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        With much love to Rob;

        my husband, friend, hero,

        and inspiration for this story.

        You’re more than I could have dreamed.
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      Dear friend,

      

      Before you read this story, I feel the need to connect with you. As an author, I feel a huge responsibility to value and care for your mind, heart and emotions.

      I’ve always been a bit of a dreamer and a romantic, and when I was a young adult, I suffered devastating loss that shattered my heart and my dreams. However, I never could have imagined how beautifully and completely God would redeem. It still leaves me breathless in wonder.

      I want you to know that nothing in Saving Beth was written lightly. It’s one of the hardest stories I’ve ever written, because it’s based on my own real life experiences of love, loss and redemption. For this reason, it’s very close to my heart, but it’s also written with you in mind. I want you to always, no matter what you go through, look for God’s loving hand, and when you can’t see it, trust His heart, and know that redemption is coming.

      I have come to learn that God never causes suffering. He is too good, too kind, too loving. But He has also given us the amazing gift of free will, and some of the consequences of that are the pain, loss and suffering we experience in this broken world.

      But God is also sovereign, and nothing can compare with the beauty and wonder of His ability to redeem.

      This doesn’t mean He planned or wanted the pain that led to our redemption.

      My prayer is that no matter what happens in your life, you will always surrender every part of it to Him—including any pain or shattered dreams. May you see the wonder of His redemption unfold, and may it be beyond all you could have dreamed possible.

      

      Jenny xx
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      Beth glanced at the road ahead, then looked again.

      ‘No, God, please no.’ The words came out in a painful, breathless whisper. ‘Not now. Not today.’

      Her bike wobbled and she dropped one foot to the ground, eyes fixed on the lopsided grey and pink bundle huddled on the side of the road.

      Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes then opened them again. She couldn’t change reality. Experience had well and truly taught her that. She could ignore it. Keep riding. She had homework to do. Assignments to finish. Chores to complete.

      But it was young, its greyish-pink feathers indicating it was less than a year old. If she helped, it could live at least another fifty years. God, I can’t leave it there. Can I?

      A car whizzed by and the bird toppled sideways. A gust of wind swept through the gum trees, unsettling the leaves and filling Beth with a sense of urgency. Letting her bike drop to the ground, she crept forward. Slowly. Steadily.

      Why did it have to be a galah? Was God trying to make her feel worse? Was He testing her?

      The galah tilted its head, dark brown eyes watching her every move. Then it attempted a few hops, but one wing dragged on the ground, clearly out of place.

      ‘You’re a sweet little guy, aren’t you?’ She spoke softly, keeping eye contact. ‘It’s okay, I’m just trying to help.’

      She didn’t have gloves. Didn’t have a towel. This was going to hurt. Please God, make him fly away. He’s supposed to be free. He needs to be free!

      The galah closed its eyes as though shutting out her presence—until she wrapped her fingers around his wings. He fluttered fiercely, and his sharp, curved beak dug into the tender skin between her thumb and forefinger. She bit her lip, holding back a cry, and shifted her hands. It didn’t help. The bird twisted his head and hooked his beak in again, clamping down with his pincer-like grip.

      She deserved it. She really did. There was something satisfying about the pain. Something right.

      She couldn’t take him home. Mum would have a fit. No, she would take him to the Cairns’ farm. It was a long walk from here, but she and this bird were in it together.

      Only he didn’t seem to think so.

      By the time Beth arrived at the farm, her forehead glistened with sweat, her fingers were pinched and bleeding, and her eyes streamed with tears. So many memories, so many regrets.

      Clare raced out the front gate to meet her. ‘Beth! What is it?’

      Beth held out the bird, and her sister’s eyes widened, fixed not on the galah, but on the blood dripping from her fingers. ‘Oh Beth, what have you done?’

      What had she done? If only she knew. ‘Have you got a box? A towel? Somewhere we can keep him until I call Wildlife Rescue?’

      Clare raced into the house and called for her fiancé, Phil. Beth heard him jogging down the stairs before he rounded the corner. His eyes widened just the way Clare’s had, but then softened with compassion. ‘You should have called us. We could have picked you up.’

      ‘I couldn’t. I needed both hands for him.’ She nodded down at the galah, who struggled again, twisting his neck to find another tender spot to bite.

      Clare arrived with a towel and a box and, with great care, Beth placed the bird inside.

      ‘You can’t keep him at your place,’ Phil said, eyes knowing.

      ‘No, I was going to call Wildlife Rescue.’

      ‘They don’t operate in this area. Last time I called, they said I needed to take the bird to a vet to have it put down.’

      Beth gasped. ‘Why?’

      ‘It’s too expensive to fix wings, and they believe they have no quality of life if they can’t fly free.’

      What? That was so wrong. The bird still had breath and life. True, it was wounded and trapped and would probably never fly free again, but wasn’t life of value because God had granted it? She was wounded and trapped too, wasn’t she?

      She looked down at her hands. Blood blisters and broken skin acknowledged the pain screaming at her. But her heart hurt more. Tears filled her eyes again. ‘I can’t let them put him down.’

      ‘Always have to be saving someone or something, don’t you?’ Clare gave her a tender look. Or was it a patronising big sister look? ‘Beth, sometimes you have to let nature take its course.’

      Unexpected anger heated Beth’s chest. ‘So nature was right to take Dad and Grandpa?’

      Clare froze and Phil winced. Then silence. Complete silence. Beth bit her lip. Why had she said that? How dare she? Nature didn’t take Grandpa—her foolish attempt to save a galah just like this one had done that. But she couldn’t let Clare guess what she’d done. Couldn’t let anyone in the world know that her attempt to save had taken a life. It was a secret she would take to the grave. A secret Grandpa had taken to the grave because she had put him there.

      Phil cleared his throat. ‘We can keep him at the cottage, in the old chook pen. I can fix it up for you.’

      ‘You would do that?’ Hope filled her. Phil and Clare’s wedding was in a few weeks, and they would move into Aunty Joy’s old cottage. Beth  wouldn’t have thought they’d want to take on an injured galah.

      Phil’s eyes met and connected with Clare’s and a message passed between them, before Phil faced Beth again. ‘You’d need to come out every day to feed and care for him.’

      That’s if he lived that long. Shock could kill a bird. And a person. Beth knew that too well. She shook away the awful memories. ‘You really wouldn’t mind?’

      Clare gave a small smile. ‘I was telling Phil how much I’d miss you when I leave home.’ She shrugged. ‘This way I’ll see you every day.’

      A fear Beth had buried deep within, lifted. She wasn’t just the tag-along little sister after all. Clare might have been consumed with her fiancé these last few months, but clearly she still liked having her around.

      Clare looked at Beth’s shaking hands. ‘Go and wash off the blood,’ she ordered, big sister back in place. ‘Then after we’ve patched you up, we’ll go and look at this chook pen.’

      It was then that she remembered. ‘I left my bike by the side of the road. Near Hayman’s corner.’

      Phil headed for the door. ‘I’ll get it. Be back soon.’

      Beth watched him go, then went to wash her hands. She scrubbed away the dried blood, wishing she could just as easily wash the stains from her heart. She didn’t deserve their kindness. Any of it. She was a hypocrite, and she’d rather die than have them find out.
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      Mum was not happy. No surprises there.

      ‘Just how much work is this bird going to be?’

      Beth bit her lip. ‘Not too much.’ She pictured the galah the way she’d left it, sitting on the ground in the chook pen looking scared and lost. Everything within her wanted to bring him home and care for him in her room where she could check he was still breathing every time her overreactive imagination suggested otherwise.

      Mum’s reaction proved it was not an option. ‘How do you expect to keep up with schoolwork if you’re traipsing out to the Cairns’ farm every afternoon?’

      To her relief, Clare cut in with an airy wave of her hand. ‘She’ll be fine, Mum. She can do her schoolwork out there. Phil can bring us both home. We’ll chuck her bike in the back of the farm ute. And then after we’re married, you can pick her up after you’ve finished at the office each night.’

      Mum frowned. ‘But I don’t get home until late.’ As evidenced by tonight. Another nine o’clock night at the office with a quick, reheated dinner and an irritated frown at any inconvenient requests made by her daughters—like wanting to care for an injured galah.

      Clare wasn’t deterred. ‘So, it would be better for her to have company and not be here all by herself.’ She winked at Beth, and Beth couldn’t help smiling in return. Clare would win the argument. She always did. It was nice to have her sister on her side—another sign of the change in Clare since she’d met Philip Cairn and become a Christian.

      Mum frowned. ‘What about the bike? It won’t fit in my car.’

      More like Mum wouldn’t want a dirty bike touching the beautiful leather of her car seats. Beth pushed down her irritation. ‘I’ll ride home earlier then. While it’s light. And then I can bring in the washing and get dinner. And do the ironing.’ That should convince her.

      Mum tapped the end of her fork on the table. Gently, so as not to mark the beautiful polished cedar. ‘I don’t like it …’

      Beth bit back her smile, sensing a ‘but’ was coming. Showing triumph too early would be a mistake.

      ‘But I’ll allow it, if you keep up with your schoolwork. However, if your marks drop …’

      Clare let out an unladylike snort. ‘Well they can’t exactly get any higher, can they?’ She pointed to Beth’s latest book review on the table. The teacher’s bright red pen scrawled her results at the the top.

      
        
        Excellent work, Beth. 20/20.

      

      

      Mum’s eyebrows drew together, and Beth spoke quickly, not willing to lose any ground. ‘I’ll keep up the marks. I promise.’

      Mum’s face relaxed and she almost smiled. ‘Two weeks. We’ll trial it until the wedding. But you must ride straight to the Cairns’ farm from school. No stopping on the way. No more rescuing creatures. No talking to strangers.’

      Clare rolled her eyes, and Beth grinned. Mum would always be Mum. She’d learned a long time ago it wasn’t worth reminding her she was no longer a little girl. Mum treated her adult employees like children, so there was no way she could be expected to treat her real children any different, no matter how old they were. Clare didn’t seem to understand that sometimes it wasn’t worth the fight. Better to go with the flow and keep under Mum’s radar as much as possible.
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      Beth sat in class, wishing the school day was over so she could ride out the the farm and see the galah. She’d been trying to work out a name for him all day. Harry? No, maybe Heathcliff. Or Darcy. She wrote the name carefully in her notepad, looking at it from every angle. Better to save that name for a rescue animal whose gender she couldn’t pick. This galah’s dark eyes gave her no doubt he was a boy.

      
        
        Cooper

      

      

      She looked at the name she’d written down, then shook head. Where had that come from? She hadn’t thought of him in years, and there was no way Clare or Dan would let her live it down if she named a bird after him.

      ‘Who’s Cooper?’

      Her hand flew across the notepad, her heart sinking as Dara looked over her shoulder. It was impossible to hide anything from Dara McCann. ‘I’m trying to come up with a name for my rescue bird.’

      Dara let out a hoot of laughter. ‘Cooper because you’re keeping him in a chicken coop?’

      She couldn’t help smiling. ‘I hadn’t thought of that. But no, it’s not right for him.’

      ‘What then? Oliver? Cameron? He’d be flattered you know.’

      Beth laughed. There was no way she was naming the galah after the class clown. Although … No. It would give people the wrong impression. ‘Gilbert,’ she said on impulse. She loved L.M Montgomery’s novels and she needed to put an end to this conversation.

      Dara tilted her head, her gaze watchful. ‘Like in Anne of Green Gables?’

      ‘Maybe.’

      Dara grinned. ‘Why not Andy? You and Andy Saunders are like Anne and Gilbert, aren’t you? Always competing for Dux.’

      Beth winced darted a look around. Dara was way too loud and way too close to the mark. She couldn’t afford to let her guess her feelings for Andy. She had a way of trampling anything precious into the ground; especially closely guarded secrets like this one.

      ‘Who’s talking about me?’

      The deep, cheerful voice had Beth’s head whipping around again. Warmth filled her cheeks as she looked up into Andy’s sparkling blue eyes. His dark hair flopped over his forehead, curly and out of control.

      ‘I’m looking after an injured galah.’ She flipped her notebook shut. ‘I’ve decided to name him Gilbert.’

      Dara smirked while Andy’s expression softened. ‘What happened to him?’

      ‘It looks like he was hit by a car, but he should be fine. I’m keeping him out at the Cairns’ until he heals, and then I’ll release him.’

      Andy’s eyes crinkled at the corners. ‘Trust you to always believe the best.’

      She had to. That’s what he didn’t understand. There was no other choice. Gilbert couldn’t die. Enough lives had been lost at her hands already.
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      Tomorrow was the big day. Beth put down her pen with a contented sigh. She could fill her journal with true life romance. Not her own, but Clare’s. She glanced back down at her neat, flowing cursive.

      
        
        Tomorrow my sister Clare is going to marry Philip Cairn, the country farm boy with the singing voice of an angel and a heart of gold. He looks at her with a tenderness born of adversity, overcome through love deeper than any circumstance.

      

      

      She bit her lip. Was that last sentence original, or did she find it in a book? Sometimes her own thoughts tangled with the thousands of lives she’d lived through novels.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      At Clare’s voice, she shoved her journal under her pillow.

      Clare’s eyes sparkled with mischief. ‘Writing about Andy?’

      Beth tensed. She’d been too slow. ‘No.’

      Clare stepped into the room, moving toward the hidden journal. ‘You won’t mind me taking a look, then.’

      ‘Clare.’ Beth hated the familiar feelings of helplessness, fear and humiliation rising in her gut.

      Clare grinned and lunged for the journal.

      Instinctively, Beth held out an arm. ‘Don’t.’

      Something in her voice hit its mark because Clare stopped, the light leaving her face. ‘I’m just teasing …’ She didn’t finish, instead lowering herself onto the bed beside Beth. ‘Dan and I hurt you pretty badly, didn’t we?’

      Beth couldn’t answer. To reveal the extent of her hurt would make her vulnerable once more. Besides, her throat ached, and trying to speak would start a flow of embarrassing tears.

      ‘I’m so sorry, Beth. Dan and I should never have stolen your journal or made fun of you.’

      Beth’s face heated at the memory. Her brother and sister tossing her journal between them, hooting with laughter at her declaration of feelings for Cooper. Threatening to tell Cooper. And they had. She knew, because from that day Cooper couldn’t even look at her. She had lost both a dream and a friend that day, thanks to Clare and Dan.

      Clare touched her arm. ‘Beth, I really am so sorry. I was so thoughtless. I never meant to hurt you. If I could go back in time, I would do so many things differently.’

      Beth nodded, annoyed by the tears stinging her eyes. ‘It’s okay.’

      ‘It’s not okay, but I need you to forgive me anyway. I was horrible to you.’

      Beth looked into her sister’s beseeching eyes and wondered at the transformation in her. Clare was a completely new person. The old Clare was gone, and in her place was a sensitive, compassionate sister who understood love more than Beth ever had.

      ‘You’re forgiven.’ Beth winced. If Clare knew what had really happened to Grandpa, she’d realised Beth had no right not to forgive.

      Clare bit her lip, studying Beth as though trying to work out if she meant it.

      ‘It really is okay, Clare. You’re so different. And you believe in love now.’

      A relieved smile filled Clare’s face. ‘Speaking of love, do you want a preview of my wedding dress? The alterations are all done.’

      Beth’s smile matched Clare’s. ‘Yes! Put it on.’

      Clare laughed. ‘It’s not that simple. I’ll need your help.’

      Beth believed it. She’d seen all the clips and buttons and swathes of white satin, tulle and lace. She followed Clare to her room, where the dresses all hung from Clare’s window curtain rail, the only rail high enough to keep Clare’s dress and train off the floor.

      Clare stood on a chair to pull her dress down and they worked together to lay it out on the bed. Clare spun her hand in a circle. ‘Turn around while I fight my way into it.’

      Beth smiled and turned. She could hear the rustle of fabric as Clare wrestled with the train. Finally, Clare let out a small squeak. ‘Help.’

      Beth spun to find her in a twisted mess of dress and train. A giggle burst out, and Clare bit her lip, dimples showing. ‘I got kind of stuck.’

      ‘You think?’ Beth came to her rescue, moving the train into some semblance of order, both of them now giggling uncontrollably.

      Clare turned so Beth could do up all the fasteners. ‘Do you think Phil will be able to see me? What if I kind of sink into all this material and just become one big dress?’

      Beth laughed out loud at the picture that made. ‘You’d outshine any dress any day. Everything will be perfect.’

      Clare screwed up her nose. ‘Mum’s made sure of that, hasn’t she? I wanted to get married out on the Cairns’ farm in the woolshed.’

      Beth laughed. Surely Clare didn’t mean that? She couldn’t be sure these days. Clare was so different since she’d met the Cairns. But she was also right that everything would be perfect if she and Mum had any say in it.

      Her only concern was Dan.

      Surely he wouldn’t put exploding candles in the church? Or set his mobile phone to go off every five minutes? Or hide a water balloon under the cushion they’d put on great Aunt Shirley’s seat for her bad back? He’d threatened that and more.

      It was too much to hope her brother would change too. And whatever it took, she had to hide her feelings for Andy during the wedding. If Dan picked up on them ...

      She did up the final button and stepped back. Her breath caught and her chin quivered. ‘Clare, you look like sunshine on a winter’s morning.’

      Clare laughed. ‘You’re such a romantic. Do you think the seamstress took it up enough?’ She twirled, the dress swirling about her, shimmering, alive and almost breathing.

      ‘It’s perfect.’ Beth sat on the edge of Clare’s bed. ‘Everything’s perfect. I always knew you’d marry Phil.’

      Clare’s eyes misted. ‘I know. I’m so blessed to have you as my sister. You were the one who dreamed my dreams for me when I was too weary to believe in them anymore.’

      Beth’s lips lifted in a watery smile. What a poetic thing for the practical Clare to say. ‘Careful. You’re starting to sound like me.’

      ‘Scary, isn’t it?’ Clare wiped her eyes, and her dimples peeked through as she pointed up at Beth’s bridesmaid dress still hanging on the curtain rail. ‘You should try on your dress again.’

      Beth hesitated.

      ‘Go on. I want to see you in it.’ Her eyes lit up. ‘I can’t wait for Andy to see you in it.’

      ‘Clare.’

      Clare sobered. ‘It’s okay, Beth, I’d never tell him. This is different. Andy is different. Cooper was … not good enough for you.’

      Beth shook her head but didn’t say what she was thinking. Andy was too good for her, but she would dream of him just the same. From the day she had met him—the same day she decided to give her life to God—he had been there. His joy at her decision had caused him to pull her into an impulsive, heart-warming hug that made her blush bright red but smile with pleasure at the same time. That youth event had changed her life. It was an eternal moment, as Phil and Clare would say. If only she’d had the courage to confess what was really bothering her; the thing that made her so undeserving of him.

      ‘Beth?’ Clare gave the dress a small shake. ‘Please? For me?’

      With a smile, Beth gave in and reached for her sky-blue bridesmaid dress, taking it from Clare and laying it on the bed.

      Clare turned her back, then shuffled outside the door. ‘You done?’

      ‘Patience, Clare.’ Beth chuckled as she dragged it over her head and slid the zip into place. So much simpler than Clare’s dress. ‘Done.’

      Clare turned. For a moment, she didn’t speak. Then her face broke into a wide smile. ‘Beautiful,’ she breathed.

      Beth looked down at herself. The blue was the same colour as Andy’s eyes. What would he think? She’d never met anyone else like him. So full of life and fun but so deep and compassionate at the same time. Despite not deserving him, there was still that dream that refused to die; the dream of marrying Andy.

      She helped Clare undo the fasteners of her dress, then went back to her own room while she changed.

      God really did change people. And God liked happy endings as much as she did. After all, he saved Philip Cairn’s life and brought him back from the mission field to marry Clare. It was the perfect love story. Better than any romance novel, because it was real and being lived out perfectly right in front of her.

      Smiling, she let herself fall back onto her bed. Then jumped up with a gasp. What would Mum say if she wrinkled the dress? Mum insisted on the most expensive dresses for the wedding and then grumbled about the cost as she spent extra hours at work to pay for it all.

      ‘Besides, now that Adam Cairn has decided to leave to be a missionary in the Madorean Islands, I’m on my own in the office,’ she complained. ‘I have to work double time to keep up.’

      Beth knew the truth. Money wasn’t an issue. Mum just needed to escape. She didn’t know how to respond to the change in Clare and Beth since they’d become Christians, nor how to react to her best worker moving overseas to become a missionary. And so, she worked harder and longer than she ever had.

      She also worked on making Clare’s wedding unforgettable. No expense was spared as Mum sought to impress the world with her class and style.

      Beth didn’t get it. She was the child who bent over backwards to please Mum, but it was Clare—the impish, daring one—Mum was so proud of. Clare had caused no end of trouble in the family, from⁠—

      A familiar flashback stole her breath. She closed her eyes to shut out the memory. How could she say Clare caused trouble in the family? Grandpa should be here. He should be the one walking Clare down the aisle tomorrow. It was bad enough losing Dad in a car accident when she was only two years old, but that wasn’t her fault. Grandpa, however … She let out a shaky breath. If only she could escape herself.

      But that was impossible. All she could do was give everything to make people’s lives better, whatever the cost. To somehow make up for what she had done. Only, some days, she got so tired … tired of trying, tired of the struggle and tired of the battle raging in her mind.
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      The day of Clare’s wedding dawned bright and clear. Beth sat with Gilbert in the early morning light, her bike leaning against the chicken pen. The bird still watched her carefully, stretching his good wing, not completely trusting. She didn’t blame him. Maybe he sensed what she was like deep down inside. She rubbed her eyes, wishing she’d had a better sleep. Her nightmares were constant and draining. Too many of them included her forgetting to feed and water Gilbert, but she was never going to let that happen in real life. He was dependent on her and she wasn’t going to let him down.

      She stood, and Gilbert let out a little squawk. She smiled. ‘Sorry Gilbert, but I have to go. Clare’s getting married today.’

      He tilted his head to the side as though trying to understand. If only she had more time to sit here quietly; to let her heart settle. But she had to race home. It was her job to make sure the day was perfect—or as perfect as it could be without Grandpa there to walk Clare down the aisle.
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      Beth managed to shower and have breakfast before Clare emerged from her room, her smile alive with joy. ‘Beth, I’m marrying Phil today. It’s actually happening!’

      ‘I know.’ Beth beamed back at her. Even in her nightdress with her hair tousled from sleep, Clare was beautiful. Her eyes danced, and everything about her was animated. She remembered Mum’s words when she was little. ‘You need to eat more, Beth. I think you would have a beautiful heart-shaped face like Clare’s if you filled out a bit more.’

      She shoved the memory aside. Today was about Clare. ‘Mum’s down at the reception hall making sure everything’s perfect. She said she’ll be back with the car in plenty of time.’

      Clare nodded, then stopped short at the bottom of the stairs, her eyes widening in panic. ‘We forgot to tell Pete to collect the car keys. I knew we’d forget something.’

      Beth pulled out her phone. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll call Andy and ask him to let Pete know.’ Pete Saunders was Phil’s friend from childhood and would be driving the bride’s car.

      Clare’s shoulders relaxed. ‘Thanks Beth. I knew you’d be perfect as chief bridesmaid. What would I do without you?’

      Have your grandfather walking you down the aisle.

      Beth shut off the thought as she called Andy. His cheerful voice answered. ‘Hey Beth, what’s up?’

      ‘Clare forgot to tell your brother to get the car keys. They’re still here.’

      He let out his distinctive laugh—the merry sound she’d grown to love. She didn’t think she’d ever seen Andy in a bad mood. ‘She’s in a bit of a daze, is she? Well, I’ll have to come and get them ’cos Pete’s down getting his hair and nails done.’

      Beth laughed. That was the last thing the blokey Pete would be doing.
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      Less than ten minutes later, Andy wandered up to their front door, looking slightly overwhelmed as he gazed up at their palatial home. Beth opened the door with a wide smile, hoping to put him at ease.

      His gaze connected with hers, and his expression relaxed into a cheerful grin. ‘So, the big day has arrived.’ He kicked off his shoes in the foyer and Beth looked away, embarrassed that Mum expected this of guests.

      ‘Yeah. Finally.’

      He chuckled. ‘Big build up, isn’t it?’ He followed her down the main hall and into the formal lounge room where he flopped onto the sofa. ‘Where’s the bride?’

      ‘In the shower. I’ll ask her where she put the keys.’

      ‘No, have a seat. I can wait.’ His blue eyes sparkled as he motioned to the seat across from him, and her heart missed a beat. He looked up at the array of dresses now hanging by the stairs. ‘So that’s what you’ll be wearing?’

      ‘Yeah. Clare loves that colour.’ And so did she. It matched Andy’s eyes.

      He smiled. ‘Clare loves everything and everyone.’

      He had that right. ‘Especially Phil.’

      ‘Yeah, I’ve noticed. They don’t leave each other’s side, do they? I hope I’m that much in love if I get married someday.’

      Beth blinked. ‘Of course you will be. Why else would you get married?’

      He shrugged. ‘Out of loneliness? Or convenience, or money, expectations, or just because. There’s plenty of reasons other than being hopelessly in love.’

      ‘I don’t see how you could marry without being in love.’

      He laughed, a gentle friendly sound. ‘Beth, my friend, not all people have the capacity to love the way you do. Lots of people marry for reasons other than true love. You can marry for sensible, practical reasons.’

      How could he say that like it was okay? What was life without love?

      ‘What does that look mean?’ He sounded amused.

      What would happen if she told him what she was really thinking? That love made life worth living. That she would die for it—that she would die for him. Because there would never be anyone else she could love more than him. Ever.

      A door opened and Clare floated downstairs, towel wrapped around her wet hair. ‘I thought I recognised that laugh.’

      Andy grinned up at her. ‘Nice veil.’

      She shot him a fake frown, removed the towel and proceeded to dry her hair. ‘The keys are on the bench.’

      ‘I know. I saw them.’

      ‘So why are you still here?’

      ‘Because I wanted to have a chat with Beth … and get a peek at the wedding dress so I can describe it to Pete so he can describe it to Phil.’

      Clare shook her head at his teasing. ‘I’m not worried. Guys can’t describe dresses.’

      Andy scooped up the keys from the bench and headed for the door where he slid his shoes back on. ‘Don’t underestimate me, Clare Bateman. I happen to have a phone in my pocket. Pictures are worth a thousand words, you know.’

      Clare merely laughed and closed the door behind him, eyes shining at Beth. ‘He didn’t, did he?’

      She shook her head.

      ‘Didn’t think so.’
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      Two hours and one hairdresser and make-up artist later, Beth stood, transfixed by her sister.

      ‘Clare, you are so beautiful!’

      Clare smiled, turning in her flowing white gown, her dark hair braided on top of her head and decorated with a tiara of flowers. ‘You are too, Beth.’

      Why did people do that—compliment her in return just because it was the nice thing to do? She had a mirror. She knew she didn’t have Clare’s sweet, heart-shaped face, eyes that sparkled with life and that dancing smile that swept everyone off their feet. Neither did she have the knack of being able to relate to everybody with ease. No wonder Phil loved Clare.

      Allie, another of Clare’s bridesmaids, came out of the bathroom and stopped. Then she burst into tears before swiping at her cheeks and laughing at herself. ‘Sorry, Clare. I just can’t believe this is finally happening. You look like a dream. Both of you.’

      Beth noticed the way she added the ‘both of you’ almost as an afterthought.

      Pete Saunders appeared in the doorway, broad and handsome in his tux. ‘Ready Clare? It’s time to head to the church.’ His eyes moved to Beth. ‘Looking good, Junior Clare.’

      She smiled, but irritation welled up. She was going to marry his brother one day, so he needed to learn her name. As much as she admired Clare, she didn’t want to live in her sister’s shadow.

      Pete held out an arm with an arrogant confidence that bugged her. She allowed him to escort her to the car, hoping he realised she was not the type to fall at his feet like other girls. Pete had nothing on his brother. Andy might not be so dashingly good looking, but he was full of personality, life and love. And most of all, he had a faith and godliness she admired.

      Phil’s father stood waiting at the church with a smile lighting his farm-weathered face. He came and helped ease Clare from the car, ready to give her away. Mr. Cairn was an amazing man, but it still hurt that Dad or Grandpa weren’t here to do it.

      Dale Cairn bent to speak into Clare’s ear, and she smiled and set her eyes on the church. Beth suspected she was desperate to see Phil, just like she was desperate to see Andy. He would be inside, guiding people to their seats, fulfilling his role as usher. Beth had begged Clare to give him that job. It was important he be a part of this big day, considering she wanted him to play the most significant part in hers one day.

      Soft music flowed through the church doors, reaching Beth’s ears. Her heart pounded and she fought to hold in emotion. It was time.

      Allie stepped down the aisle first, her eyes fixed on her fiancé, Scott. He stood down the front of the church beside Phil, and tenderness lit his eyes as he watched Allie’s progress. It softened his whole face, and for the first time Beth could see the resemblance between Phil and his older brother.

      All eyes settled on Beth. She stepped forward. This was it. How many people could tell she was blushing through her makeup? Was she holding her stomach in tight enough? What if one of her bra straps was showing? She tried not to think of all the phones being held up, capturing the moment forever.

      Thankfully, Clare reached the doorway and all eyes focused on her instead. Beth reached the front and turned to see Clare, eyes fastened on Phil who stood tall, looking at his bride in a way that did something to Beth’s heart. The perfect love story; love triumphing over all the storms of life.

      She searched for Andy. There he was, standing at the back of the church, hands in pockets, dark curls flopping over his forehead in their usual haphazard way. He turned as though sensing her gaze, and grinned. Then he rolled his eyes and shook his head as though he was amused by the whole thing; as though he knew exactly what Beth was thinking. That it was all so romantic and right.

      And it was.
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      Why did Andy have to be working again? One of the waiters hadn’t turned up for the reception so Mum asked him to fill in. He seemed more than willing to do so, his manner smooth and charming as he served drinks to the guests.

      ‘You’re looking beautiful today,’ one of Phil’s uncles complimented Beth as he walked past.

      ‘Thank you.’ She hoped she sounded gracious. It was traditional to say nice things to the bridesmaids, but it made her uncomfortable.

      A young man with a pointed nose and intense eyes approached. One of Phil’s cousins. ‘Would you like to dance?’

      She gave him a polite smile. ‘No thanks. I like sitting back and watching.’

      A flash of something, possibly hurt, darkened his eyes before he nodded and moved away. Guilt niggled. Had he seen her watching Andy?

      Clare approached, her beautiful white gown trailing behind. She lowered herself into the empty chair beside Beth, tucking the folds of her dress beneath her. ‘Beth, you look like royalty sitting here like this.’ She gave her a cheeky, dimpled smile. ‘Phil said to tell you to stop being a princess and start dancing.’

      Beth glanced to where Phil stood, his gaze never leaving his wife. Maybe she should dance, but Andy was busy, her brother Tim sat to the side looking surly and unapproachable, and Dan was out decorating the car Phil and Clare would take on their honeymoon. At least Dan was occupied and seemed to have forgotten all his other crazy threats to ruin the day. She just hoped he didn’t damage the car.

      ‘I’m not being a princess. I’m just enjoying the show.’ It wasn’t totally true. But she knew what Clare would say if she admitted she was keeping a close eye on everything; making sure nothing went wrong. Clare wouldn’t understand why it was her responsibility—why she owed it to her.

      Clare’s look turned thoughtful, then she nodded. ‘Just don’t spend your whole life watching, or you’ll miss out on actually living.’

      Beth laughed, but her heart was heavy. She was living because she was breathing, confined to the small cage she’d made to keep herself and others safe.
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      The long day finally ended. If only she’d accepted Andy’s offer to dance, but it would have looked way too obvious after she’d refused everyone else. She groaned. She was a master of self-sabotage. She stood with Mum and her brothers as Clare and Phil’s car rattled down the road, cans clunking behind.

      Tim grunted. ‘Well, she’s happy.’

      Of course she was. She was married to the man of her dreams. Tim had been the only one against the wedding.  ‘She’s too young. It won’t last,’ he griped. ‘She should at least move in with him before she makes such a big decision.’

      Beth kept her mouth shut, but wished she had the courage to explain that Christians didn’t do that. They believed you should only ever sleep with the one you were committing your life to. But Tim had made it crystal clear he wasn’t impressed by Clare and Beth’s newfound faith.

      Mum glanced around at the mess in the hall and heaved a sigh. ‘I just hope she gets more rest than I do. Everyone thinks the work gets done magically by itself.’

      Beth frowned. Mum never noticed her. Never noticed the way she desperately tried to help, to take some of her load. Sometimes she wondered if she was actually invisible. Maybe it was better that way.

      Guests were leaving, but they didn’t take their rubbish. Great Aunt Shirley appeared to have left her cardigan on the back of her chair. Beth moved toward it, grabbing dirty serviettes along the way, and balloons as deflated as she was. This complete exhaustion was a high price to pay for the day. But then she remembered the way Clare and Phil looked at each other and allowed herself to dream that one day her own dreams might come true.
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      Beth missed Clare and Phil. If they were back from their honeymoon she wouldn’t need to be doing this. She raised her hand to knock on the Saunders’ front door, then let it drop again. Why couldn’t she just knock? What was wrong with her?

      She jumped as a car door slammed. Pete’s deep voice called from the driveway. ‘Junior Clare! How’s it going?’

      How did she not hear his car? Oh. It was one of those modern electric ones. The sleek, shiny vehicle suited him. He headed towards her, wearing his work uniform, a smart blue shirt advertising the local electrical company. He’d been lucky to receive an apprenticeship in this small town.

      She gave him a tentative smile. ‘Home from work?’

      He responded with his wide, charming smile so like Andy’s but so much less, too. ‘I’m never home from work. It follows me wherever I go.’

      There was an awkward pause as she searched her mind for what to say. He rescued her.

      ‘You’re after Andy?’ She nodded, waiting as he juggled his keys and fumbled with the front door. ‘I saw your picture in the paper. Congratulations.’

      If Pete saw the picture, Andy probably did too. The long hours alone with Clare away were well spent. It was therapeutic to sit in their backyard beside the chook pen, keeping Gilbert company and sketching. She could express her heart, her greatest hopes and dreams, and help clear her mind at the same time. Talking everything through with Gilbert was a bonus. He listened carefully, one wing still drooping, head on the side, dark eyes watching her.

      She never expected her art teacher to enter her sketch in a competition, though. And she certainly never imagined she’d win.

      Pete dumped his keys on the hall table and called through the house. ‘Andy, you’ve got a visitor.’

      Beth took a deep breath. There was no backing out now.

      ‘Beth.’ Andy’s eyes lit up as he wandered in from the back room. ‘Pete always surprises me with what he brings home from work.’ He grinned and motioned for her to take a seat. ‘Shove the papers out of the way.’

      She folded the newspapers scattered across the lounge and placed them on the coffee table, aware of his eyes on her as she sat and crossed her legs, straightening her skirt.

      Andy grinned. ‘What can I do for you?’

      ‘Well, I won a prize for my Anzac artwork⁠—’

      ‘Yeah I saw. You definitely have a gift.’ Warmth crept into her face at his praise. He leaned forward and picked up the local newspaper from the neat pile she’d made on the coffee table. He flipped it open to the second page. ‘Here it is.’

      Beth wished she could read his thoughts as he studied the photo of her beside her sketch. He folded the paper and dropped it on the lounge beside him. ‘Yep, definitely a gift.’

      ‘You understood it?’ Hope lit her heart.

      ‘I think so. I definitely see you in the girl who’s cleaning up the little boy’s scraped knee. You can see the compassion in her expression. I figured you were giving a voice to those stuck at home while their husbands and fathers were at war. And you were showing the power of compassion and understanding—the huge contrast between this scene and the battle scenes of war. Am I right?’

      ‘Yes.’ So right. Could this guy be any more perfect? She drew in a deep breath. ‘There’s a dinner I’m supposed to attend to get my award. I’m supposed to take a guest with me …’

      He watched her, waiting, and she mustered up the courage to continue. ‘Clare and Phil are still on their honeymoon, and Mum has a business meeting in the city that night.’ She forced herself to maintain eye contact. ‘I wondered if you’re free. It’s okay if you’re not—but I wondered if you might be able to come? It’s Friday night at seven.’

      There. She’d done it.

      ‘I can come.’

      She couldn’t hold back her smile. ‘You’re sure?’

      One corner of his mouth lifted. ‘Do I get a free meal?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Then there’s no way you can keep me away.’

      He was a tease, but she could match him. Before she could second-guess herself, she tapped her chin. ‘I could stay home and let you go by yourself if it’s just the free meal you want. I mean, I know my company can be a bit trying.’

      His eyes sparkled with amusement. ‘It can be, but if you promise not to talk all evening, I’ll let you come with me.’

      She bit her lip to stop a smile. ‘Thank you. I will try to control my urge to chatter on.’

      ‘Yabber,’ Andy corrected. ‘The only way to describe the way you go on is yabber.’

      A snort of laughter escaped before she could stop it. Mortified, she covered her mouth, feeling the colour rising in her cheeks. Mum would be horrified.

      Andy’s brows lifted. ‘Snorting, Beth?’ He shook his head. ‘If I come with you, there will be no snorting and no giggling either. Got it?’

      She bit her lip to hold back her giggle, despite her embarrassment. ‘If you come, I promise not to do any of those things.’ She couldn’t even bring herself to say the word snort.

      He sat back and his eyes crinkled at the corners. ‘I take it back. It’s kind of nice to hear you relax enough to snort in my presence.’

      Her already warm face heated further under his gaze. The way he was looking at her … She shot to her feet. ‘Well I’d better go.’ She returned the newspapers on the coffee table to the lounge chair.

      ‘Why?’

      She kept her face averted, hoping he couldn’t see her burning cheeks. What could she say? The silence lengthened and no sensible response came.

      ‘It’s okay, I understand,’ Andy teased. ‘You probably have to paint a masterpiece or something.’

      ‘Something like that.’

      He gave her a long look as though trying to figure her out. She glanced down and self-consciously straightened her skirt. Oliver Cameron from school accused her of dressing more like a businesswoman than a teenager. She knew she wasn’t like other girls, but other girls didn’t have Veronica Bateman for a mother. Poise and control had been bred into her.

      Beth moved toward the door. She hated this awkward feeling that so often overcame her when she realised how she must appear to others. Anxiety blocked all sensible thoughts.

      ‘What should I wear?’

      She turned back at Andy’s question. ‘Mum said to tell you to wear a suit and tie if you have one, but I don’t really think it matters if you don’t want to.’

      ‘Do you want me to?’

      Did she? She opened her mouth to answer, then closed it again. She had no idea.

      Andy shrugged. ‘I’ll wear one. Might as well make use of the one I got for Clare’s wedding.’
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      Beth arrived early for the dinner. To her surprise, Andy was already waiting by the door. She glided up the steps, aware of his eyes on her. Thankfully, she was used to heels and could walk gracefully in them. Mum had insisted she buy a new dress, and matching heels were a given. She felt like her mother tonight. Tall, slim and elegant.

      ‘Andy.’ She smiled and held out her hand for him to shake. ‘You’re early.’

      He ignored her hand and pulled her into a warm hug. Then he pointed to his tie. ‘Am I suitably dressed?’

      She stepped back and allowed herself to appreciate his appearance.  Her mouth turned dry. He looked even better than at the wedding. Older, broader, stronger. She forced her voice to work. ‘Yes. Shall we go and find our seats?’

      Andy chuckled and she had the distinct feeling he knew the effect his appearance had on her. Heat filled her face and she headed inside, keeping her face averted. To her relief, it didn’t take her long to spot their place cards.

      ‘So here we are.’ Andy pulled out their chairs, then plopped into his. ‘And don’t I feel a bit silly.’

      ‘Silly?’ Prickles of dismay unsettled her heart. Was he uncomfortable with her? Was he already not enjoying himself?

      He laughed, picked up his place card to glance at it before flipping it back onto the table. ‘Well, look at me—all dressed up like I’m someone important when I’m really just here because you couldn’t find anyone else.’

      Surely he couldn’t really think that? Beth straightened his place card. ‘I’m grateful you came. You’re definitely better company than my mum. And you don’t look silly.’

      She couldn’t look at him. What if he saw what she was really thinking? There’s no one else I’d rather be here with. You’re the best looking, kindest, most godly young man I know and I’m seriously in love with you. She’d say it if she could make her mouth work, but her heart wasn’t pounding like a runaway horse.

      He straightened in his seat. ‘So, when do you get your award?’ He ran his fingers through his thick, dark hair, making it stand on end. What would happen if she reached over and smoothed it down?

      What was she thinking? ‘Um, sorry, what did you ask?’

      He let out a wholehearted laugh and everyone at the surrounding tables glanced their way. He leaned toward her, his voice going soft. ‘You know what I think, Beth? You’re not getting an award at all. You just made the whole thing up to get me into a suit and out on a date with you.’

      Her face burned, but she forced herself to match his teasing. ‘What if I did?’

      ‘I don’t know. Perhaps I’d have to take you out somewhere that requires you to wear jeans and a t-shirt ... and crocs. Or don’t you have any?’

      ‘Of course I do.’ Well, the jeans and t-shirt, anyway.

      ‘I’ve never seen you wear them.’

      ‘I’ve had no reason to wear them.’ Beth tilted her chin playfully. ‘I move in higher circles than you do.’

      He clutched at his chest, but his eyes twinkled. ‘Ooh, that hurt.’ His hand dropped to the table and he flipped the place card over again. ‘But maybe you’re right. You are classy. I doubt that you’d ever go out with someone just to get a free meal.’

      She gave him a look. ‘I doubt that you would either.’ Even as the challenge came out, she wanted to snatch it back. Why hadn’t she kept the conversation at the comfortable level of light-hearted banter?

      She was saved by the chairman of the RSL club coming to the microphone. He cleared his throat. ‘If I can just ask you to take your seats, ladies and gentlemen, we will begin the formalities.’

      Chairs scraped as people found their places, and suddenly Beth’s heart was pounding in her ears. What if she tripped going up the steps? Why had she agreed to heels? What if she slid on the smooth, shiny floor? Why did she invite Andy? Of all the people to witness her humiliation ... Her eyes slid shut. Just breathe.  She couldn’t make out the words being spoken on stage.

      A warm hand covered hers, and her eyes flew open to meet with Andy’s. They were filled with understanding. He leaned closer and whispered in her ear, ‘You’ll be fine.’

      Taking a deep breath she managed a smile. Calm spread through her body, and when the chairman finally called her name to receive the award for the best Anzac artwork by a high school student, she floated up the steps. She glanced back. Andy was smiling and clapping. Just like in Anne of Green Gables when Gilbert clapped for Anne at the poetry recital. She knew his appreciation and pride in her were genuine. And she knew this was a moment she would never forget.

      ‘Thanks for asking me,’ he said as the night came to a close.

      ‘I had to. I thought of you with every pencil line I put on that paper.’

      His laugh was dubious. ‘I’m sure you did.’

      She smiled. What would he think if he knew she thought of him almost every moment of every day? In every brilliant sunset, in every starry evening, in every arrival of dawn and in every vision of beauty, she dreamed that someday she would share it with her blue-eyed hero, and they would enjoy its depth and eternal significance together. Forever. In every novel she read, Andy was the hero. Maybe she was a rebel, refusing to accept the author’s descriptions, replacing the hero with images of Andy, but it was one area of life she could control.

      She may have made a mess of her real life, but at least she could still dream.
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      Beth sat on a rock beside the chook pen, watching Gilbert pull himself up the bird wire to latch onto a perch with his beak. He still wasn’t using his wing, and she wished she knew how to strap it. Belinda from Wildlife Rescue in Sydney had texted her instructions, but she was too afraid of doing it wrong and ruining Gilbert’s chances of flying free someday.

      She heard the screen door of the house bang and smiled as she looked up. It was good to have Phil and Clare back from their honeymoon.

      They came down the back steps, heading her way, and Phil leaned in to give Clare a kiss. Beth pretended to be disgusted. ‘Oh, stop it, you two.’

      Phil grinned. ‘What’s wrong? Were we supposed to stop showing affection as soon as the honeymoon was over?’

      ‘Yes. Romance novels always end at the wedding. Or at least when the couple finally discover their love for each other.’

      Phil threw back his head and laughed. ‘Right. And we all know real life is like those stories you read.’

      Clare pulled him close and whispered something in his ear while Beth strained to catch the words. ‘What are you saying?’

      Phil looked away, deliberately gazing straight past her and up at the hills surrounding their home. Beth detected a faint blush in his cheeks. She let him off the hook, but she had no such compassion for Clare. ‘Tell me what you said, Clare, or I’ll tell Phil every mean thing you ever did to me as a kid.’

      Phil’s gaze shot to hers. ‘Tell me. I’m listening.’

      Beth stood and brushed off her jeans. ‘Where to begin?’

      With a spurt of laughter, Clare held up her hands. ‘No need for such drastic measures. I’ll tell you. I said that there are some things too good to be expressed in words and some things too private to be shared, okay? That’s why novels don’t go into the details of marriage.’

      Beth’s cheeks heated. Why had she asked? ‘I still think stories should end later.’

      ‘What, like at the hero’s funeral?’

      ‘You are so unromantic. No, like at the thirtieth wedding anniversary.’

      Phil ruffled her hair. ‘Life is so much more than a story, Beth.’ He waved his hand toward the old house and the chairs on the wooden verandah. ‘Aunty Joy knew that.’ He smiled down at Clare. ‘She taught us so much, didn’t she?’

      Clare nodded, then grabbed Beth’s hand. ‘Come on, I want to show you our plans for the place.’

      Phil took Clare’s other hand and together, the three of them made their way up onto the verandah. Clare pointed to the chairs lining the wrap-around verandah. ‘We’re not changing this. This is where we used to sit—Aunty Joy and Phil and I. We’d watch the sun sink over that hill and talk about life and love and God.’

      ‘And our dreams,’ Phil added with a tender smile in Clare’s direction.

      Clare’s laugh was soft as she lowered herself into one of the chairs. ‘They weren’t dreams, Phil. They were reality, because God gives us the desires of our heart when we walk with Him.’ Suddenly, she stopped and poked her fingers down the side of the chair. ‘What’s this?’

      Beth moved over to look.

      Phil took the photo from Clare’s fingers. ‘That’s Gus.’

      ‘Gus? Really?’ She laughed. ‘Not how he looked when I met him.’

      Beth tried to see. ‘Who’s Gus?’

      ‘Phil’s friend and another one of Aunty Joy’s foster children.’ Clare turned the photo so Beth could see. ‘She rescued him from his abusive father. Then they found his mother, and he went to live with her.’ Her eyes softened. ‘He came back when Phil was missing on his mission trip. We prayed for Phil together.’

      She passed the photo over to Beth. From what she could see in the old, scratched photo, Gus was a lad of about ten with a large gap between his front teeth. His clothes hung off him. Her heart squeezed with compassion. ‘What did his father do to him?’

      ‘Beat him up. Neglected him. Gave him a stupid name that left him wide open to ridicule and bullying.’

      Beth looked up. ‘What’s wrong with Gus?’

      ‘Angus Bull was his name. Not a good name to have in a livestock farming community. His father lost a gambling bet the night he was born, and his mates got to name him. His middle name was rejected by the Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages, but they still used it. I won’t even tell you what it was.’

      Anger and disgust heated Beth’s chest. ‘That’s not even funny! What was his father thinking?’ She shook her head. ‘Where is he now? Is someone caring for him properly?’

      Phil laughed softly and patted her shoulder. ‘It’s okay, Beth, he’s fine. He’s well and truly left home, and he can definitely look after himself. That photo must be ten years old. He looks nothing like that anymore. He’s now Gus Richards and he’s just finished an apprenticeship as a builder carpenter.’

      ‘Oh.’ Beth handed the photo back to Clare. Her throat burned to imagine what that poor little boy had suffered. She didn’t want to think about it. She changed the subject. ‘So, what other plans do you have for the place?’

      Clare pointed to the garden. ‘Right there is where Phil proposed. I want to build one of those pergola things there, or whatever they’re called.’

      Phil grinned. ‘You mean a gondola?’

      ‘No, I don’t think that’s the word …’

      Beth looked between them. Were they serious? ‘Do you mean a gazebo? Or a rotunda?’

      Phil and Clare chuckled in unison and Phil nodded. ‘Yeah. Thanks. That’s what we mean. What would we do without you, Beth?’
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