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      For my friends.

      You are such a gift to me. For laughter and memories and much prayer with me and for me. You encourage me to follow Jesus and you’re there when I need someone to listen. Thank you.

      

      And especially for Joy Lankshear.

      This journey wouldn’t have happened without your beautiful designs. You have generously shared yourself and knowledge along the way. I thank God for your friendship.
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      * This book is unashamedly Christian. All books are written from a worldview, be it secular, communist or New Age. If you’re not a Christian the views expressed by the characters might appear strange BUT it’s a great opportunity. Why? Because this story allows you, if you’re not yet a follower of Jesus, to see things from a perspective totally different to your own. Are the character’s views consistent and does their worldview make sense of the challenges in their lives?

      * Should this book contain spelling, grammar, punctuation and word usage that are unfamiliar it is most likely because it is an Australian story. It seemed wrong to write an Australian story according to the Chicago Manual of Style.
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        October 1988

        Nepean River, Sydney

      

      

      

      “That’s impossible!” Gina’s voice rose as she stared at her father. “Totally impossible.”

      Her dad moved over on the grassy hillock, where they were watching the Head of the River rowing championships, and put his arm around her.

      Gina shook off his embrace. “How can I be adopted? All those photos in my album!” Including photos of herself as a newborn clearly labelled with the date she’d always celebrated as her birthday.

      “We took you home three days after you were born,” he said.

      So was the date on the photos her real birth date or the date she went home from hospital? Had she been celebrating the wrong birthday all these years? She shivered and pulled her knees up towards her chest.

      Was it only this morning that she had been bubbling with excitement to go and watch her brother Bruce compete in the championships? Rowing was a family sport. Dad had missed out on the Commonwealth Games due to illness, but he had always dreamed that one of his sons might make it. To give the boys the greatest possible chance they’d been sent to board at a top private school. It cost a fortune, but Bruce’s First VIIIs and IVs were the favourites for this year.

      She jerked her chin towards the boats. “What about Bruce? And Grant?”

      “No, they’re not adopted.”

      Her father touched her shoulder and she willed herself not to push him away again. He was the one family member she was closest to.

      “We love you just as much as your brothers.”

      Her eyes teared up. He might love her as much, but she couldn’t say the same about her mother. Not that her mother was exactly a model of motherliness to Grant and Bruce either. They’d all been tiptoeing around her for years, anxious not to tip her over some unseen edge.

      Gina took a deep breath and deliberately relaxed her tense shoulders. “I had no idea ...” Her voice shook. “We all seem to fit together. I even look like you.”

      “I love it when people say you look like me,” her father said. “You’ve made me proud every day of your life. We didn’t think we’d ever have children, and then you came along.”

      Up until that moment, she’d never suspected she didn’t belong. Her chest ached as though the wind had been knocked out of her. “Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

      “It was tricky,” he said. “I wanted to tell you when you were eighteen, but your mother objected.”

      So he’d backed down. Protecting mother had become the family’s preoccupation. None of them wanted to ever again experience years like those when Gina was in junior high school. Back then, she’d had to help her father do all the housework because her mother had retreated into her own world. Gina had buckled down and carried far more of a load than any teenager should have had to. Her cheeks flushed with past embarrassment. She had never mentioned her mother in case people asked questions. Sometimes her mother had been almost normal, just kind of spaced out. Yet other times, she’d been downright peculiar. The problem was that Gina had never known at breakfast whether the day was going to be good or bad, and things often deteriorated rapidly. It had become easier to avoid inviting friends around altogether.

      And if Gina hadn’t made that casual comment today about her disappointment with her own rowing form compared to her brothers, perhaps her father wouldn’t have said anything. When had he intended telling her she was adopted? When she was about to get married? When she’d had a baby? When Mum died?

      In the rational part of her brain, she understood there were problems with revealing the news at any time. But right now, she wasn’t feeling logical. Right now, she was angry he’d left telling her until now. And she was disappointed that he had put her mother’s needs ahead of hers. As usual.

      The rowers were now approaching the finish line. Gina couldn’t see who was in front, but it looked like a tight race. She got to her feet. Other groups scrambled up too, and tension crackled through the air. Would the favourites win, or would something unforeseen happen? Gina’s father joined her, and they watched in growing anticipation as Bruce’s team came level with where they were standing. It was a close contest between three crews. Less than a minute later, Bruce’s team crossed the line first and the elation of his win overlaid the churning in her gut.

      “I know this discussion isn’t over,” her father said, setting off towards the finish line, “but let’s go and congratulate Bruce.”

      Gina scurried after him.

      She still had so many questions, but whether he’d answer them was the big unknown.
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        Post-Easter, 1998

        Sydney, Australia

      

      

      

      The worst thing about parties was the dishes. Gina stood with her hands in a sink full of sudsy water, greasy plates stacked all over the counters around her. The dishwasher was running through the first load, but it bothered her to see so much clutter. She’d started washing the rest by hand.

      The soothing sound of classical guitar music wafted through the open window, not quite loud enough to cover the chatter of the partygoers.

      Footsteps came down the hall and Pete, her housemate’s fiancé, popped his head through the kitchen door. “Gina, there you are, I wasn’t expecting to find you in here. Rachel is wondering if you could come and dish out your fabulous pavlovas.”

      Gina had made three huge desserts the day before for Pete and Rachel’s engagement party. She took off her gloves and apron and smoothed down her hair. Then she wound her way in between the small clusters of people in the living room and onto the broad back veranda where they’d laid out the dessert table. Rachel had scattered bright coloured lanterns among the bare branches of the garden trees, but only a few intrepid guests still huddled outside in the late-autumn chill. The smell of barbecued meat and onions lingered in the air from where the barbecue was cooling in the carport. Most of the guests had moved onto the veranda or into the lounge areas.

      Rachel’s grandmother, Naomi, had died six months ago, and Gina had moved in to keep Rachel company. It wouldn’t be long before Pete and Rachel were married and Gina would have to move back to her own one-bedroom apartment. Gina tightened her lips and turned her back to the guests while she set portions of pavlova on plates. There was no use pretending it wouldn’t be tough to go back to living on her own. She was happy Pete and Rachel were getting married—of course she was—but why was it always someone else? She’d lost count of the number of weddings she’d attended in the past ten years. Next weekend it would be her brother’s wedding—a brother six years younger than herself. Even her youngest brother looked like he’d found a potential life partner, yet Gina had never even been on a date. Not one.

      The piece of pavlova on her cake server wobbled and fell off. She pushed it to the side to save it for herself after everyone else was served. The messy blob of meringue seemed to sum up everything she felt about her love life.

      Gina concentrated on the next piece, carefully sliding the cake server underneath and making sure it looked perfect. The next guest in line took the small plate without even looking at her. Gina watched them go, a tiny spark of irritation stirring inside.

      Half her life seemed to have been serving food. Maybe that was the problem. She was just part of the furniture. “Gina, you’re a treasure for helping us out.” “Gina, how could we do without your help in the kitchen?” She’d heard words like these so often they no longer surprised her. Yet they still managed to give her a deep-down feeling of warmth.

      “I’ll help, Gina,” said a loud voice.

      Gina looked up with a grateful smile. “Thanks, Josh.”

      The stocky man lumbered over and insisted on her tying him into the apron he’d brought from the kitchen. Then he took a tray of desserts and offered them to the people closest to him.

      Bless the guy. He might be in his mid-twenties, but his childlike joy had endeared him to her ever since they’d met on a kayak trip last year. She might only have been invited because Rachel had been a bit worried about supervising Josh while learning to kayak herself, but Josh had quickly found a place in Gina’s heart. Rachel and Pete loved Josh like a younger brother, and he’d been going around telling everyone that he was going to be a groomsman at the wedding. Gina wanted to think she’d been invited to be a bridesmaid because of her friendship with Rachel, but maybe it was to make sure Josh stayed on task.

      Josh came back for more servings of pavlova, and then twice more. Once Gina had filled all the plates, she leaned back to stretch her back. It would have been better not to have worn heels tonight, but she liked the extra height they gave her. If only being artificially taller also made her slimmer. Next to Rachel’s sylphlike figure, she always felt dumpy.

      “Everyone has some,” Josh said, his voice a slightly overloud monotone. “And some people are almost ready for seconds.”

      Gina handed a big serving to Josh. “Then we’d better eat ours.”

      “Thanks, Gina. You make the best pavlova. Even better than my Mum’s.”

      Josh’s parents were around the place somewhere. Most of the guests were linked to the nursery that Pete and his family owned, or were from Rachel and Gina’s church. Pete had only moved over to Sydney after his father had had a heart attack, and the only guest from Western Australia was Pete’s ex-father-in-law. Or was he still a father-in-law? ‘Ex’ usually indicated divorce, and Pete wasn’t divorced. His wife and kids had died. It was complicated, and Gina didn’t know the whole story.

      She’d enjoyed talking to Binh earlier, hearing how he’d migrated to Australia during the Vietnam War and become a Christian soon after. He and Pete were obviously close, and he was going to be Pete’s best man. Gina had hoped to be Rachel’s chief bridesmaid. Sure she’d originally been Rachel’s sister’s close friend, but after Esther had died and Gina had moved in with Rachel, they’d grown close. It stung that someone called Alice would get that privilege. She’d apparently been Rachel’s friend in her old job at David Jones and had had some sort of role in Rachel coming to know Jesus.

      Gina hated these little drips of bitterness that seemed to be poisoning her lately. Maybe it had something to do with her age. It hadn’t been so hard to be single in her twenties, but now she’d entered her thirties, it was increasingly difficult to believe her chance would ever come. Last year, on her thirtieth birthday, she’d spent the whole day in tears. If she didn’t watch out, she’d become a man-hater who people avoided and labelled ‘spinster’. Spinster. Such an ugly word. So much less pleasant than the word ‘bachelor’. Spinster sounded like someone as thin as a stick, with grey hair pulled back in a tight bun and a pinched mouth hiding a sharp tongue. Someone she had no desire to be. The possibility yawned like a gaping sinkhole at her feet.

      Being a Christian was supposed to make a difference, but it was hard to be enthusiastic every time Rachel burst into the house gushing about her wonderful Pete. Rachel, who’d had her chance at motherhood but who’d thrown the child away.

      Gina had longed for her own children from the day when the first of her two brothers had been placed in her arms. She’d taught the tiny-tots Sunday School class during high school, and it had surprised no one when she’d become a Kindergarten teacher. What bitter irony, that the person surrounded by small children most of the week might never hold her own. And sometimes it was the church folk who made it the hardest. She had often begged God for a husband and family, but so far her pleas had landed on seemingly deaf ears.  

      Pete stood with his arm loosely draped around Rachel’s shoulders, and Rachel alternated between looking up at him and laughing with her mother and his parents. A diamond flashed on her finger. Gina went back to the kitchen. At least there she belonged and could look useful and fulfilled.

      God do you hear me? Do you care?
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      “Haven’t I seen you somewhere before?” a male voice said.

      Gina glanced up from the shoe she was considering buying and resisted rolling her eyes. Of all the overused pick-up lines. Not that any guys had ever tried the line on Gina, but she’d heard others joking about the kind of guys who used it.

      She looked into the dark eyes of a man a bit older than herself. He did look familiar.

      She took a step away from him. “Do you normally use that line with people you’ve just met?”

      “I wasn’t trying to pick you up—” The man flushed. “Not that I mean …” He gave a crooked grin. “I’m not doing a very good job of this, but I’ve been puzzling for a few minutes about where I’ve seen you before.” He frowned. “Not school, nor university.” He shook his head. “No, somewhere much more recent than that.”

      He was right. She’d seen him somewhere in the last year. She ran through a list of possible places. Work? No. Victory Church? No. But … a church. “Esther’s—”

      “—funeral,” he finished. “You were Esther’s good friend.”

      “And you’re Tony. You spoke about how Esther introduced your wife …” Gina’s neck warmed. Maybe she shouldn’t have mentioned his wife.

      “It’s fine to mention Anna. We miss her every day, but she’s been gone two years now.” He swallowed. “We make it a practice at home to talk about her. Otherwise it seems a sort of denial of how important she was to us. You know—”

      Gina nodded. “That’s how we feel about Esther. I share a house with her sister, Rachel, and we talk about Esther all the time. It was hard at first, but it gets easier.”

      “Yeah, it does.” Tony glanced at his watch.

      “Don’t let me keep you,” Gina said gesturing towards his shopping bag.

      “Oh, I’ve finished shopping.” He held up the bag. “My eldest is growing like a weed and needs new school shirts.” He grinned and a playful dimple flashed in his left cheek. “I was checking to see if there was time for a cup of coffee before I collect the girls from my parents. Have you got time to join me?”

      She did have time, but did she want to? A cup of coffee seemed innocent, but what strings were attached? Was he asking her because he was being polite, or because he saw her as Esther’s friend, or something else?

      “It’s okay if you don’t have time.” He looked like he was about to leave her standing there with her mouth open.

      “I’d be happy to,” Gina said with a rush, putting down the shoe she’d been examining more closely than was really necessary.

      He glanced towards the shoe. “Did you want to buy that pair? I’ll wait.”

      Gina shrugged. “I was just looking. I always check out the sales, but I don’t need any shoes at the moment.”

      He laughed. “You’re not one of those people who has to buy everything you like?”

      She shook her head. “Not on my salary. I’m more of an a-few-good-things-that-will-last-a-long-time buyer.”

      “Wise woman.”

      She bent her head so he couldn’t see her flush of pleasure.

      “Do you prefer coffee or tea?” Tony asked as they went out the door.

      “Either is fine,” Gina said, walking beside him.

      The café was only a short walk away, and he led the way inside.

      “Ciao, Antonio,” the man behind the main counter said as they passed.

      Gina blinked. It had never occurred to her that Tony was Italian, he sounded completely local. 

      They took a seat and ordered, and the coffee was on the table almost before they’d settled themselves.

      “You obviously come here often,” Gina said.

      “It’s my daughters’ favourite café, and the boss and I have known each other since the start of primary school.”

      So Tony’s family must have migrated when he was fairly young. “That explains why you speak English with an Aussie accent. Do you also speak Italian?”

      He laughed. “It depends who you ask. My parents tell me my Italian is terrible, but I can get by. What about you? What’s your background?”

      She shrugged. “Nothing special. My parents live at Lake Macquarie. Dad has just retired from PE teaching.” She wasn’t going to expand on any more details with someone she didn’t expect to see again. “I have two younger brothers. The youngest is just starting work, and the oldest is getting married next weekend.”

      “That should be a good family time.”

      “I hope so. Our parents aren’t Christians, so that causes a few tensions.”

      Tony rubbed his eyebrow. “Yeah, I know how difficult that can be. How did you become a Christian then?”

      “It wasn’t part of my parents’ plan.” Gina relaxed back in her seat. “They wanted child-free time on the weekend, and it didn’t cost them anything to send us to Sunday school.” Gina laughed. “They hoped we’d learn to be good and not get too fanatical about the whole thing, but they got more than they bargained for, because we all became Christians.”

      “How old were you?” Tony asked.

      “About fourteen. After I got too old for Sunday school, I asked Mum and Dad if I could help teach the younger kids. That meant I could keep an eye on the boys, so they agreed. Each week as I prepared the lesson, the meanings of the stories became clearer.” She blew on her coffee and took a sip. Was she boring him? It didn’t look like it, as he leaned forward to listen.

      “One holiday, I went with friends to a Scripture Union camp, and the speaker talked about why Jesus had to die. Suddenly I understood I was a sinner who needed a Saviour.”

      Tony nodded. “I can’t believe how many years I sat in church and never grasped that simple fact even though I could recite the catechism and Hail Marys with the best of them.”

      Gina drank some more of her coffee. “You said something at the funeral about coming to understand who Jesus was after your wife died.”

      Tony nodded. “That was because of Esther. She got to know Anna in the chemo clinic and Anna noticed Esther wasn’t afraid of dying.” He sighed. “Both of us were struggling. Anna’s cancer wasn’t caught until late and there was always a high probability she wouldn’t make it. She dreaded leaving the girls while they were so young, and I was terrified of managing on my own.”

      The weight of his words hung in the air. Gina felt an urge to comfort him, but she held back. She didn’t know him well enough to pry.

      Tony finished his coffee and checked his watch again. “I’m sorry, I have to go. I’ve enjoyed talking, but I have to be at my parents' place before they go out.” He picked up the coat he’d draped over the back of the chair and hesitated.

      Would he say anything more? Oh, she hoped so.

      He paused, hands on his coat. “I’d like to get in touch again. Would you mind giving me your phone number?”

      Her heart rate sped up and she tightened her lips to prevent herself grinning like a lunatic. The more they’d talked, the more she’d felt at ease, but she hadn’t dared to hope that he might want to see her again. Things like that didn’t happen to her.

      Gina  bobbed her head, unable to say a word and scared to look up at him in case her eagerness frightened him off. She dug into her purse and pulled out a pen and scrap of paper. Perching on the edge of her chair, she wrote her name and phone number as clearly as possible. She didn’t want there to be any possibility of a mistake.

      Tony read the number out, smiled, and headed out the door. Gina followed but found a bench and sank down on it, hugging the past forty minutes to herself. She took a deep breath. Calm down. Asking for a number was easy, but would he follow up? Would she ever see him again?
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      Gina’s brother, Bruce, and her almost sister-in-law stood under the flowery arch Gina had designed. Behind them, Lake Macquarie glinted in the pale sunshine and the guests teetered on chairs that kept sinking into the lawn. Oh, well. Bruce and Sue had chosen an outside wedding so the mainly non-Christian relatives felt more comfortable. Gina would still have gone with a church, but this wasn’t her wedding—a fact she was more than aware of. She’d already had four people say, “Your turn next.” She’d smiled in what she hoped wasn’t a grimace and muttered some polite banalities.

      “… In sickness and in health, for richer, for poorer …” Vaughn, Bruce’s pastor, said.

      Much as Gina longed to be married, there were no guarantees things would work out well. Wedding vows were like signing a blank cheque with life. Had her father had any idea that he’d spend most of his marriage protecting his wife’s mental health? Did Rachel and Pete have any real idea how the traumas of their pasts would impact their marriage day to day?

      Oh Lord, maybe it’s a good thing Tony hasn’t rung back. Having a wife die in her thirties has to have a major impact on a family. Only you know whether there are major cracks in their foundations.

      Gina’s mind wandered as the wedding vows continued. On Sunday, the day after meeting Tony, Gina had hurried home from church and hung around the phone the entire day. Nothing. She’d rationalised that Tony was busy with the children and didn’t want to look too eager. Surely he’d ring on Monday. The phone remained silent on Monday evening. On Tuesday, it rang three times for Rachel, but there were no calls for her. Maybe Tony had rung while the phone was occupied. Wednesday … silence. Thursday, Rachel talked to Pete for an hour and Gina had returned to her room so that Rachel wouldn’t see her impatience. There were still two hours after Rachel finished talking, but the phone remained stubbornly silent. Gina had even checked that the phone hadn’t been accidentally left off the hook. Twice.

      She’d gone to bed depressed and shed some quiet tears into her pillowcase. Her pillowcases had seen lots of tears over the years, like the three times during university and her early work years when she’d thought someone was interested in her, but it turned out they wanted help with their studies or contact details to ask out one of her friends.

      “You may now kiss the bride,” Vaughn said.

      Concentrate, Gina. She’d missed half of the vows. Behind her, the guests erupted into clapping or hoots. Bruce reached towards Sue and kissed her tenderly.

      I’m happy, happy, happy, Gina rehearsed in her mind. But around the edges, envy curdled in her throat. Gina swallowed. She was not going to ruin this day with her own issues. God, help! Bitterness is a choice, but I don’t know how to get this out of my system. Why are there such longings in me, and how do I deal with them?

      The guests settled down, and Bruce and Sue walked across to seat themselves off to the side to listen to the pastor.

      Lord, help me to stop thinking about myself. There are so many here who don’t know you. Let them hear something today that leads them closer to you.

       “I’ve been meeting with Bruce and Sue to do marriage preparation for the last six weeks,” Vaughn said. “Did you know that churches did this?”

      A few in the audience shook their heads.

      Did the average Aussie even do marriage preparation, or was it only a church thing? Maybe not, when so many couples used weddings to legitimise an existing relationship.

      “We do these sessions because God, who created marriage, has a high view of it and he created us for certain purposes,” Vaughn continued. “I don’t know if you’re the kind of person who gets a new piece of flat-pack furniture and tries to put it together by instinct, or if you follow the instructions. I’m usually overconfident and waste a lot of time before admitting the instructions aren’t such a bad idea.”

      There was a ripple of laughter, and Vaughn waited for it to die down.

      “My wife shakes her head at me every time. Similarly, we can avoid a lot of mistakes when we follow the maker’s instructions for marriage, and following the instructions brings a lot of joy—they’re a package deal. I thought I’d let you in on some of the secrets of what God tells us about marriage.” He grinned at his listeners. “But sorry, I'm not going to tell you Bruce and Sue’s answers.”

      Most of the guests laughed, and Gina relaxed. Even non-Christians would listen to this sort of talk, whether to gain a tip or two, or to listen and criticise.

      Vaughn started with mutual respect and kindness, points most people could agree with. He sprinkled Bible verses into each point and told several real life stories to illustrate. Gina glanced around. People were listening. Really listening.

      Except Bruce and Sue, who were holding hands and gazing at each other. The all-too-familiar longing for someone to have and to hold surged through her. Lord, help me to get through today, and help Vaughn. Everyone is waiting for him to say something controversial.

      Vaughn made a few more points and then said, “… and I know you’ve all been waiting for me to say something about God’s view of sex.” People shifted in their seats. “It’s an issue everyone seems to have an opinion on, but today I’m asking you to listen in to the Maker’s instructions. I’m hoping you’ll be surprised.”

      Give Vaughn courage, Lord.

      “First of all, I want to say that sex was God’s idea. Does that surprise you? God designed sex as a wedding gift. It was to be the icing on the cake in a marriage.”

      For five minutes there was silence apart from the birds and the wind in the trees. Vaughn did an excellent job of explaining the positives in God’s design and giving hope for those who’d gone their own way. He finished by painting a picture of marriage done God’s way by sharing about his parents, a marriage which had lasted sixty-five years. 

      After the signing of the marriage certificate and a final prayer of blessing on the marriage, Vaughn raised his voice and said, “And now let me introduce, Mr and Mrs Reid.”

      Everyone stood to clap as Bruce and Sue walked forward to greet their guests.
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      Gina joined the line to choose food from the buffet. The caterers were set up inside the lower floor of her parents’ home. The full-width French doors were open so guests could choose a spot on the deck or sit in groups on the grassy verge next to the lake.

      “Yes, Gina would love to be married.” Her mother’s shrill voice carried in from the deck. “She’s so good with cooking and children.”

      Mother! Gina’s ears burned. It sounded as though her virtues were being paraded to be sold to the highest bidder.

      “Your mother obviously appreciates you,” said the older woman in the line behind Gina.

      Gina half turned and made a face. “Mothers are often our greatest fans. But they can also be embarrassing.”

      “She means well, dear,” the woman said, patting Gina’s shoulder.

      “Maybe.” Gina wished her mother would learn some lessons in tact and keeping her voice down. Their relationship was rocky nowadays. As a young child, she’d often felt smothered by her mother. She’d struggle in her mother’s arms, trying to break free and her mother would say, “You’re my baby, my precious baby. Don’t you love me?” A question Gina had always answered in the affirmative but she’d resented having to reassure the supposed adult in her life.

      After selecting her food, Gina went over to join some of the people she knew from the church she’d attended as a child.

      “Good to see you, Gina. When are you going to move back out of the big smoke?” Maude, an older woman, asked.

      Gina had moved to Sydney because that’s where she’d found a job. But it had also given her a little distance from her mother. “I like the school I’m working at and they’ve treated me well.”

      “But you haven’t found a husband,” Jacqui said.

      Gina drew in a breath. When would she ever be free from such comments? She lowered her voice so their conversation wouldn’t carry to anyone else. “There are worse things than being single.”

      “Perhaps your problem is that you’re too clever,” Bernice said. “Or too fussy.”

      Pardon? Did she just hear that correctly? “I wouldn’t claim to be clever,” Gina said. “And I’d like a husband who loves me for who I am.” If that was too fussy, then so be it.

      “What are you looking for in a husband?” Bernice persisted.

      Tension spread along Gina’s spine. The women seemed to have decided it was open-season-on-Gina-day. What would they do if she got up and moved elsewhere? Except where could she go? Locking herself in the bathroom might be the only option. They’d probably call her a flirt or desperate if she talked to any male under seventy.

      “I’d love to marry a man who puts Jesus first and who loves me, a man who is kind, forgiving, and patient,” Gina said. “And willing to admit he’s wrong and say sorry.”

      “Wouldn’t we all?” Jacqui said.

      “Maybe you need to pray more about it,” a lady who hadn’t said anything yet, chimed in. She was the same age as the other women but Gina didn’t recognise her.

      So now Gina was being blamed for her lack of husband.

      “God has promised to give us the desires of our heart,” the now not-so-timid lady continued. “The Bible says so in Psalm 37.”

      This had gone on long enough.

      “I have never figured out how Psalm 37 has become applied to finding a spouse,” Gina said, throat tight. “It’s actually about trusting that God will vindicate us in an evil world and that he’ll give us everything we need. If you’ll excuse me, I need to talk to other people.” Gina stood up, inclined her head to acknowledge everyone, and made a beeline for her father. He had to rescue her. That was part of his role, wasn’t it?

      In her painful experience, it wasn’t her non-Christian colleagues and friends who pestered her about whether she had a boyfriend. It was Christians. Somehow, the one group that should have been her greatest refuge made her feel like a misfit.

      Once Rachel was married, Gina would be the sole single in her thirties at church. There’d been one other woman her age, but she’d gone overseas as a missionary last year. She said it was easier to be a single woman on the mission field.

      If Tony didn’t ring back, maybe Gina should start considering that option.
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      Early the next week, Gina opened the front door of their home and beamed a welcome at the middle-aged Asian woman outside.

      “Come in Joy,” Gina said. “We’re so glad you could come while Blanche is still here.”

      Blanche, Rachel’s mother, had flown over from Lord Howe Island where she and her husband were pastoring a church. She’d arrived two days before the engagement party and was staying a full two weeks to help Rachel with the wedding planning.

      “It has been a long time.” Joy handed Gina a beautiful basket of fruit.

      “You didn’t need to bring anything,” Gina said. “We just wanted to get the quilting group together while we had a chance and hear what God has been doing in everyone’s lives.”

      “Most Chinese bring fruit or tea when we visit,” Joy said.

      “More practical than flowers.” Gina closed the front door behind Joy and ushered her through into the room at the back where the others were.

      Blanche took orders for tea and coffee with the familiarity of a resident. She’d stayed here with Rachel and Naomi after she’d separated from William, at around the time Esther went into palliative care. The quilting group had supported each other through the grief of Esther’s death and the months it took for God to work a miracle in William’s life.

      Gina served the carrot cake she’d baked.

      “It feels strange not to be working on a quilt while we’re together,” Joy said.

      “I’ve been quilting a lot recently, using all my fabric scraps from past projects,” Blanche said. “The island is a great place for beauty and swimming but limited with craft materials. It’s also not the place to forget an item on your grocery list since everything has to be flown in.”

      “I can’t imagine you living in such a place, Mum,” Rachel said.

      Blanche laughed. “Not easy for a city girl like me, but I’ve come to appreciate the slow pace of life and amazing neighbours who spend so much time encouraging us in our Christian life.” She smiled broadly. “It’s been like a second honeymoon. God has changed William so much. I never thought he’d ever become a man who valued prayer and quiet reflection, but amazingly he does.” She turned to Rachel. “And he looks forward to your letters every week.”

      Only Gina had seen how much it cost Rachel to write to her father. The first few letters had been a real battle, but Rachel had persevered, urged on by Pete. She was determined to give her father every chance to redeem his past. William wrote long screeds in return and sent photos of the island. He’d also sent occasional bunches of flowers or tickets to concerts. Gina had twice enjoyed those benefits.

      “How’s your job going out there?” Gina asked.

      “It’s certainly different from being at Victory. Our congregation of forty is mostly retirees or tourists coming once or twice while they’re on holiday.”

      A huge contrast with Victory Church with its thousands of young adults.

      “William has been excited to see a second church member’s husband come to know Jesus, and there are another two doing Bible study with him.”

      “And what do you do, Blanche?” Joy asked.

      “I’m leading the women’s ministry and visitation teams,” Blanche said. “I love it all, but I especially love meeting one-on-one with various ladies.”

      Gina needed to get back to meeting one-on-one with someone. She’d studied with Rachel for a while and they’d completed Ephesians and Hebrews, but recently Rachel had been too distracted by wedding plans. Maybe looking out for the needs of others would make Gina feel less depressed about not hearing from Tony. She hadn’t picked him as the sort of person to let others down. Then again, it might be her fault for having such high expectations. One coffee, and she was dreaming about a future together.

      Rachel shared a little about wedding plans and then it was Gina’s turn. She talked about her brother’s wedding and work but didn’t say anything about her struggles or disappointments. It didn’t seem like the right time or place.

       “And what about you, Joy?” Gina said before anyone probed too deeply.

      “Nothing unusual. I continue cleaning at the hospital and praying for the patients and staff, and I’ve just finished translating two more Christian books into Chinese.” Joy leaned forward and beamed at them. “And we might be seeing an answer to some of Esther’s prayers.”

      “What do you mean?” Blanche asked.

      “I’m sure you remember Paul Webster.”

      Gina nodded. “Esther’s medical specialist? I was surprised to see him at her funeral.”

      “Esther and I prayed a lot for him,” Joy said.

      “Didn’t Esther also send him a letter to read after she died?” Rachel asked.

      “Yes, but somehow that letter got lost and arrived much later than all the others. Whatever Esther said pushed him to spend some time investigating Christianity with another of Esther’s friends from the clinic,” Joy said.

      “Could that be the science teacher?” Blanche asked. “Esther used to talk about him a lot.”

      “I don’t know who the person is, but they’re reading Luke together once a week.”

      Gina leaned forward. “Joy, how did you find out what’s been happening?”

      “Dr Webster wanted to talk to me because he’d had some weird things happening to him, and Esther’s letter suggested he ask me if he had any questions.”

      “Wow,” Rachel said. “I’m surprised he actually dared to talk to you.”

      “It’s not easy for someone to approach a stranger to ask questions. Especially the kinds of questions he had.” Joy looked around. “I’m not going to tell you the details and you mustn’t say anything outside this group, but those men need our prayers. It’s obvious that God’s at work. Esther warned Dr Webster in the letter that if he ever started to take Jesus seriously there might be some sort of counter-attack.”

      “You mean from Satan?” Gina asked.

      “Yes. He’s had some terrifying nightmares that made him want to give up on studying Luke. So I want us all to pray for these two men. That they'll not only read the Bible but meet Jesus.”

      “And I can ask William and our neighbours to join me when I get back to Lord Howe,” Blanche said.

      They bowed their heads and first spent time praying for each other. Then Blanche prayed for Paul. “Dear Lord, you know how often Esther prayed for Paul and Rob and others at the clinic. We know of at least one who believed.”

      Anna, and through her Tony.

      “Please protect Paul from distractions. Help him and his friend to keep studying the Bible. Not doing it casually to tick a box or to search for excuses not to believe in you. Help them to see that you are not only true but worthy of following.”

      Everyone else prayed for Paul as well.

      Lord, help me to be faithful in praying for this man and to be like Esther in looking for opportunities to share about you with others. Please deal with this bitterness in my heart. I want to be like Esther, who ran her race well.
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