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			​Scripture Epigraph

			“And after you have suffered a little while, the God of all grace, who called you to His eternal glory in Christ, will himself restore you and make you strong, firm and steadfast.”

			1 Peter 5:10 (NIV)

		


		
			​Author’s Note

			Dear Reader,

			Grace for the Broken is a work of fiction, but it contains elements inspired by real life. In this sequel novel, both established and new characters grapple with deeper themes and emotions as they grow in wisdom through experiencing ways that people can be hurt and healed. They also demonstrate how life’s challenges can shape us to become stronger, more empathetic, and resilient.

			The character Jesse does not represent any specific person I know. However, aspects of his story draw on the experiences of young men I have encountered through the court system, whose trauma backgrounds have shaped choices that harm both themselves and others.

			The restoration portrayed in this novel is imagined. My hope, however, is that it points toward what may become possible when people belong to a genuine community that responds with compassion and spiritual discernment, while also seeking truth with integrity.

			This novel also explores what a professionally facilitated men’s behaviour change group might look like in a small community setting. These scenes include realistic dialogue and character development to help readers understand the challenging work involved in changing established patterns of relational harm. This storyline aims to deepen understanding about what often lies beneath harmful relationships, while providing a contrast to relational tensions unfolding elsewhere in the Wombat Valley community.

			As in Restoring Hope, this novel seeks to bring awareness to the often hidden and complex struggles faced by those making difficult life choices, as well as those living within harmful relationships. At the same time, it points toward pathways of healing, hope, and restoration. These paths are not always easy to walk, but authentic faith can offer wisdom for the journey.

			May this story offer insight and courage, while reminding us that God defends truth, cares deeply about mercy and justice, and is able to intervene in human lives to bring unexpected restoration.

			 

			With grace and care,

			Philippa

		


		
			​A Note on Self-Care

			Grace for the Broken, like Restoring Hope, is ultimately a story of healing and redemption, but it touches on themes such as domestic and family violence, unplanned pregnancy, abortion, addiction, grief, and prisoner rehabilitation.

			If you have lived experience with any of these, please be gentle with yourself as you read. It’s okay to pause, to step away, or to seek support. You are not alone, and it can be helpful to reach out to a wise and trusted friend, professional counsellor, trained pastoral caregiver, or a relevant support organisation in your region.

			Stories can stir deep places in us. May this one lead not to despair, but toward hope, healing, and the reminder that your well-being matters deeply. If you are part of a church or faith community, may it also prompt reflection on how we can grow in compassion if we seek God’s wisdom to walk with discernment in supporting others through complex and painful seasons of life.

		


		
			​Chapter 1

			His alarm so​unded, and Jesse rolled out of bed. It was the beginning of autumn, and the early morning air flowing through the open window was cold enough to bite. But he didn’t close it. Jesse liked the sharpness. It reminded him that he was somewhere safe, not lying in a concrete cell, awake on a metal bunk under fluorescent lights.

			He went out to the yard and quickly fed his red kelpie, Rusty.

			“Settle down, girl. I’ll come back for you later,” he murmured, crouching to scratch her neck.

			She licked his hand affectionately and danced about, wanting to play, her paws skittering on the path. He threw a ball for her to fetch, then stood.

			“Guard the place, alright?”

			She gave a short, responsive bark as he closed the gate on the fenced yard he had recently built.

			Outside, the mist clung low over the fields, curling around fence posts like smoke. His Pop’s old Holden ute, faded green with one mismatched door, almost felt like it was his own now. He tossed his apron onto the cracked vinyl passenger seat, which still smelled faintly of Pop’s old tobacco.

			Jesse slowed the ute as he rolled past the old gate, sagging on its hinges like it always had. Pop had meant to fix that. He cut the engine and sat for a moment, his hands resting on the steering wheel.

			The house in his rear-view mirror looked the same as the day he’d arrived, old weatherboards, with verandah posts worn smooth by time and use. Solid. Patient. Like the man who’d lived there for sixty-five years and was suddenly gone.

			Jesse had not planned on staying here.

			He had come to Wombat Valley after being released from jail to move in with his Pop. He stayed because he had nowhere else to go.

			As Jesse started the engine again and passed farms in the now familiar landscape, his mind flickered back over the past few months. Pop had not asked questions when Jesse arrived last winter. He hadn’t offered advice or forgiveness either. Just a room, a meal, and work around the farm to be done. As if Jesse were someone who had simply been away too long, not someone returning damaged.

			 He had been surprised to find out his Pop had left him the farm. While he’d been locked up, Pop had reached out to connect through letters and phone calls. Jesse had not known what to say. He’d had plenty of time on the inside to reflect on his life and how he had wasted it. Years ago, before his parents died in the car accident, Pop had been someone who always had time for him. But when Jesse started living on the streets, they lost touch.

			After serving his time, Jesse knew he’d not deserved Pop’s trust or kindness. The farm felt borrowed, like he’d been given a responsibility he had not deserved or earned. Either way, it was his, left to him in a way that still sat wrong in his chest. Some days it felt like an IOU he would never finish paying off.

			“Didn’t see that coming,” he muttered to himself, adjusting the rearview mirror.

			He was not sure if staying in the valley was the right place for him. It was so hard starting again. He was only twenty-five and still wrestling with temptations he’d had before being locked up. Still, the farm held family memories. It was the only place that felt even a little like home. The property did not ask who he had been before. It just waited for him to show up. There was more fencing to fix. Timbers to straighten. Things that needed building. For now, it was a safe shelter for him and Rusty.

			A few minutes later, when he arrived at the café, the lights were already on. Hope now opened The Hearth early on weekend mornings. She had started this after pressure from customers driving through town en route from the Southern Highlands to the coast, and from local Wombat Valley cyclists and walkers who liked a morning coffee.

			He parked out the front, grabbed his apron, and took a deep breath before stepping inside.

			The warmth hit him first, then the scents of baking bread and coffee. Although it was early, there was already a queue near the counter.

			His eyes were drawn to Ruby.

			She was behind the till, her dark hair tied up in a loose knot, and baby Sam tucked into the sling she had strapped to her chest like an African mama.

			She was beautiful in a way that made him feel things he did not deserve anymore. Her chocolate-coloured eyes met his, just for a second, then glanced away as she greeted a customer.

			“Morning. Long black, right?” she said to the bloke in hi-vis.

			Her voice with male customers was not cold. Not warm, either. Just careful.

			He got started on coffees. Grinding, tamping, and steaming. His hands were steady, the routine like a rhythm he could trust. For a few minutes, he stayed under the radar. No one said anything about him. Then someone did.

			Old Mick Roberts was muttering, loud as ever, near the front door. “Shame they’re hiring ex-cons here. Town’s standards are slipping.”

			Robbo from the mechanic’s shop turned to Mick, “Talk around town says he was four years inside.”

			Mick raised his bushy eyebrows, “Thought it was longer.”

			“Nah. Got lucky.” Robbo’s comment drifted out the front door with him.

			Hope was walking out of the kitchen. She set down a cake she had been about to put in the fridge, then walked to the counter.

			“Mick, your flat white’s ready. And Jesse makes a better one than you do.”

			Jesse did not look up, but something unknotted in his chest. Not gratitude, exactly. Just space. It gave him enough room to breathe.

			No one needed to watch him anymore. In prison, the days had been counted for him. But he had served his full term. Out here, no one marked time but himself.

			***

			Later, when the morning rush had passed, Jesse sat outside in the café’s back courtyard, cradling a coffee and watching a pair of kookaburras argue in a nearby gum tree.

			Ruby’s dog, Asha, came over to greet him. Like most Australian shepherds, she was affectionate, wagging her tail and collapsing against his legs, as if to show Jesse he was part of her pack.

			He had been working here three months. Long enough to know which dogs belonged to which customers. Long enough to know who smiled with their mouth and who smiled with their eyes. But still not long enough to be trusted.

			He didn’t blame them.

			Sipping his coffee slowly, he told himself again that building something takes time, even when you are not sure what it is you’re building.

			***

			Later, Hope sat rocking gently in the cane chair on the cottage verandah. She glanced at Tiger, her tabby cat, warning him with a look not to pounce on the blue wren nearby in the butterfly bush. Sam slept against her shoulder, one hand curled like a shell beneath his chin. His tiny breath was warm against her neck.

			The café had thinned out after ten, and Ruby had insisted that Hope take a break to “go and breathe for a bit,” so she had, with baby Sam. She had not gone far. Just up the path to her cottage, nestled under the gum trees, a place that smelled faintly of woodsmoke and lemons.

			Sam stirred, making that soft snuffling sound babies make when they are waking lightly before drifting back to sleep. She adjusted the muslin cloth wrap across his back and exhaled slowly, as if her own body needed reminding to let go.

			He was not hers. She knew that, and she had never once wished he was.

			But still.

			Some days, when she held him like this, safe and small, something inside her tightened. A longing she thought had long since packed up and moved on. She had made peace with her childlessness, hadn’t she? She was thirty-six now and knew that motherhood was not the only calling.

			And it wasn’t.

			But here, in the hush of a Saturday morning, she wondered if peace and longing could learn to live side by side.

			She looked out to where Joe and Craig had arrived and were unloading timber from the ute for the café and cottage. They worked in the easy rhythm of mates who only filled silences when they needed to. Joe caught her eye and lifted his hand in a wave.

			“Might have a few big leeches under the woodpile,” he called. “Come and help if we start screaming.”

			Hope smiled and murmured to herself, “You’re on your own, sweetheart. Snakes aren’t my specialty.”

			She offered him an air kiss as he ducked his head and turned back to the timber, Craig already laughing beside him. Something in her chest fluttered.

			They were getting married this year. Two people with enough stories between them to fill a small library. She loved Joe and felt deep respect for the man he was.

			But sometimes at night, she lay awake and asked herself what kind of wife she would be now, after everything. Could you build a whole new life when memories of the old one still sometimes sat in fearful corners of your mind?

			The café back door opened, and Ruby appeared, wiping her hands on a tea towel. Her eyes softened when she saw Hope and Sam. She walked up through the yard and crouched beside them.

			“He loves it up here,” Ruby whispered.

			Hope smiled. “When I’m with him, so do I.”

			They sat in silence for a moment, listening to the breeze in the trees.

			Ruby placed a hand on Hope’s knee, gentle but sure. “You’d be a good mum, you know.”

			Hope didn’t answer at first. She swallowed and kept her gaze on the hills.

			“I’m not sure that season’s still open.”

			“Maybe,” Ruby said. “But grace doesn’t come in predictable seasons. Sometimes it just … shows up when it’s time.”

			Hope looked down at Sam’s tiny face, so peaceful, so unaware of all the ways the world can break you and put you back together.

			For a moment, she reflected on the grace and restoration God had poured out on her over the past year. She gently stroked Sam’s cheek.

			“You might be right,” she said. Faith involved choosing trust instead of worry.

			***

			Ruby rinsed the last dish from the lunch crowd and looked across at Sam, who was now lying on a playmat in the café storeroom. She smiled, watching his kicking legs and waving arms. At four months old, he was growing and changing so quickly.

			She switched off the water and leaned back against the sink. The café had quietened. A couple of tradies lingered over pizza and coffee at the front tables. Hope was chatting with them, and Jesse had gone out back to split firewood for the pizza oven. The rhythm of the place hummed on.

			She loved it here. The wooden counters, the scuffed floorboards, and the way early morning sunlight filtered in to warm the tables. This café had held her when she had nowhere else to land. It still did.

			She and Sam had three homes: their café storeroom hideaway with a bed and ensuite, Hope’s cottage where they mostly lived, and Row’s cottage, where Sam had an extra crib. So many willing hands and hearts loving them.

			But something in her ached for more.

			Not just for Sam’s sake, though that was part of it, but for her own as well. She had started researching late at night when Sam fed: short courses, TAFE certificates, even university entry requirements. The idea of studying did not scare her anymore. What scared her was the thought that she might not try.

			She checked that Sam was settled in his playpen, then walked out into the back garden, blinking in the afternoon sunlight. Jesse was cutting firewood, sleeves rolled up, apron off, strong tattooed forearms swinging the axe with ease. He worked like he had something to prove, though he never said what.

			She hesitated, then stepped off the path toward him.

			“You’re going to split that stump in two if you keep going like that,” she said, stopping a few metres back.

			He paused, leaning on the handle, breath visible in the cool afternoon air. “Better than splitting something else, I figure.”

			Ruby raised an eyebrow. “That your version of therapy?”

			“Cheaper than court-mandated,” he said, half-smiling.

			She did not reply, but she didn’t walk away either.

			Out of the corner of her eye, Ruby saw Ethan’s ute pull up across the road. He was not really the new vet anymore. He had been around for a few months now. Usually, country folk were wary of city slickers, but that had not stopped half the town from lining up to welcome him.

			These days, he seemed to be lining up for her.

			Ethan waved, easy and confident, as he crossed the street towards the café with a paper bag in hand.

			Ruby smiled without thinking, then turned away and went back inside the café kitchen.

			She did not yet know if either of them, the quiet man chopping wood with something buried behind his eyes, or the charming one with clean hands and easy conversation, would come to matter.

			For now, Sam was what mattered.

		


		
			​Chapter 2

			The vet clinic was already humming on Tuesday morning when Joe arrived at work. The phone was ringing, a dog could be heard whining in the waiting room, and someone was calling out from the car park, asking if they should bring the alpaca to the rear courtyard.

			Joe stepped into the treatment room just as Ethan was easing a bandage off a kelpie sheepdog’s back leg. The farmer, Trevor, stood nearby in mud-caked boots, arms folded like he would rather be anywhere else.

			Ethan glanced up. “Morning, Joe.”

			Joe nodded, pulling off his jacket. “Morning. What’ve we got?”

			“Limping on the right hind. Suspected strain or infection under the pad. Trevor says he’s been favouring the left foot since Thursday.”

			Trevor grunted. “Still runs better than most.”

			Max thumped his tail, pleased to see Joe’s familiar face.

			Ethan gently lifted the paw, checked carefully between the pads, then held it up for Trevor to see. “Just a deep burr that’s become infected near the webbing. We’ll flush it, dress it, and he’ll be back chasing quad bikes in no time.”

			Trevor nodded, eyes already drifting toward the door.

			Ethan smiled. “You want me to show you how to keep it clean at home, or give your wife, Robyn, a call about it?”

			That got a rare chuckle. “Better leave it to her. She’s the one Max listens to.”

			As Trevor and Max left, Ethan turned to Joe. “You see this morning’s list?”

			Joe raised an eyebrow. “I saw ‘alpaca’ and decided to pretend I hadn’t.”

			Ethan grinned, peeling off his gloves. “Come on, let’s see him together. Can’t let me have all the fun.”

			Bob Huxley was already waiting when they stepped outside. Wearing his wide-brimmed hat, long face set, with the alpaca in tow. The creature looked very unimpressed.

			Ethan greeted him like they were old mates. “Morning, Bob. And … Stan is it?”

			“His name’s Stanley,” the man said flatly.

			“Stanley, of course. Let’s take a look.”

			The alpaca had a mild tooth infection, but Bob still muttered darkly about the cost of antibiotics and why animals were “so bloody fragile these days.” When it came time to pay, he insisted on using cash and counted it out slowly from an ageing wallet.

			Ethan didn’t flinch. “No problem at all. Alpacas easily develop teeth issues,” he said, stacking the notes without looking bothered. “Glad you brought him in early.”

			Joe stood back, watching. Ethan moved like someone who had grown up in a vet practice. The locals responded to him by smiling, lingering, and laughing at his jokes. Ethan mirrored their language, their pace, their small talk.

			It was a gift, no question.

			***

			Later, Joe came out of a consult room with Iris Jones, who was lovingly carrying her ginger cat in its cage.

			Ethan saw them and dropped to a crouch. “Hi there, Whiskers. Are you giving your mum a tough time again?”

			The woman blinked. “How’d you remember her name?”

			“You told me last time. Hard to forget a cat called Whiskers.”

			“And how’s your grandson, Iris?” Ethan asked, passing her a sample pack of cat food from their display.

			Joe who was preparing Whiskers’ medication label, paused to listen to her reply.

			“Oh, he’s still in the rehabilitation ward in Sydney. Slow going, but they say he’s improving,” Iris said, touched.

			Ethan nodded. “Tell him Whiskers is cheering him on.”

			Joe watched Iris smile warmly and wave to Ethan as she left. He went to the back sink to wash up, where Ethan was scrubbing down a bench beside him.

			“You remember a lot,” Joe said.

			“People notice when you don’t,” Ethan replied with a shrug.

			As he moved out to meet his next patient, Joe reflected that he had struck gold a few months ago when he found Ethan to join his practice.

			***

			They stepped outside a little after noon, squinting into the sun. A breeze carried the scent of dry earth and eucalyptus from the paddocks nearby.

			“Feel like I’ve wrestled a full petting zoo this morning,” Ethan said, stretching.

			“You seem to have survived,” Joe said.

			Ethan laughed. “Might need pizza to stay upright. From that café of yours.”

			Joe gave a half-smile. “You know it’s Hope’s place, not mine. I’m heading over there for lunch now if you want to share a ride.”

			Ethan grinned. “It’s not long until you tie the knot and The Hearth becomes yours too. Every good woman has a supportive man behind her. I’ve just got to run a quick errand. I’ll join you there soon.”

			As they parted ways, Ethan walked towards his car, somehow still looking clean despite the morning. Joe lingered on the gravel, watching.

			He was a good young vet. Smart, likeable, and steady under pressure.

			***

			By the time Ethan arrived, the café was in full swing, with pizzas flying out, the coffee machine hissing, and conversation humming between clinks of cutlery.

			Hope was clearing a corner table when she saw Ethan step through the door, sunglasses tucked into his collar, hair still styled despite a morning of work. He gave her a wave like they were old friends.

			“Please tell me there’s pizza left,” he said.

			“You just made it,” she replied, nodding toward the front table. “Joe’s already halfway through his.”

			Ethan braced himself dramatically on a nearby table. “Haven’t eaten since breakfast. Might fade away if you don’t feed me immediately.”

			Hope smiled, polite but noncommittal. He was charming, that was undeniable, but in a way that felt just a touch rehearsed. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it. It was like watching someone on stage who knew exactly when to pause for applause.

			Ruby brought over two mugs, a black coffee for Joe, and a chamomile tea for herself. She also had a bottle for Sam, who was gurgling contentedly in his pram beside her.

			“I brought you something,” Ethan said to Ruby, digging into his bag. “Well, technically, Mrs Cowdrey did. But I scored the delivery job.”

			He pulled out a tiny, knitted beanie with floppy dog ears.

			“She said the ears were optional, but honestly, I think they’re non-negotiable.”

			Ruby laughed, soft and genuine. “Tell her thank you.”

			“That’s really kind,” Hope added, glancing at the stitching.

			Ethan passed over a small paper bag next. “And also, for the world’s best mum. It’s a chamomile and vanilla blend from a supplier near the city. Good for relaxation. Figured you might need a top up.”

			Ruby gave a quiet smile. “Thanks.”

			It was sweet, Hope thought. Thoughtful. But it also felt like a performance, just half a beat too perfect.

			She watched as Ethan sat beside Joe, spreading casual friendliness like butter on warm toast.

			Trevor’s wife, Robyn, was sitting in the corner having a coffee with a friend, and she called out to Joe, who went over to ask about the new lambs.

			“You run this place well,” Ethan said to Hope, glancing around. “Although I’m surprised to see Jesse’s still with you here. He’s a bit of a blunt instrument for hospitality.”

			The remark slid out so casually Hope almost missed it. Ruby was focused on feeding Sam, but her eyes flicked up briefly.

			Hope’s hand paused on the handle of her mug.

			“Jesse’s solid,” she said. “Knows the coffee machine and oven better than anyone. We’d be a mess without him in the mornings.”

			Ethan raised his hands lightly. “Didn’t mean offence. Just not much for customer charm.”

			“He’s not here for charm,” Ruby said, evenly. “He’s here to work.”

			Ethan smiled again, easy, and unbothered, but Hope noticed he didn’t apologise. He just let the comment drift away.

			They ate for a few more minutes. Ethan kept the conversation light, asking Ruby about Sam’s sleep schedule and saying that being a young single mum made after-hours vet shifts look easy.

			Joe, who had returned to finish his pizza, seemed pleased with Ethan, almost watching him like a well-placed investment.

			But Hope couldn’t quite let go of the earlier comment. It wasn’t what Ethan had said about Jesse. It was how easily he had said it. Like he’d already decided who mattered in the room … and who didn’t.

			She caught Ruby watching Ethan’s hands as he reached for another slice. Clean, graceful fingers. Nails trimmed neatly. No dirt, no grease. A vet’s hands, sure. But maybe not the kind that stayed messy for long or had known much hard work.

			Ruby looked away. Sam stirred beside her. She reached down instinctively, brushing his cheek with her thumb.

			Hope stood, gathering the mugs.

			She told herself she was being overprotective. It takes time to get to know unfamiliar personalities and for them to settle into a new place.

			Still, something in her stomach tightened. Her initial warmth towards Ethan had cooled, and she couldn’t quite work out why.

			***

			The lunchtime rush had thinned to just one older couple finishing their meals. Dishes clinked softly in the sink, and the smell of dough and roasted tomato lingered in the air. Sam was asleep again in his pram, his new beanie slipping sideways, one dog ear flopped over his brow.

			Ruby stood at the prep bench, drying her hands on a tea towel. Hope came in from out the front carrying empty plates, her expression unreadable.

			“He’s full of charm,” Hope said, not quite looking at her. “Ethan, I mean.”

			There was a pause. Hope rinsed out a mug.

			Ruby leaned back against the bench, arms loosely crossed. “He doesn’t miss much.”

			Hope looked over. “No,” she said slowly. “No, he doesn’t.”

			Ruby shrugged, like it was just an observation. “He listens and watches. He knows what people want to hear.”

			“Not always a bad thing.”

			Ruby nodded. “I’m still keeping my eyes open.”

			Hope didn’t push. “Well ... Ethan was thoughtful in bringing you some tea.”

			Ruby smiled. “Let’s hope he keeps bringing the right things.”

			Hope watched her for a second longer, then thoughtfully turned back to the bench.

			***

			The cottage was still. Afternoon light slanted through the kitchen window, painting the floorboards gold. Hope sat on the back step with a cup of tea, her boots kicked off beside her. She noticed that the cottage garden was losing its seasonal colour, bees were drifting between lavender stalks that had already begun to brown.

			She had not meant to sit down, only to boil the kettle. But the quiet had pulled her in, and now here she was, watching the wind move through the trees.

			Her phone buzzed beside her. She reached for it lazily, blinking at the screen.

			Rowena.

			Hope answered on the second ring. “Hey, you. How’s your day off going? Did you decide to visit your old block?”

			Rowena laughed, dry and distant. “I’m here now. Even with the house cleared away, it still looks like charred ground. There are a few patches of brave grass scattered about.”

			Hope tucked the phone under her ear and took a sip of tea. “You’re really thinking about what to do out there?”

			“Yes. Felt like time.”

			There was a pause. Hope did not fill it.

			“I’ve decided to sell,” Rowena said finally. “The land. The whole lot.”

			Hope closed her eyes briefly. “Are you sure?”

			“I think so,” Rowena said. “It’s not a wound anymore. Just a scar. But I don’t want to build here again. It doesn’t feel like my place now.”

			Hope could hear wind in the background on the line, and a magpie calling nearby.

			“Someone else might begin something new here,” Rowena continued. “But not me.”

			Hope nodded, although Row couldn’t see it. “What are you thinking of doing instead?”

			Rowena exhaled. “I’m looking for a small cottage in town … and I’d like to put some of the insurance money into the café. A proper investment to give you and Ruby some breathing room. And maybe a bit of future.”

			Hope blinked. She hadn’t been expecting that.

			“Row …”

			“I don’t need you to say yes right now,” Rowena said gently. “Just think about the idea.”

			Hope looked out across her own garden, to where a patch of rosemary had somehow survived her neglect of the cottage yard while she focused all her energies into the café.

			“Alright,” she said. “I’ll let it sit.”

			“Good,” Rowena replied. “Now, go and make sure Ruby’s not carrying the whole world on her back again.”

			Hope smiled. “She’ll be trying.”

			“She’s not alone,” Row said, her voice steady.

			After briefly chatting about plans for tomorrow’s café menu, they hung up. Hope stayed on the step, with the phone resting warmly in her palm.

			The scar from Row’s loss would stay with her, she thought. But her story still had other chapters ahead.

		


		
			​Chapter 3

			Eve was finishing up in the Rectory kitchen, humming faintly as she wiped the bench clean. It had been Tom’s turn to c​ook ​tonight. His take on risotto was simple but hearty. After the meal, she had insisted he go and catch up on church emails while she tidied.

			In the study, Tom sat with the lamplight pooling softly over his desk. Most of the day’s correspondence was routine, checking upcoming church meeting reminders and responding to requests for parish support. He was just about to close the laptop when a new email appeared in his inbox.

			Subject: CBARI Pilot – Invitation to Participate

			Tom paused, his brow furrowed. CBARI. The acronym meant nothing to him. He clicked to open.

			As he began reading, something in him stirred. It was not often that a simple email carried this kind of weight. By the time Tom had reached the third paragraph, he sat back in his chair and started reading from the beginning again more slowly.

			This … could be an answer.

			An answer to the knot that had been sitting in his chest since last year, after the situation with Mark and Hope, and the faces in his congregation who carried wounds in silence. It could help address things they didn’t talk about enough.

			He was nearly finished reading the attached overview when Eve appeared in the doorway, carrying a small plate of tiramisu in each hand.

			“I come bearing gifts,” she announced lightly, setting a plate down beside him.

			Tom looked up, his eyes warm. “Perfect timing. Do you have a moment to listen to an idea for a new community program we could run here? It’s aimed at men like Evan … and maybe even Steve.”

			That caught her attention. She eased into the tub chair opposite him with her legs curled under her, the plate balanced on her knee.

			Tom turned the laptop slightly toward her and started walking her through the email. “It’s called the Community-Based Accountability and Restoration Initiative. CBARI. It’s part of a three-year national pilot, backed by the Federal Government and rolled out through selected regional community centres and churches.”

			Eve listened quietly, chewing slowly as Tom continued summarising what he had read.

			“It’s specialist-led work with men who use violence or control. The focus is on behaviour change, not patching up relationships. It’s trauma-informed and professionally facilitated …”

			His voice drifted slightly as he scanned another line.

			“They’ve got strong boundaries built in. It’s evidence-based. And sounds very survivor-conscious.”

			Eve raised an eyebrow. “That sounds promising.” She set down her plate. “Would you have a direct role in running it?”

			“Not in the group itself. It says that an external clinical facilitator leads the sessions. I think I would be the community partner. Someone participants can speak to about pastoral matters on the outside. Not part of the group process, and definitely not their spiritual shortcut to forgiveness.”

			Eve exhaled softly and leaned back. “Good. Because this kind of work … it’s messy. And if it’s not handled properly, it could re-traumatise women or put them in greater danger.”

			Tom nodded, his tone growing more thoughtful. “I know. That’s been sitting heavily on me for months now. What happened with Hope … it lifted a lid off relational issues we haven’t addressed. We can’t also forget that in some cases women can be abusers in relationships. It’s so important that we start understanding what the abuse cycle looks like, how to carefully discern accounts of harm, and know how to effectively support people with issues earlier.”

			Eve studied his face, seeing the interest in his eyes. “I agree. But it has to be safe, transparent, and accountable from every angle.”

			He glanced at the screen again. “If you don’t have any objections, I’d like to reach out to the coordinator to see what it would look like for our community in Wombat Valley to be involved.”

			Eve hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “With the right people contributing, this could be deeply important work. But I’d want Dave, with all his years of policing experience, looped in from the start. If he’s part of the group structure, even in the room with the facilitator, I’d feel a lot more at ease.”

			Tom’s lips curved and he nodded. “That was my thought too. When we both feel convicted about something, it’s often God talking.”

			Eve gave him a playful nudge as she stood. “We don’t always follow His nudges though,” she said, gathering their empty plates.

			At the door, she turned back. “Tom … if you do this, do it with open eyes. You’re not just dealing with hard stories. You’re dealing with people who are scared to admit what they’ve become and might be too invested in the control they have to make changes.”

			He nodded slowly, her words settling in his chest.

			“I know,” he said softly. “That’s why I think we need to try.”

			***

			The river was slow and wide at this time of year. It was the kind of flow that didn’t rush you but carried you along if you trusted it enough to stop paddling.

			Hope dipped her paddle into the water, watching the small whirlpool it made before lifting it out again. “I forgot how heavy these things feel at first.”

			Joe, who was in his own kayak ahead of her, glanced over his shoulder. “That’s because you’re trying to muscle it. The trick is to work with the water, not argue with it.”

			She gave an exaggerated sigh. “You say that about everything … well, mainly my coffee machine.”

			“And yet,” he said mildly, “you keep asking for my advice.”

			“That’s because you look very calm while you’re saying it.”

			He laughed, the sound carrying easily over the water. “That’s just years of practice pretending that I know
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