Chapter 1

Rev. Anne Moore slammed on her brakes.  On the wet road, her big black car slid to a rocking halt three feet from the smashed white Buick that sat, crumpled and steaming, at the bottom of the small hill, just beyond the curve.  The left signal went on as she jumped out of the car and rushed over to look in the window of the passenger’s side, facing her car.   

By her headlights, she saw an older woman slumped in the seat, her forehead bleeding.  Anne seized the door handle, but it was locked, resisting her efforts though deformed by the crash.  

A light flashed in her eyes; she looked over to see a large black pickup growling up from the other direction.  It stopped, and she heard a young voice giving remarkably articulate directions; as the cab light went on, she saw a teenaged boy on a cell phone leaning out the window.  The driver, leaving his door open, strode over and looked in the driver’s window.  She felt the car shake as he pulled on the door.

“This one’s locked, too!” she called.

“Ben!  Grab the slimmie from under the seat!”  

The teenager finished talking, tossed the phone onto the dashboard, rummaged a bit, and leapt out with a long metal bar and a box.

 “First aid kit, too, Dad!”  He dashed over, handing his dad the bar.  The man quickly opened the door, which shrieked dully as metal slid on battered metal.  He looked in, then, shook his head, then came around to her side, his son at his heels, carrying the box.

“Think you’ll have better luck here,” he said, sliding the bar along the door and springing the lock easily.  The door opened with a scraping protest.  “He’s in bad shape!  I hear the siren already, Ben.”

Ben held the first aid kit, while Anne grabbed a pad and held it against the woman’s head.  The man quickly unfastened her seat belt, ran quick hands over her, and nodded.

“Ben, go grab a blanket.  I don’t think she’s broken anything,” he said to Anne.  “I’ve got her, you guide her out.”

By the time they had carefully lifted her out of the car, Ben had brought an old blanket, and spread it on the wet gravel beside the road. 

“C’mon, Ben, let’s see if there’s anything we can do for him,” the man said, after watching for half a minute as Anne tried to make the woman comfortable.  “Here’s tape.”  

He shoved it into her hand, then strode off.  She heard the sirens coming closer, and hoped they saw her car.  She lifted the pad up to place it better, and noticed that the woman wore very heavy makeup, as it smeared all over the pad.  Anne sighed, placed it more carefully over the cut and taped it down, smeared or not.

“Boy, he did it this time, didn’t he?” she heard Ben say, in a tone of  disgust.  

His father’s reply didn’t reach her. 

Ben went on, “At least he was with his wife this time.  Here’s the team, Dad.”

“Good.  Hey, Sam!  Better get him first, we couldn’t do much.”

“Second team coming,” the EMT said as Ben and his father got out of their way.

Anne looked up as the second ambulance came up, effectively blocking her car in.  The red strobes added a weird effect to the already bad light of late dusk on a drizzly day.  Anne pushed back a lock of damp hair, and drew the edges of the blanket closer over the woman’s shoulders.  

The EMT from the second ambulance ran over, and she slid out of the way.

“Good job, bandaging that so tight,” he said to her.  He checked the woman over quickly, and his buddy joined him to help lift her onto the stretcher.  While they were lifting her, her hand dropped, the sleeve riding up as the jacket caught on something.  Anne stared at five round dark bruises right over her wrist, and felt her stomach tense.  

The EMTs settled the woman on the stretcher, adjusted the blanket and buckled the belt securely, then headed for their ambulance.

Anne sat down on the yellow lines of the road, staring after them, telling herself to process it all later.  She watched as they capably put the stretcher in the back, locked the doors, and dashed to their seats.  It took them some skill to turn around on the narrow road, but they quickly got on their way.

She sighed, and suddenly felt damp, cold, hungry and tired all at once.  Some way to end the day!  The drizzle began to feel more like rain.  She looked around, looking for something to help her stand up, but nothing was in reach.  She sighed softly, annoyed at her lack of stamina, and set her mind on getting on with the next task.   She had to get to her new home and get something to eat, as soon as she possibly could.

Ben’s father came over.

“Thanks for stopping,” he said, holding out a hand.  “Let me introduce myself.  Pastor Mark Darrow, Grace and Hope Church.”

Anne took his hand, smiling in surprise, forgetting her discomfort and her resolution.  “I’m Pastor Anne Moore, coming to Second Baptist!  They told me a lot about your church, and I’m glad to meet you, though I’d rather it wasn’t in such circumstances!”

He helped her to her feet.  Anne felt sharp relief for the dark and oddly lit road; if her face looked as red as it felt, it might be assumed to be the ambulance lights.  His grip, strong and warm, sent shivers right down her spine.  He hadn’t let go of her hand yet, and she couldn’t repress a quiver.  She didn’t try to release it, either.

“You’re cold,” he said, concern in his rather gruff tone.  “Here.”

He slid off his leather jacket, laying it over her shoulders, then guided her over to her still-running car.  She slid in the open door, turned on the heat, then looked around for anything of her own to put on.  She saw the end of her soft grey scarf under one of the suitcases, and frowned slightly.  Too much trouble to dig it out, feeling this way!  But I’d better make up my mind to it.

He kept his hand in her door, though mostly closed it.  Ben came over to them, looking grave.  Anne let down the window a bit to hear him.  Handsome young man, serious and thoughtful.  Like his father or his mother?

“He’s a mess, dad.  Sam says he has at least a broken leg, and several broken ribs.  No seatbelt.”

She looked up, hearing the edge of disdain in the boy’s voice.  She smiled very slightly, thinking it wasn’t often she’d heard a stalwart teenage boy so respectful of seatbelts.

Mark opened her door a bit wider.  “Feeling better?  Ben and I were on our way to get supper.  Want to join us?”

“Oh, I would!  I should have stopped an hour ago, and didn’t, I just wanted to get the journey over with!  I’m paying for it.”

 “Tell you what,” Mark said, after looking around at how her car and  the first ambulance sat on the road.  “Let Ben here wait and get your car out, and I’ll take you over to Del’s, since my truck’s not blocked.  Ben’s a good driver, licensed and all, been driving since he was thirteen.”

Anne only considered half a minute.  She knew she would be in some trouble herself if she didn’t get something to eat soon.  Damn this diabetes stuff.  And she liked the proposal; Nell and Ken, at her new church, had told her quite a bit about Pastor Mark’s church, and she wanted to hear more about it and about him.

Ben grinned as she accepted the offer.  She reached into the back and hauled energetically at her scarf, which came with effort.  Then she seized her purse and jumped out.

“Here, I’ve got my scarf, so you can have your jacket back,” she said.  “Thank you!”

Pastor Darrow smiled slightly, took his jacket, and gave her a slight assist with the long wide scarf.  He held the jacket over her as they walked quickly over to his truck, as it now rained steadily.

A tow truck and police car came up behind the ambulance.  Mark opened the truck door for her, and, while looking back as they arrived, gave her a hand in, which gave her the same shiver down the spine.  She hoped she wasn’t breathing too hard as she reached for the seatbelt.  She saw Ben climb into her car and put the window down to talk to the tow truck driver.  The policeman came striding over to Pastor Mark.

“Don’t tell me,” he said, grinning slightly.  “Who was in the car this time?”

“He and his wife,” Mark answered.  “I came along after, and just after Rev. Moore here stopped herself.  Neither of us saw it, I guess.”  He looked at her.  “Did you?”

“No.  I’m just grateful Daddy insisted on ABS on the car.”  Anne sighed.

“We’re going over to Del’s, so come by there if you need to, and we’ll talk to you in the warm,” Mark said.  “I’ll go see Pat later.”

“Yeah, all right,” the policeman said.  He looked at the car and called over to the others.  “Hey, Jay, you’ll have some fun here.   Boy, he hit that rock hard.  Both front tires flat.”

“Aw, he’ll be fine, he’s a professional,” Mark said, as the tow truck driver surveyed the steaming white Buick, hands on hips.  Ben got out, looking at what he looked at.  At Mark’s remark, the driver turned around and stuck out a finger at him.  All four laughed.

“Good luck, Ben,” Mark called over.  “I think you can sneak around carefully, on the right.”

Ben went over and looked at the road and shoulder.  “Yeah, I think so.  Don’t worry, Pastor Anne, I’ll be careful.  Order me a meatball and cheese, okay, Dad?”

“Yes, sir,” his father answered, closed Anne’s door carefully, and walked around the truck, pausing to make another comment to the other men.  Anne, looking at his profile silhouetted against the lights of her car and the ambulance, shivered slightly again.  She hadn’t seen anyone that big and well-made this close for some time.

This is truly ridiculous, she lectured herself as she fastened the seat belt and settled into the comfortable seat.  Nothing’s different here from anywhere else you’ve ever been!  The man’s a father, for goodness’ sake!

As he got in and gripped the wheel, though, Anne noticed he didn’t wear a ring.

Mark turned the heater way up, so Anne felt quite normal by the time they reached a little sandwich shop on the main street on the edge of the town not much later.  They chatted easily about their churches during the ride, though Anne learned little new, except that Mark and his people had helped Tom and Ken build Second’s new building.

The parking lot had only slightly better lighting than the accident scene.  Pastor Darrow took her elbow as they walked over uneven pavement to the door.

“Looks like nothing, but this is the best place to eat in town,” he assured her, holding the door.  

She turned back once clear of the door, meaning to say something to jestingly accept his judgment, but her words didn’t get to her lips as she looked up at him.  For his part, he didn’t notice the lapse, looking at her almost as intently.

Anne felt she turned a bit pale.  It wasn’t every day that she met men six inches taller than herself, particularly not men with such broad shoulders and well-defined chest and arm muscles.  He wore the leather jacket open, so his damp dark blue t-shirt revealed as much as it covered.  Anne took a deep deliberate breath and raised her eyes to his face, registered the short brown beard and bushy graying brown hair, and looked down when she met his light-colored deepset eyes.

His boots had spatters of mud on them, and his well-worn, well-fitting jeans showed random oil stains.  Anne determinedly took another deep breath and made herself look up again.

“Come sit down,” he said to her, touching her elbow with a finger.  “You do look pretty tired.  I’ll order for you – what do you like?”

“Hot black decaf, and roast beef and cheese, with lettuce and tomato,” Anne said, not even looking at the menu.

“All right.”  He smiled at her, settled her at a table farthest from the door, then walked over to the counter.  She had to take another deep breath after that smile.

Clearly a regular, Anne thought, as the owner greeted him by name, and told Mark what he wanted.  Mark only made one change, ordered Ben’s and her sandwiches, told Del to be sure the decaf was fresh and hot, and they talked about the day’s lousy weather.  Anne thought she should make use of the time to collect herself, but she couldn’t keep her attention from straying over to Mark.  The worn leather jacket suited him marvelously, and also reminded her that Ken described their church as a “biker church.”  

Mostly though, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen such a stunning masculine figure; it had looked good in silhouette, it looked incredible under flourescent light.  Thinking over the last few years, she remembered that even the good looking Indian men had been short…and the Texas church only seemed to collect ordinary people.   Looking at anyone hadn’t really been worth the trouble these last few years.   Nothing wrong with ordinary people, except that they were, well, ordinary.  She’d fit right in.  She still would.  Anne assumed herself to be someone who never got a second look from anyone, even if they bothered with the first one.  Though she couldn’t really remember what she looked like, right now; over the last year, she had changed too much too quickly.

The owner came over with Mark, bringing her sandwich and Ben’s, while Mark brought the drinks and his supper.  

“This is Del Warren, Pastor Moore,” Mark introduced him.  “Best sandwiches this end of Oregon.”

Anne gave him a bright smile and warm handshake, and they chatted a couple minutes.  Del knew all about Second Baptist, told her to tell Nell and Ken hello, and promised her he’d always have good roast beef for her, and he always got the best cheddar cheese.  A bite confirmed this for Anne, who made him a friend immediately by her delighted smile as she chewed it.  Mark had not lied about the quality of his sandwiches.

Mark took the opportunity while Anne and Del chatted to observe her covertly at more leisure.  Her capability in a crisis had already caught his attention.  Almost as good as Dolly.  But prettier.  His first good look at her had produced a startling response in him.  He couldn’t remember the last time he’d looked at a woman so unguardedly, or had such a visceral reaction.

Pretty color hair, sort of golden-brown, curling about her face where it wasn’t damply curling all over.  Her big eyes were the same color.  How did that happen?  Very pale, pretty face, sharp lines, nice smile.  Very nice smile.  And then, - but he didn’t look lower than her neck, though the nice lines there rather encouraged it.  Watch your step.  Too much at stake to make any false moves.  Mark’s jaw stiffened a bit and he sat up a bit straighter.

Del retreated to the counter, and Anne, warmed by his geniality, asked Mark about his congregation.  Glad to have a topic that kept things in perspective, he sketched them out a bit – a mix of all kinds of folks, most of them either been involved or were involved with motorcycle gangs or groups of various stripe - when Ben blew in. 

“Ah, good!” he said, flopping into the chair beside his dad, and grabbing his sandwich.  “You have a great car, Pastor Anne!  Slid it right through the notch there.  Jay directed me, seemed pretty pleased at the job I did.  Thanks, Dad.  This is great.”  Ben dived into his sandwich after handing Anne her keys.

“Between bites, tell Pastor Moore about the youth group,” his father suggested.

Anne noticed his formality, and inwardly shrugged.  Looking at them side by side, she saw clearly where Ben had gotten his handsome features.  Same straight nose, narrow face, deepset eyes.  Similar colored hair.  Ben’s lines had all the charm of youth, while his father’s had the character of maturity.

Ben eagerly began talking about the youth group, sometimes not waiting to be between bites.  Anne caught his enthusiasm and encouraged him to talk.  Mark, attending closely but discreetly, liked how her eyes brightened up when she got interested in something, how she smiled, and how well she listened.

Ben went on at easy length, talking about how his dad and ‘Shank’ ran the group, and how many kids came from all over the place, even a bunch from Ontario.  Then he drifted into a panegyric on Harley softtails, the connection between the two subjects passing even Anne’s attention.  She found him quite interesting on the subject of the motorcycle, and asked him a lot of questions.  Mark began wondering if she was really interested, or just knew how to get a kid talking.  Though the look on her face as she listened assured him of interest – in the person, at least, if not the subject.

“Dad should give you a ride sometime,” Ben said artlessly, after Anne confessed to never having ridden a motorcycle.  The two adults managed to hide their starts at the proposal and ignore it, as Ben described how his dad taught him to ride three years ago, but he still had to wait two years to get his motorcycle license.

“So I’m looking for a bike I can overhaul myself.  I have time,” he finished cheerfully.  “Dad, Dicky says I should find myself a truck, too.  Whaddya think?”

“To overhaul?  Why not?  What do you want?”

“Remember when that artist was over in Unity, had that neat painting of the GMC?  Well?  A real old one would be fun!”

“You’d learn a heck of a lot,” his father replied.  “Keep your eyes open.  So will I.”

“It’s all right that he takes vehicles apart all over your yard?”  Anne asked, amused.

“Why not?  That’s what the yard is.  I run Darrow’s Equipment.  Backhoes, trucks, and such like all over the place anyhow, and Dicky has at least one in pieces at all times.”

“So he fits right in.”  Anne smiled at Ben as she finished her coffee.

“You better now?”  Mark asked.  “More coffee?”

“I’m fine.  Thank you.  Say, I neglected to give you any money.  What do I owe you?”

“It’s a welcome to town gift.”  He smiled at her.  “And you were helpful tonight.”

“So who was that?  You clearly knew them.”

“Oh, yeah,” Mark said, sighing.  “That was Rev. Barr and his wife.  He’s at First Baptist.  That’s the one with the great stone tower downtown.”

“I remember seeing it.”  Anne remembered Ben’s attitude and comments, and frowned slightly.  “That happens often?”

“More than necessary.  Say, here’s our local police.  C’mon over, Rod.  Get some coffee.”

“Need it,” the cop from the accident scene said, waving at them as he went to the counter.  “Be right there.”

Ben opened his mouth, but a look from his father shut it again.  The policeman gave an order and came over, dropping into the chair next to Anne.

“Pastor Moore, right?  You’ll be Second’s new pastor.  Welcome to Sagemint.  Stopped by the hospital before coming here.  She’s okay, just the cut and a bit of concussion, they’ll keep her tonight, and her daughter will take her home tomorrow.  I mean to Cyn’s home, Darrow, in Boise.  He’s pretty bad.  They won’t know for some time what the story will be.”

Neither Mark nor Ben said anything, and Anne couldn’t figure where sympathy should be in the case.  She remembered those bruises.

“Cyn should just keep her mom there for a few months,” the policeman went on.  Del brought him his coffee and sandwich, got a grateful smile and nod, and sat down at the next table.  “If she brings her home here, and calls me one more time –“

Anne raised an eyebrow in suspicious curiosity.  Mark caught her eye and shook his head very slightly.

Del weighed in on the subject.  “’Bout time they sent him packing, anyhow, though a small town like this, and the size that church is now, who cares who’s in the pulpit, eh, Pastor Mark?  They forget we do!  Well, as long as we have pastors like you and Father Bob over in Ontario, and you, Pastor Moore, well, we won’t become heathen yet because of the bad ones.  What’s Barr been here for?  Thirty odd years?”

“Real odd years,” the policeman said, grimacing.  “Man, am I tired of his scrapes!  Told them to run a check on his blood level, hope they do it and don’t forget with everything else.  How you can hit that rock passes me!”

Mark looked at Anne.  “First Baptist is, obviously, the first church in this area after the early settlers, and a few of their descendants are still there.  They tend to not let anyone forget it, you see.  Down to 50, last I knew, last year.  But it has quite an endowment fund, you see, so it can pay Pastor Barr until he’s ready to retire.  Used to have about 250 about fifteen years ago, but then things started going down hill.  Your church split off.  Lots of folks followed it.  I hope most of ‘em went to other churches, and didn’t just get lost.  And lots of folks just moved out of town, going elsewhere.  Jobs not too plentiful anymore.”

“Usual story,” Del put in.

Anne nodded sympathetically.  This, at least, she understood.  “Yes, that’s happening all over.”

Mark let his gaze linger on her face a moment.  When she was interested, her eyes glowed and she smiled.  When she was serious, that was a rather pretty little line on her forehead.  He abruptly turned back to Rod.

“Jay get the car out of the way?”

“Oh, yeah, with his usual groaning,” Rod said, grinning.  “Hope someone gets to the insurance company soon, or Jay’ll clean up.”

“Oh, he’s fair,” Mark said.  “Ben, you finished?  Rod, tell Pat I’ll be down soon.”

Rod smiled at Anne.  “Not much to ask you, Pastor.  Jay and I pretty much figured out what happened after you all left.  If I have any questions, can I call you?”

“Certainly.  Call the church office, I don’t have the parsonage number yet.  Pastor Darrow, how do I get back to the church from here?”

“Oh, yeah.  Well, hmm.  Would you rather follow me?  Or let Ben drive your car again?  Stop salivating, Ben.”

The men all laughed, Ben the loudest, and Anne got up.  Mark and Ben rose, too, they all said their goodnights, and opened the door to a steady rain.

“Give Ben your keys,” Mark said to her, stopping in the open door.  She didn’t argue, and went with him again.

“So Rev. Barr often crashes his cars?”

“Usually DUI,” Mark replied shortly.

“And still is a pastor??  What’s been done?”

“All that we can.  We’ve all talked to him, and the church.  Ken and Tom pulled out of the church with half the folks, and made it clear exactly why.  There’s a whole list of things.  Far as I know, nothing ever changes.  If you ever meet Mrs. Barr anywhere, she will, soon after greeting you, tell you how ‘poor dear Stanley’ has been working his fingers to the very bone, and no thanks, and never takes a vacation, either.  Pastor, don’t let her bluff you.  People aren’t going to tell you lurid stories, because they don’t have to.  You’ll see all you need to in the papers.”

Anne decided to see what she could discover.  “Mark, when they put her on the stretcher, her sleeve caught.  I saw five round bruises just above her wrist.  Look, I used to be a social worker in San Antonio.  I know what I saw.”

He drove in silence a moment, then said slowly, “And you are right, and that’s one of the other things.  If you want a river in Egypt, I’ll tell you it’s in flood.”

Anne pieced that together, admired the aptness, and said nothing.

“We took that on, too,” Mark said quietly.  “All we got was threat of a lawsuit.  From her.”

Anne sighed and shook her head.  After a moment, she laughed uncertainly.  “Didn’t expect to hit the soft underbelly of town my first night here.”

Mark chuckled.  “I’d guess not.  And you sure hit it, and given where he wrecked, you almost hit it literally!  Glad you were alert.  Here’s the church.  Don’t you want to go to the parsonage?”

“I’m going to use the back door.  I don’t like that street it faces, it’s so bleak and empty.”

He pulled into the parking lot and over to the fence by the end of a long brick walk up a long narrow yard to a neat white house.  Ben swished in beside him with Anne’s car.

As Anne opened her door, Ben, jumping out, said, “Pastor Anne, do you need help with these?” pointing to the back seat and the two large suitcases there.

“Oh, yes, those,” Anne said wearily.  

Mark got out of the truck and came around.  “Grab one, then, Ben,” he said.


Anne picked up scattered odds and ends from her front seat as Ben and Mark pulled out the suitcases, and they went up the long brick walk.  Automatic outdoor lights flashed on at the house as they neared the steps.


“Thank you so much,” Anne said, as she unlocked the door.  “I’d forgotten that part of getting here.  Just put them in the other room there,” she pointed as she turned on the kitchen light.  “Most of the stuff needs washing anyhow.  Might as well not carry it twice.”


They put them down.  Mark looked at her.


“I want to ask if you need anything, but I bet I’m behind several folks.  I know your church.  They’ll be taking good care of you.”


Anne opened the refrigerator, and stared, tears coming to her eyes.    Milk, eggs, a loaf of bread, a large bowl of fresh fruit stuffed the top shelf.


“You’re right,” she said.  


Ben smiled brightly at her, said goodnight, and trotted out the door.  Mark stood a moment longer by the door.


“You’ll do okay,” he said.  “They’ve got your back.”


“More than that.  Thank you!  For supper, and everything.  I’m really glad to meet you.  I was impressed at what they said about how our two congregations get along.  It’s not usual for renting churches to relate so well, both ways.  Not to mention sharing space at all!  Please, I want you to know, I don’t intend to do anything to hinder the relationship.”


She stepped a bit closer to him while talking, and they looked at each other.  Mark felt the tear on her lash a bit too deeply, wanting to brush it off.  And that would lead to … They stood a moment, then Ben yelled something down in the lot.


“Come by on Friday and meet the kids,” Mark said.  “Goodnight.”


“Goodnight, and thanks, again.”


He left a bit abruptly.  She shut the door after him, and watched until his truck left the parking lot, letting her tears run, though it seemed even more ridiculous to feel so sorry he was leaving when she’d barely met him.  Even after the truck left, she stood looking down the walk, wondering what had happened to plain basic life in the last three hours.

Ben cheerfully said he liked Pastor Anne, and hoped they’d see a lot of her.  Mark agreed briefly, and wondered briefly why Tom Kelly had neglected to mention their new pastor’s first name when he’d told Mark they’d hired someone….
