      Rachel had thought William would rather die than leave Victory Church. Once her mother heard his resignation speech, she’d come rushing home, eyes all sparkly, and started packing.

      Her mother might be convinced, but Rachel would reserve judgment. Leopards didn’t change their spots and all that.

      From her earliest years, William’s claws had torn her life apart. No child ever had a hope of meeting his standards. And for what? To protect his precious reputation.

      She shook her head. Her mother and grandmother were sweet women, always believing the best and always quick to forgive. Naomi had spent decades praying. Now she was rejoicing at the answers, but maybe old age had left her a little credulous. Not that anyone could blame an old woman for wanting all her prayers answered while she was still around to see the results.

      Rachel squeezed her grandmother’s waist. Gently, so she wouldn’t snap in half. Her sister, Esther, had once described their grandmother as an energetic sparrow before Naomi had fallen and broken her hip. Gran was nothing remotely like a sparrow now.

      Sometimes Rachel was fine when she thought of Esther. Other times, a tear sprang to her eye, unwanted and inconvenient, as much for Esther as for her own regret at wasting so many of their last days together. The tear was there now. She blinked it away. Stupid. Now all she had left were her memories, and a pile of Esther’s diaries—diaries she hadn’t yet had the heart to open.

      “You’re quiet, Rachel,” Naomi said.

      “Just thinking.”

      “You’re not worrying about your mother, are you?”

      “Not really. She’s a grown woman,” Rachel said.

      Naomi stopped and turned to Rachel. “But you don’t approve of her going back to your father?”

      Rachel swallowed the bile in her throat. This wasn’t a discussion she wanted to have. Not with her grandmother. After all, she was William’s mother. “Shall we walk around the garden?” she asked.

      Naomi let Rachel lead her across the lawn and over to the rockery. “You didn’t answer my question.” Naomi turned to look at her.

      Rachel avoided her grandmother’s gaze. “I don’t want to see Mum getting hurt again.”

      “Your mother and I have been praying William would face up to his issues. Now the process has started, she wants to support him.” Naomi reached out a hand and deadheaded a rose. “She thinks if your father is walking away from his job, it’s a good time for them to make a fresh start together.”

      Rachel’s stomach soured. “Please, Gran, don’t call him my father.”

      Naomi raised an eyebrow.

      Rachel cleared her throat. “I know you want me to forgive him, but I can’t even contemplate such a thing. Not at the moment.”

      Naomi smiled and kept quiet. Rachel knew what the little smile meant. Naomi would keep praying. Well, she was welcome to do so. Rachel wouldn’t stop her, but she wouldn’t hold her breath about answers either. After all, William hadn’t talked to his mother for forty years, and his slanderous lies had prevented the rest of the family from looking for Naomi for far too long. At least he’d finally failed in that.

      Rachel took Naomi’s arm and assisted her up the back stairs onto the verandah. Her life—and Esther’s and Mum’s too—had been all the better for reconnecting with Naomi.

      “Now Mum’s gone, are you sure you don’t want me to move out?” Rachel winked. “You know, get back some of that peace and quiet you had before we all turned up.”

      Naomi gave her a ‘don’t be silly’ look. “As if I could manage without you.”
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      Pete Klopper reached into the tray of his work truck and grabbed the first of many dead branches from the back. He’d spent a glorious Sunday afternoon at a friend’s property out in the bush, collecting as many twisty branches as he could find, hoping Rachel would find them as full of character as he did.

      This was his first year to act as host at the annual work dinner at Klopper’s nursery. His dad had been doing them forever, and Pete wanted to get it right. Rachel had been the obvious choice to do the decorating, as her front foyer displays had been generating compliments from day one. He certainly wasn’t volunteering. It had been obvious to everyone since he was in pre-school that he didn’t have a single design gene in his body.

      It was much safer if he stuck with the organisational and business side of things and lent a hand when needed.

      Rachel was moving pot plants around from one side of the display area to another.

      “What do you want done with all these branches?” Pete asked.

      “Josh and I set up a rope down on the back fence.” She put down the pot she was holding. “I’ll grab a few branches and show you what we’re doing.”

      She was back soon, holding three branches taller than she was. The corner of his mouth curved up. She couldn’t blame him—she was the one who’d requested three-metre branches.

      “These are perfect,” Rachel said. “I’ll spray them silver, add some sparkles, and put strands of blue lights between them.”

      A picture swam into his mind, a vague memory of branches and lights—something similar to what Rachel was describing. A friend’s wedding, perhaps, not long after his own? Whatever it was, he’d had Mai by his side. He sucked in a breath.

      “Are you okay?” Rachel asked with a frown.

      “Yes,” he said, controlling his voice. He never knew what would trigger his memories. Sometimes it was someone who looked like one of his family members. Sometimes it was a line of a song, or the smell of a barbecue, or cut grass. Anything really. And it wasn’t consistent. Something would bother him one day, yet be fine on another day.

      He was like a boxer with his hands permanently up to protect his face and chest. But every so often the hits would come from elsewhere and slam into places he’d failed to protect.

      There were ropes strung up between some trees. Rachel hooked her three branches over a rope, and he followed suit.

      She licked her finger and held it up. “No wind today. It’s a perfect day for spray painting.”

      Pete headed back for another load. By the time he got back, Rachel had already painted the first branch and was starting on the second.

      “Don’t feel you need to do all the carrying,” Rachel said. “I can easily send Josh to get the rest.”

      “I enjoy the change from paperwork,” he said.

      Rachel stopped what she was doing. “Do you like the business side of things?”

      “The accounting side is easy enough.” He’d told Rachel he was an accountant but not much else. His father had told the staff that Mai had died in an accident. Thankfully, no one had pried any deeper.

      Rachel wasn’t the only one avoiding asking personal questions. He didn’t know how she was coping with the loss of her sister. She seemed okay, but he knew from personal experience that it was possible to look completely normal on the outside, yet be dying on the inside.

      “But there’s more than just accounting, isn’t there?” Rachel’s question jerked him back to their conversation.

      “Yes, lots of ordering, but Dad still handles that.”

      Rachel put down the spray canister. “That’s a big job. Especially for someone after a heart attack. Do you think it’s too much for him?”

      “Has he said anything to you?” Pete asked. Rachel and his father seemed close. She dropped in on his parents at least once a week. Said she appreciated his dad’s wisdom.

      Rachel shook her head. “He was talking about ordering the Australian native plants the other day. I guess it occurred to me that there might not be anyone else who knows how to do the job.” She paused. “Dirk is the only one with the connections to the wholesale nurseries, and relationships like that take time to build.”

      Pete had been on maintenance mode for so long he’d barely noticed how much his father was still doing. “What are you suggesting?”

      Rachel picked up the canister and sprayed another few branches, moving around them to coat all the surfaces. “Oh, I don’t know. It might be good to talk with Dirk about it. At the very least, someone else could be meeting some of the suppliers and wholesalers and networking with them.” Rachel’s voice was tinged with enthusiasm and her eyes sparkled. She sprayed another branch.

      In the months since Pete had stepped in to help his father and then to take over the business, he’d never stopped to think about what the staff wanted from their jobs. He should have been paying attention instead of letting things continue on cruise control.

      “Let me think about it. I’ll fetch the last loads of branches and let you get on with things.” He turned to go, then surprised himself with his next words. “And when you’re ready to put the branches in the pots, let me know. I should have time to help with getting them set up.”

      She grinned. “Thanks, and please let me know if there is anything else I can help with. We want to make this a success.”

      He suspected she could probably run the whole show. He’d been guilty of underestimating her. Who knew what other talents she had hidden beneath her blonde hair and dirty fingernails? His father had said she used to work at one of the high-end cosmetics counters at David Jones. Looking at her now, he couldn’t picture it. Presumably his father knew the reason for her move, but Dad was famous for keeping confidences. There were times when such reticence was frustrating.

      This was one of them.
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      As Rachel parked the car, a frisson of excitement danced down her spine. It had been ages since she’d attended a party. She twisted the rear-view mirror and used it to put on her lipstick.

      “You look beautiful,” her grandmother said. “They won’t know what hit them.”

      “It’s mostly people from work.” Rachel spread her lips to check she had no lipstick on her teeth. Makeup didn’t suit her new job, and she hadn’t had a social life to speak of in well over a year. She occasionally missed the glamour of her old life. Very occasionally. Most of it had been cheap glitz. Nowadays, she preferred quality conversations and curling up with a good book after a day of physical work over smiling to attract customers. She’d read more books in the last year than the previous twenty.

      “Ready?” she asked Gran.

      Rachel got out of the car and went around to help her grandmother. She remembered to bend her knees as Esther always told her to do, and hauled Gran upright. Once she’d made sure her grandmother was steady, walking stick in hand, she locked the car and walked arm in arm with Gran towards the main entrance.

      Pinpoints of electric blue shone through the plate glass windows. Rachel glanced towards the café, being used tonight as a sit-down dinner space, with crisp white tablecloths, blue serviettes, and blue candles in the centre of each table.

      Pete waved from across the foyer. Rachel waved back before looking around. The silver trees with their tracery of blue lights looked as magical as she’d intended. In half an hour, when it was even darker, they’d look spectacular. The sound of the small waterfall in her foyer display blended with the background music. Spanish guitar. Whose taste was that? Pete’s, perhaps? Or Dirk’s? She didn’t know them well enough to guess.

      “Why don’t you take me over to say hello to that nice young man,” her grandmother said.

      Rachel raised her eyebrows. “Do you mean Pete?”

      “I certainly do,” Gran said with more animation in her tone than Rachel had heard all week. She must make an effort to take her grandmother out more often.

      Rachel supported Gran’s arm and took her over to where Pete was standing next to the drinks table.

      Pete stepped forward with a broad smile. “How are you, Mrs Macdonald? Good to see you again.”

      He was totally focused on Gran. Surely there wasn’t any reason for ignoring her.

      “Please call me Naomi.”

      He dipped his head. “Naomi it is. Can I get you a seat so you can watch people arriving?”

      Gran’s eyes twinkled. “How did you know I like people watching?”

      “I guessed you might.” He fetched a seat and fussed about, putting it in the right position and making sure she was settled before pouring her a drink.

      Rachel moved directly into Pete’s line of sight. “Is there anywhere I can help out?”

      “We’re okay here, but Mum might need some help with the salads. She’s in the kitchen.”

      Once again, Pete avoided her eyes. The man had barely looked at her. Weird. She’d go to the café via the bathroom and see if she’d somehow got lipstick on her teeth or put on mismatched earrings. She’d done that once as a teenager, to the amusement of every customer at the fish and chips shop.

      She headed for the bathroom and peered in the mirror. No. Nothing wrong. She looked rather nice for someone who’d spent the day working with compost.

      In the kitchen, Norma was putting salads on the main serving tables.

      “I’m here to help if I’m needed,” Rachel said.

      Norma looked over the tables. “Judging by what you’ve done with the decorating, I couldn’t do better than put you to work making things look their best.” She gestured towards the main serving tables. “If you’d do something with the cutlery and glasses, that would be great.”

      It didn’t take Rachel long to finish the task. She had just found a basket to put the cutlery in when she heard a distinctive flat voice behind her.

      “Miss Rachel, Miss Rachel, you’re here. Come and meet my mum and dad.”

      She turned. Josh’s smile beamed as he bounced across the room and gave her a big hug. He was rather like an overenthusiastic Great Dane puppy, all large paws and playful clumsiness.

      She hugged him back. “I’d be delighted to meet your parents. Come and introduce me.”

      He grabbed her hand and dragged her towards the couple standing near the wall. Josh’s mother looked relaxed in jeans and an Oxford shirt matched with pearls. “We’re Lyn and Ian,” she said with a warm smile. “Great to finally meet someone Josh has talked so much about. Thanks for being a friend to our Josh.”

      “And Josh has been a great friend to me.” Rachel grinned and punched Josh gently on his shoulder. “Taught me everything I know about gardening.”

      He stood up straight and put out his chest, and Josh’s dad looked pleased.

      “Do you live close by, Ian?” Rachel asked.

      “Fairly close, but we’re thinking of downsizing soon. Josh has an older brother and two older sisters, but they've already flown the nest.” He winked at his son. “Josh was a surprise at the end of the family.”

      “A good surprise, Dad?”

      Ian put his arm around Josh’s shoulder. “The best kind of surprise, son.”

      A series of lumps clumped in Rachel’s throat. “Why don’t we go and get this party started?” Rachel said. “The drinks and appetisers are at the back of the foyer.”

      “Come and see the pretty branches. I helped put them up.” Josh pulled his parents out of the café.

      Guests kept arriving. Many Rachel didn’t know, but she greeted the other workers. Colin, who worked on the main sales counter, was accompanied by his girlfriend, whom Rachel had met a few times. Sam and Dave, the other men with Down Syndrome, also arrived with their parents. They did most of the heavy lifting and carrying around the nursery.

      Dirk and Pete concentrated on talking with the various guests from outside the nursery—people whose companies supplied specialty plants, fertilisers, pots, or gardening tools.

      Rachel helped Norma by circulating and offering food to the guests. Josh soon came over and asked if he could help. She handed him a basket of crackers and dip, and followed him with the cabanossi and cheese.

      She met everyone as she did the rounds. Two people, who knew she’d designed the foyer displays, offered her jobs. She turned them down with a pleased laugh.

      The smell of barbecued steak, sausages, and lamb kebabs drifted in from outside.

      Pete turned down the music and nodded at his father. Dirk clapped his hands for attention.

      Rachel moved to stand next to her grandmother.

      “We’re just about ready to go into the café area for the main meal. Pete is actually in charge this year, but he likes to let an old man feel useful.”

      “The place wouldn’t run without you and well you know it, Dad,” Pete said.

      “It’s been a bit of a tough year with me out of action for months,” Dirk said. “When my doctor said he wouldn’t let me work full-time anymore, Pete jumped to the rescue, and I’m relieved to say he’s going to stay on.”

      Everyone clapped. Josh and some of the others hooted and stamped their feet.

      “It’s self-service as usual, and feel free to sit wherever you want. First, I’m going to pray. It’s a habit I have, to remind me of all the gifts God has given me.” Dirk looked around the foyer and chuckled. “Even if you think praying is a superstitious waste of time, thanks for humouring me once a year.”

      Rachel glanced around the group to see how they reacted to Dirk’s words. A few looked nervous but most seemed relaxed. Esther used to talk a lot about Jesus, and Gran did too. How did someone learn to talk naturally about such topics? Was it a talent, or the result of much practise, or some mysterious combination of factors?

      Dirk closed his eyes and projected his voice into the farthest corner. “Dear Creator of All, thank you for all the beauty you have created. Thank you for all the beautiful trees and flowers and fruit that we get to enjoy every day. Thank you for the uniqueness of every person you create, all of whom are precious in your sight.”

      Dirk had probably thought carefully through every line of his prayer. He lived in a way that showed he truly believed everybody was precious to God. As Josh had once pointed out to her, Dirk hired people with broken wings.

      “Thank you, Jesus, for caring for us for another year, for allowing the doctors to patch me up, and for allowing Pete to come and keep this place open. Thank you for the happy family we have here. Thank you for all our friends and colleagues who come to our annual dinner. Bless them, so that they too find the true purpose and joy and peace that you pour into our lives. Thank you, Jesus, for all you did that makes it possible for us to become part of God’s family. You are a generous and loving God. In the name of Jesus, Amen.”

      Someone blew their nose in the silence.
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      Fifteen minutes later, Rachel was seated with her grandmother and Josh’s parents.

      “Is your son here?” Gran asked Lyn. “I’ve heard so much about him.”

      Lyn gestured towards the far corner of the room. “He likes to be with Pete and Dirk, because they treat him as though he’s one of them.”

      “Hmm,” Gran said. “Is that rare?”

      “Sadly, yes.” Ian shook his head. “People speak extra loud and slowly, as though he’s deaf or stupid. Or they ignore him and talk about him to us as though he can’t hear them.”

      “Not easy,” Gran said as she took a mouthful of sausage.

      “It hurts us to see his frustration.” Lyn poured herself some water. “But Josh doesn’t let them get away with it. He used to peer right into their faces and say, ‘I’m right here. You can talk to me.’”

      Rachel choked on her steak.

      “Although we thought it rather amusing, we had to stop him doing it before it became a habit,” Ian said. “We also persuaded him that hitting people or saying ‘duh’ wasn’t the best response either.”

      “I’d have loved to see him do that.” The corner of Rachel’s mouth twitched. “How did you teach him to respond?”

      “The same way we taught all our children. Most people get the point if Josh tells them politely that he loves answering questions about himself,” Ian said.

      Rachel had once wondered why a guy like Josh was at the nursery, but Josh had soon put her firmly in her place.
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      The annual party had been a terrific success. Good food, loads of laughter, and a warmth that cemented Rachel’s loyalty to the business.

      Her only issue was that Pete seemed to have avoided her all night. Maybe it was her imagination. She would try to catch his eye at the end and thank him for the help he’d given her with the decorations.

      Pete, Dirk, and Norma had just said goodbye to the last of the outside guests when Pete came back into the centre of the foyer and held up his hand.

      “Thank you, everyone, for all the hard work and pitching in to help tonight. Hugely appreciated. We need some helpers to take the food home.”

      “Me!” Josh said, shooting up his arm and waving it.

      The group laughed.

      “And a little help with chairs and tables. Then we’ll be done for the evening.”

      Some volunteers stepped forward and were quickly organised. Pete picked up a pile of chairs and passed close to Rachel.

      “We’ll leave the decorations up for a few days. The customers will love them.”

      Rachel’s neck warmed. Okay, maybe she’d been mistaken about Pete ignoring her.

      “But there’s no need for you to stay,” he said, his voice concerned. “Your grandmother looks exhausted.”

      Rachel looked over her shoulder to where Gran was waiting on a chair. Rachel’s breath caught in her throat. Gran was pale, with silvery-grey bags under her eyes. She’d looked like that at Esther’s funeral. Rachel must pay more attention to her grandmother’s needs and not forget her, just because someone—a man with a kind smile—had given her a compliment about her decorations.
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      A whole fortnight had gone by since Rachel’s mother had left Gran’s place, and now she was back to visit. Rachel opened the front door and enveloped her mother in a hug. Who’d have thought someone her age would miss her mother so much?

      “I’ve missed you too.” Her mother pulled out of the hug and held Rachel at arm’s length. “You’re looking more tanned and rested than when I last saw you.”

      The corner of Rachel’s mouth twitched. “Apart from last night’s work party, it’s not as though I have much of a social life.”

      “We’ll have to see what can be done about that.”

      Rachel didn’t say anything. There was no point. She worked. She went to church. She went for a solitary run twice a week. The rest of the time she spent with her grandmother. Gran was already alone all day, so Rachel needed to be home in the evenings as much as possible. She usually rang Gran during her lunch break, just to check that she was okay.

      Her mother and grandmother went and sat down while Rachel finished putting the meal into serving dishes. She’d chosen to go more formal tonight—a decision she might regret, since she already felt uptight.

      It was wonderful to see Mum again, but what were they going to talk about? It had been easy enough when she was living here, but not now. William’s presence wouldn’t disappear just because he wasn't physically here. It would be normal for Mum to talk about him, but to be reminded of his existence was the last thing Rachel wanted.

      Her mother caught up with Naomi’s doings and then Rachel’s. All too soon, she began to talk about what she’d been up to. It only took a few sentences before she said, “William and I are doing some major sorting.”

      Rachel pasted on a smile, gritted her teeth, and soldiered on with her meal.

      “And then William said …”

      Rachel stared at her plate. She didn’t want to hurt her mother, but really, was it necessary to mention William in every other sentence?

      It was a relief to get up, take their dirty plates out to the kitchen, and bring in the dessert. Rachel dished the stewed pears and cream and handed them around.

      “William and I have been having some serious talks about the future.” Her mother took a mouthful of dessert.

      Rachel clenched her teeth. William, William, and more William. A dull stomach ache radiated all the way around to her back. Please, no more William. She concentrated on her dessert.

      “What about?” Gran asked.

      “William thinks we should sell the house,” her mother said.

      Rachel’s head jerked up. Sell the house! That house, and what it represented, was William’s pride and joy. He’d loved it more than he’d loved his family, if the amount of money he wasted on it was any indication.

      “And what do you think?” Naomi asked, her gaze focused on her daughter-in-law.

      “I think it makes a whole lot of sense. Of course, I loved the place because it was home, but it is too big for two people.” Her mother took another mouthful of her pears. “It costs a fortune to run, and William no longer feels we can justify spending that amount of money.”

      “Because he’s out of work?” Naomi asked.

      “No.” Her mother shook her head. “I think he’d move whether he had a salary or not. He says the house was a symptom of his ego. Looking successful is no longer his priority.” Her face flushed pink. “He feels he should simplify his life and free up money for more important things.”

      “And what does he now consider more important?” Rachel asked, trying to mask her scepticism.

      “We think we’d like to give some of it away. We don’t know where yet.” Her mother’s voice trailed off. “Something, you know, really significant. Maybe the Bible Society, or Scripture in schools.”

      “That’s hugely encouraging,” Naomi said. “I’ve been praying that William’s decision on Lord Howe Island would have profound effects.”

      Her mother brushed the corner of her eye. “Your prayers are being answered. I’m having to get to know my husband all over again.”

      Her mother was so gullible. William was a chameleon, changing to suit whatever his audience wanted to hear. Now he was out to impress his wife. Her mother would be devastated when this whole life transformation thing turned out to be a cheap imitation.

      “Are you planning to put the house on the market soon?” Naomi dabbed the corner of her mouth with her serviette.

      “Yes, fairly soon. There are no major repairs to do.”

      Yes, William had ensured the house was in perfect condition. Rachel hid her eye roll. But he’d also had a wife who had slaved over the interior decorating and cleaning. Perhaps if he’d invested a similar amount of time and effort in his family, they would also be in better condition.

      “Where would you go if you sell?” The question spilled out of Rachel before she could stuff it back inside.

      “We don’t know, but William is considering returning to Lord Howe Island if they’ll have us. They still don’t have a permanent pastor.”

      That idea had merit. Rachel considered it for a moment. If they stayed in the local area while the house sold, her mother would be subjected to gossip—and there was bound to be a heap. No one left a radio programme and resigned from a church the size of Victory without creating waves. Her mother had courage, even if her loyalty was misguided.

      “And how is William coping?” Gran asked.

      Rachel didn’t pretend to understand her grandmother’s relentless forty years of prayer for her son. Rachel put her head down and kept eating. In a few minutes, she could get up and do the dishes—and leave this awkward conversation.

      “He’s doing surprisingly well. We’re spending a lot of time reading the Bible and praying.”

      Enough. More than enough. “Are you still working, Mum?” The question burst out of her.

      Her grandmother’s spoon clattered in her bowl, but her mother answered.

      “I certainly am—an extra ten hours a week on top of the original fifteen.”

      Rachel raised her eyebrows. That was a surprise. With William such a traditionalist, she’d assumed he’d veto her mother’s job without discussion. Maybe even he was smart enough to realise that some income was better than none. He wasn’t the sort of man to apply for unemployment benefits.

      William. She was done having him intrude into her evening.

      Rachel stood abruptly and gathered the dessert bowls, almost dropping them in her haste, then shot off towards the kitchen.

      Maybe washing the dishes would calm her down.

      She took her time. When she was done, she leaned forward on the edge of the sink.

      At least it shouldn’t be too hard to avoid seeing William. He’d never have the guts to come and beg their forgiveness. Hers and Gran’s.
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      On Sunday afternoon, Pete loped across several empty football fields.

      A whistle gave a long blast. He was late. He jogged the last two hundred metres and looked up into the stands for Josh’s parents. There they were. They waved.

      He glanced towards the seat beyond them. Rachel. Classy, despite her casual wear. He swallowed.

      So she’d been invited too. Not unexpected. Josh had been jumping up and down with excitement that his soccer team had made the semi-final. He’d probably invited everyone.

      Pete averted his gaze. It was easier if Rachel was just an employee in work clothes and covered in dirt. An image of her at the annual work party flashed through his mind. His face warmed and he concentrated on his feet as he climbed the stairs.

      There was an empty seat waiting for him next to Ian. Much better that he sat there and not next to Rachel.

      “Mr Pete, Mr Pete,” Josh shouted. He jumped up and down, waving. The ball shot by his foot without him noticing.

      Ian grinned, his eyes twinkling. “That’s why we have to be early. The players get distracted easily.”

      “I’ll make sure not to be late next time.” Pete shifted in the hard seat. “I did want to ask you about Josh’s calling me ‘Mr Pete’ rather than just Pete. He doesn’t have to.”

      “It’s a hangover from his childhood.” Ian chuckled. “We didn’t want him calling people by their first name, but he’d get confused if he heard some people do it while he was calling them by title and surname. Does it bother you?”

      “Not at all. I rather like it.”

      The field was half the regulation size, and there were six players plus a goalie on each side. Josh had the ball and was dribbling it down the field. He evaded the opposing player’s foot and kept going.

      “Go, son,” Ian muttered.

      Josh was close enough to the goal. “Shoot,” his team members yelled, and Josh gave the ball a powerful kick. It missed.

      “Next time, Josh. Next time,” Ian said, not nearly loud enough for Josh to hear.

      Rachel leaned forward and twisted to look down the row. “How long has Josh been playing?”

      “Ever since school,” Lyn said.

      What kind of school had Josh attended? Pete had friends back in Fremantle who’d wanted their son with Down Syndrome to go to their local school, but it hadn’t worked out. Something about not having enough teachers’ assistants. He seemed to remember the boy ended up at a special school, even though that wasn’t his parents’ first choice.

      “Josh did play in an ordinary competition for a while,” Ian said. “The team loved him, but eventually he couldn’t keep up, and some of the parents complained.”

      “I’m sorry,” Pete said. His brow furrowed. “It’s … disappointing that people would do that.”

      “His coach cried when he told us.” Lyn wrapped her arms around her waist. “Josh just wants to participate, and he can’t figure out why he isn’t always welcomed.”

      Pete could still remember the sharp sting of being rebuffed as a seven-year-old when he’d wanted to play with the older children next door. And that was only one rejection. A lifetime of it would hurt.

      There was a cheer. A woman on Josh’s team concentrated on the ball in front of her. She managed to dodge past two opponents, then gave the ball a mighty thump, and it flew into the corner of the goal. The whole team rushed together, hugged, and jumped up and down. Josh was whooping and cheering.

      It took a while to get the game moving again. Now the player opposite Josh had the ball. Josh moved backwards, keeping his body between the player and the goal, but he stumbled. He tried to keep his balance, then sat down hard, a look of shock on his face. The opposing player kicked, and the ball screamed past the goalie and into the corner.

      Josh started laughing, then clambered to his feet and ran to congratulate the boy. “So funny, did you see? I fell over.” His voice easily carried up to his cheer squad as he pumped the man’s arm vigorously up and down.

      After a quick drink and an orange for half time, the game started again. Lyn dug into her bag and pulled out a container of homemade dip, along with carrots, celery and cucumber sticks. A second container held cubes of cheese. She grinned apologetically. “If Josh has to eat healthily, we do too.”

      “Oh, he’s healthy,” Pete said. “And very fit.”

      “His fitness has improved so much since he’s worked at the nursery,” Ian said.

      Rachel laughed. “It makes all of us fit. The first month nearly killed me.” 

      They turned their heads back to the game to see that Josh had the ball and was heading towards the goal.

      “Go, Josh, go,” Ian muttered again.

      “Why don’t you yell?” Pete asked, curious. Every soccer game he’d ever been to, the onlookers had yelled and cheered loudly.

      “He gets distracted by outside noise. If he’s making the noise, he’s fine.”

      At the last moment, Josh saw one of his teammates in a better position. He shouted and passed the ball. She flapped her arms in the air and kicked hard but the ball drifted wide of the goal mouth. Josh dashed in and gave the ball a casual touch, just enough so it was redirected into the goal.

      “You did it, Sue,” he yelled, running to hug her. She thumped him on the back and the two of them did their little bob-and-dance routine.

      “Well done, Josh.” Lyn dabbed her eye.

      Rachel turned to look at Lyn.

      “Josh has been determined to help her score a goal,” Lyn said. “She’ll bask in the glory of that for weeks.”

      Rachel continued talking to Lyn, but Pete couldn’t hear clearly. He leaned forward to hear better.

      “I’ve been thinking a lot about what we talked about at the party,” Rachel said. “I wanted to ask you a question, but you might find it too intrusive. Feel free not to answer.”

      Pete had noticed Rachel and Naomi had a long conversation with Ian and Lyn at the party. He hadn’t dared to join them, much as he’d been tempted to. There had been too many watching eyes.

      “We don’t find your interest intrusive, do we, Ian?” Lyn said. “There are lots of people who are idly curious, but we don’t feel you’re one of those.”

      Rachel’s cheeks flushed. “I wanted to ask you … what’s the hardest thing about being a parent of a son with Down Syndrome?”

      Lyn squeezed Ian’s hand. Pete tried not to notice the intimacy. It got him every time.

      “When Josh was born,” Ian said, “you could see that people …” He shook his head. “Some of our family and friends pitied us. ”

      Lyn took out a tissue and blew her nose.

      “Nowadays, the pressure is even greater because many people already know during the pregnancy that they’re expecting a baby with Down Syndrome. It’s often assumed that people will abort the baby. We’ve known people who’ve given in, unable to stand against the riptide of society expectations.” Ian gave a grim laugh. “No one came out and said anything directly, but even in church it was obvious some people wondered what we’d done to deserve a child like Josh.”

      “That makes me so mad,” Rachel said. “My sister had to deal with the same thing after she was diagnosed with cancer. People implied she must have sinned to get cancer so young.”

      It was the first time Pete had heard Rachel mention Esther since the funeral. Not that he was any better. He seldom mentioned his grief either.

      He hadn’t intended to go to Esther’s funeral—funerals were too much of a reminder of the worst day of his life. But his parents always attended weddings and funerals to support their workers. He’d sat at the back and got through it better than he’d expected. Probably because he’d barely known Esther.

      As far as funerals go, it had been a good one. No one could have left the church without hearing how to get right with God.

      “Somehow, when faced with this sort of trial, people revert to being like Job’s friends.” Ian’s fingers made air quotes. “Bad things have happened; therefore you must have sinned for them to fall on your head.”

      Pete clenched his jaw. Few people came out and said this directly about his tragedy, but their questions and comments had suggested it. He’d thought it enough himself when he was buried under the crushing weight of the whys. Whys that had almost overwhelmed him. Without the support of his parents and his father-in-law, who could say whether he’d have made it?

      Josh’s hoot of laughter broke into his thoughts.

      “Not that we were exactly thrilled with the situation at the beginning. It was hard not to see Josh as a burden. That he wasn’t what we’d have chosen.” Lyn laughed shakily. “But we soon worked out God had given us a gift. God knew we needed Josh. Yes, his stubbornness tries our patience sometimes, but everyone has their faults.”

      Rachel reached out a hand and touched Lyn’s arm. “Thanks for sharing.”

      Lyn blew her nose again. “We did get upset when people used to meet Josh and say, ‘You are such wonderful people …’ then there’d be this awkward pause, and we’d know what they were trying to say was ‘… for loving someone like him.’”

      Pete blinked. “People actually say things like that?”

      “Unbelievable, isn’t it?” Ian said. “We’ve had to bite our tongues and work out how to say something helpful.”

      “What do you say when people are so insensitive?” Rachel asked.

      Lyn shrugged. “Something along the lines of, ‘We’re not wonderful people for loving our son.’ Or ‘It’s normal for parents to love their children. What would be terrible is if we didn’t.’”

      Ian squeezed Lyn’s hand. “And you usually add in a few reasons why you think Josh is terrific.”

      “And pray Josh never overhears the conversation.”

      A whistle blew. Josh’s cheering could be heard above everyone else’s. Now the game was over, Ian and Lyn cheered loudly. Josh looked up at them, raised his arms above his head, and then ran around in a small, excited circle.

      “They’re through to the final. He’ll be hard to calm down,” Ian said. “Now if only they can find a new coach.”

      Pete stood and stretched. “Is their coach leaving?”

      “At the end of the season. That’s him over there—he’s almost eighty.”

      The man looked closer to ninety. The exuberance of the team nearly knocked him over.

      “Special Olympics is always looking for coaches,” Lyn said. “And lots of other volunteers. Neither of us is any good at the sports side of things, but we raise money. Provide snacks. That sort of thing.”

      Now that was an idea. Pete followed the Smiths down the stairs. He used to play soccer in high school. Maybe this was something he could do. Something to help others, instead of sitting at home alone.
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      Rachel parked in the carport and clambered out of her car. Her grandmother was hovering on the back verandah, face alight and quivering with some sort of emotion.

      Naomi wasn’t the excitable kind. Rachel went up the back steps and pecked her grandmother on her cheek. “What’s up?”

      “Have I got news,” Gran said, eyes wide.

      Work had been particularly draining, and Rachel usually showered before doing anything else, but the table beyond them was already laid with a teapot, cups, and saucers. It would have taken her grandmother twice as long to prepare as normal, because she only had one hand available to carry things. “Gran, I can see you’re dying to tell me. As long as you can bear me in this state, let’s sit down and you can tell me what you’re excited about.”

      Rachel poured each of them some tea, but her grandmother didn’t touch it.

      “You’ll never guess what happened this morning.” Gran paused for a long moment. “William came to visit.”

      Rachel felt her skin around her eyes stretch as she widened her eyes. William. The name sent a stab through her stomach. No way! Making up with Mum was one thing, but coming to see Naomi after pretending she didn’t exist for forty years. How dare he!

      Her grandmother should have slammed the door in his face, but Naomi’s radiant face showed she’d done no such thing. Naomi was one vast beating heart of love. Rachel wanted to bolt for the shower, but it wouldn’t be right. She’d have no qualms about hurting William, but hurting her grandmother was an entirely different thing. It was impossible. Quite impossible. She’d have to hear this out.

      Rachel settled herself back in her seat, stripped off her shoes and socks, and wriggled her toes. Her feet probably stank but it was a relief to free them.

      “Well, tell me,” she said, struggling to keep the disgust and bitterness out of her voice.

      “I’d just finished my prayer time when the doorbell rang.” Gran looked across at Rachel. “You know how long it takes me to reach the front door nowadays, but he waited. He was just standing there, looking around the garden.”

      Rachel had to ask some questions or her grandmother would think she wasn’t interested. Which she wasn’t, but her grandmother didn’t need to know that. Gran’s cheeks were flushed pink.

      “Well what did he say?” Rachel winced at the fake interest in her tone. Hopefully her grandmother didn’t notice.

      Gran closed her eyes. “‘Mother,’ he said, ‘I’ve come to try and undo the mess I’ve made of four decades of your life.’” Gran pulled a pale blue lace handkerchief out of her pocket and blew her nose. “Of course, I got that door open as fast as I could.”

      Of course.

      Rachel hadn’t expected any other reaction. Gran had done the same when Esther turned up on her doorstep, a granddaughter she’d never even met. She’d done the same when Rachel arrived as a fifteen-year-old runaway. And she hadn’t subjected her to a barrage of prying questions. All she’d done was wrap her in armfuls of warm hugs.

      Too bad Rachel hadn’t appreciated what her grandmother offered at the time.

      Gran’s warm hugs and acceptance had still been waiting twenty-five years later when Rachel had lain on the same front doorstep, too broken to do anything more.

      So of course Naomi would welcome her son. It made Rachel want to puke. How dare William receive forgiveness with a few words? They were sure to have been flowery and well-polished. After all, William was a wordsmith from way back.

      But words were cheap.

      “He didn’t even let me get him a cup of tea. Just fell on his knees, clutching my feet, and wept.” Her grandmother gulped and swiped at a few tears channelling down the wrinkles near her nose. “It took a while until we could sit and talk normally. We never did get that cup of tea.”

      Rachel snorted. Softly, so her grandmother couldn’t hear—one small advantage of Naomi’s progressive hearing loss.

      “And now I’m not drinking the one you poured me either.” Gran picked up her cup, took a sip, and stared over the back garden. “I don’t remember everything William said, but his sorrow and repentance were clear.”

      William might not have done much repenting during his lifetime, but he’d have made sure he studied and got it just right. Probably practised it in front of his mirror.

      “I asked him about what happened on Lord Howe Island. I wanted to hear everything in his own words.” Her grandmother shook her head. “Amazing to think that while he was heading out to sea to end his life, God woke me up with an urgent desire to pray for his salvation.”

      Rachel bit the inside of her cheek. Yes, God was a God of miracles, and she was glad, for Gran’s sake, that William hadn’t succeeded in drowning himself. But it didn’t change things for her.

      “Rachel, I know you’re still angry at your father.”

      Angry didn’t quite cover the range of emotions, but it was a start, with a good dose of disappointment and disgust thrown in.

      “At some point you need to forgive him,” Gran said.

      Rachel’s whole body tensed, as if she’d been snap-frozen. Why? Why was forgiving William a necessity? It wasn’t fair that a few carefully chosen words should cover a multitude of hurts and years of consequences. If she’d had a normal upbringing, she might have been a wife and mother. Mere words couldn’t wipe out all the wrongs of the past.

      Her grandmother stood up, taking a moment to straighten herself before coming over and putting her hand on Rachel’s shoulder. “I know forgiveness is the hardest thing in the world, but we forgive not just because God forgave us but also for our own sakes. Not forgiving will cost you more than it will cost anyone else.”

      Rachel squeezed her eyes shut. She was not going to listen. Not going to downplay what William had done. Not going to forgive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 7

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Pete had dinner with his parents once a week. His mother made a roast dinner—chicken or lamb or beef, and crunchy potatoes, just the way he loved them. It wasn’t the kind of meal to make for one person, or even two. In fact, there’d be plenty for a few other guests. Maybe one day he’d have someone he’d want to invite, instead of living like a hermit.

      He admired the yard as he walked up the path to his parents’ front door. His father was getting back into gardening, and it showed. Tonight’s vegetables would all be home-grown.

      “I’m here,” he called as he opened the front door. His mother came out of the kitchen, cheeks rosy, and stood on tiptoes to kiss his cheek.

      “Hope you’ve had a good week. Your father’s in the garden, picking the first of the snow peas. There should be just enough for dinner.”

      He went out to help.“They’re looking good, Dad.”

      “Yes—this year hasn’t been windy so they haven’t blown over.” Dirk reached over and snapped off a few more peas to drop in his container.

      “Your lettuce is looking good.” Pete reached down to stroke a seedling.

      Dirk stretched his back. “The nursery used to consume all my time. No time for growing vegetables. But this year, I’ll have four different varieties of tomato.”

      “You’ll soon get to enjoy them.” Pete looked up at the sky. “It’s getting warmer.” His words came out more enthusiastically than he’d intended, and his father raised an eyebrow.

      “You sound happy.”

      “I guess I am.” Pete rubbed his chin. “Been so long, I barely recognise the emotion.” He pulled up a weed. “I even went to a soccer game the other day.” 

      “Good to hear.”

      “Josh invited me, and I was there with his parents.”

      His father looked at him for a long moment. “Anyone else?”

      “Why do you think there was someone else?”

      Dirk winked. “A little bird told me.”

      “Yes, Rachel was there.” Pete shrugged, perhaps too casually. His father wasn’t stupid. “But I didn’t know she’d been invited.”

      Dirk handed him the container of peas. “Can you take those to your mother, then come and help me with the watering?”

      Pete was back in two minutes. The smell of roasted beef wafted out the back windows and his stomach rumbled. He filled a bucket with the water from the tank and carted it out to the furthest plants. His father followed.

      “I water half the garden each evening,” Dirk said. “Gives me time for thinking and praying.”

      Pete’s own prayer life was coming alive in step with the season. The grey might not have lifted entirely but there were more frequent shafts of light.

      “What do you pray for, Dad?”

      Unbelievable he’d never asked this, but Dad’s heart attack had been a wake-up call. One never knew when it would be too late.

      Dirk looked up. “Apart from you and your mother, you mean?”

      Pete nodded.

      “I have different topics each day, I find it keeps me motivated. Monday is my day to pray for missionaries. Tuesday is teachers’ day.” Dirk scooped water to pour at the base of each plant. “I pray for all those who teach God’s word at the church and in local Scripture classes at the school.”

      Pete chuckled. “Do you match all the days to first letters?”

      His father grinned. “Wednesday is for the workers. I pray for everyone at the nursery and some of the people I order from.”

      Pete would ask for more details later.

      “Saturday and Sunday are for people’s spiritual lives. Mine, and those around me.”

      “You missed Thursday and Friday.”

      Dirk slapped at a mosquito. “Didn’t want to bore you. Thursday is for those going through tough times, and Friday is for family and friends.”

      “I might pinch some of your topics,” Pete said.

      He and Mai used to finish every day with prayer for their little family. Somehow holding hands and praying in bed had been as intimate as a kiss. Pete blew out a gusty breath and busied himself fetching more water.

      Once Mai died, he hadn’t prayed properly for a long time. The Bible said God could interpret his wordless moans. He hoped so because there had been a whole pile of them.

      Pete hauled the next bucket over to his
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