Chapter 2

Anne put the second load of wash into the machine, started it, then went over the table and sat down to admire the flowers out the window.  Waking late to the sunny morning gave her a burst of energy, and the pleasant house satisfied her.

“Why rush?” she said aloud.  She smiled at herself.  It felt so wonderful to have her own space again.  Mom and Dad had tried not to mind having her in their house, but she knew both they and she hadn’t liked it at all.  It felt good to be able to do things for herself.  She remembered how happy she’d been three months ago when she could lift a load of laundry again, and laughed.  Funny the things that make you happy!  Normal life is just wonderful!
She looked out the window, down the long narrow yard to the church parking lot, between the church and the road.  Beyond the lot, she could see the houses across the street.  People weren’t terribly far away, even if the church did sit back from the road.  She hoped she could meet her neighbors soon.  

She looked again at the colorful flowers planted in boxes along the windows of the alcove for the built-in table.  Jane or Nell must have done this.  Pansies, red and purple, and white daisy-like things.  Anne hadn’t ever paid much attention to flowers in her life; gardens had not been part of the home landscape.  How could they be, the way her family had moved almost every year, as her father transferred from Army base to Army base?  Even after ten years retirement in one house, her mother had had no flowers in her yard, only grass and trees. 

Tall junipers made an effective block between her house and the one next door.  From her seat at the table, she couldn’t see it at all.  She approved.  The house next door happened to be vacant, and presented a dreary aspect from any angle.  From the window over her sink that morning, she had seen birds flying in and out of a broken attic window.  She hadn’t liked it the week she’d been here interviewing and accepting the job, and she didn’t like it now.

Anne got up quickly, walked into the living room, and stopped to survey it in daylight.  Nell and Jane had told her they would furnish the house “usefully” and that had suited her just fine; she had accepted their offer with thanks.  She would have to ask about their definition of “useful,”  which apparently included a great deal more than her definition.  The kitchen had a full set of dishes for ten; pretty ones, with gold edges and blue flowers.  The living room now had a beige rug with floral patterns in it, a very comfortable large green sofa, and a green reclining chair by a floor lamp.  The windows had curtains the same color as the rug, with lace edges.  Anne smiled.  Better furniture than she’d ever bought!

She went upstairs, looked into the front bedroom.  She had bought herself a new bed and vanity bureau while she had been here before, but in the front room Nell and Jane had set up another double bed and two bureaus.  She walked around the room, glad they’d put this ‘too quaint’ quilt in here.    She wandered into her own room.  They had gotten her a tall bureau for her room, too, and someone must have refinished it; the golden wood shone.  It went quite well with the one she had bought.  Anne opened the huge closet and shook her head, looking at the plastic hangars waiting for her dresses.  She pushed the bathroom door half closed as she passed by.

 Too bad the room looked out at the vacant house, above the junipers.  Two large windows, too.  Anne pulled up the mini-blinds and opened the windows to the bright June sunlight, stood back, and looked around the room.  The light yellow walls, green print comforter, and ivory lace curtains pleased her.  This was one of the prettiest rooms she’d ever lived in.

She made her bed, smiling as she smoothed down the brand new comforter that Jane and Nell had gotten, with its matching sheets and pillow cases.  They had supplied her towels, curtains, and all of that stuff, and a second set of sheets, too.  Anne figured she’d just tell them to start paying her next month.  They had gone miles beyond the ordinary courtesies of providing a parsonage for their pastor.

“No need to preach going the second mile here,” she said to the mirror.

The phone rang.

“Good morning, Pastor Anne!  I figured you got in awful late last night, so I thought I’d give you plenty of time before I bothered you!”  Nell’s pleasant motherly voice made Anne smile widely.

“Bother me, indeed!  I’m glad to hear from you, Nell!  It was late last night.  But the house is wonderful!  And the food in the refrigerator!  What were you thinking?”

“We were thinking you would be too tired to stop and buy milk!  Say, would you mind if I dropped by?  I’m about to go out, and I thought I’d like to come by and see you, make sure everything is comfortable, and you are all right!”

“I’d love to see you.  I’ll put the kettle on.”

Fifteen minutes later, Nell came in, bringing a loaf of fresh bread.

“You have to learn about the bread place in Ontario.  They grind their own grains, and the breads are wonderful!  And they offer you a free sample, they have about eight different kinds.  This is my favorite, the spelt.  We’re so glad you’re here!  Did you have a good trip out?”

“Long, but no problems.  Until I got here, but that was more drama than problem – came around a corner on the first road off 26, and almost ran into a smashed car!”

“Oh, my!  Barr’s latest, I guess.  I read it in the Ontario paper this morning.  Twice the legal limit, this time.”  Nell sat down comfortably at the table, and Anne poured her a cup of tea, and one for herself.  “But you are okay, right?”

“Oh, yes.  I keep up my first-aid certificate, and I was there not long after it happened.  So I got to meet several people in strange circumstances.  Mrs. Barr, now, is she quite all right?”

Nell sighed.  “Don’t worry about her, she’s past hope.  Hard to write off people, dearie, but sometimes, what can you do?  We’re all just blue in the face.”

Anne, not wanting to hear more of what she heard last night, then told about meeting Ben and Mark Darrow, and ending up having supper with them.  Nell listened eagerly, successfully hiding it under a cheerful smile.

“So you met Pastor Mark!  We told you all about how much his folks help out at church.  You heard Jane’s girl go on about the youth group!  Did you like him?”

“Yes, I did.  Capable man, too.  And Ben is quite an appealing young man.”

“Oh, yes.  Mark’s done a good job raising him, single parent, and all.  A very nice boy, and being like his dad, he’ll have staying power.  Mark grew up in this town, you know.  Now he’s running that business as well or better than it’s ever been run, and caring about his congregation, too.  Though he gets help with that, Dolly Williams, you’ll meet her, she’s just great, ready to help everyone.  Incidentally, she’s the one who thought she ought to stock your shelves.”

“Which reminds me!  The house looks beautiful!  I expected some decent furniture, useable curtains, and I get House Beautiful!”

“Oh, come on, dear, it’s not that much!”

“Well, okay, House Very Pretty, then.  Much nicer furniture than I’ve ever had.  Thank you, many times over.  I considered telling you to start paying me next month.”

“Oh, stop it!  You must understand, we are very glad to have you here!  We never thought we’d find a good pastor as soon we did, one that would suit us so well!  And we want you to stay!”

“And believe me, I want to stay, and stay a long time!”

“Well, we’ll be taking good care of you.  Do you need any help with unpacking or anything?  Do you need to go shopping at all?  I’d be happy to take you anywhere – not just today, any time.  Jane is working right now, but sends her love, and she’ll be calling you tonight, to have you come have dinner with them.  Will you join Ken and me tonight?”

“I’d love to.”

Anne didn’t need anything, and Nell, after staying an hour, helping her carry things around as needed, and talking about the church, went on her way, agreeing on what time Anne should come to her house for supper.

Anne watched her leave, smiling after her.

“All that to fill my larder, and now you won’t let me eat it,” she said, laughing.

She went back to her pile of now clean laundry, and the phone rang again.  She almost dropped it when a gruff male voice said, “Pastor Moore?”

“Speaking,” she managed, knowing before he said his name that it was Mark Darrow.  A mental picture of him jumped out at her, making her hands shake, reminding her that she had a great deal of work to do to get used to some aspects of her new home.

“Thought I’d call you and let you know what’s up with our acquaintances from last night.”

“Thank you!  What’s up?”

“Cyndy came and took her mother home, and sends her thanks to the people who stopped to help.  Cyndy’s quite level-headed, I can give you her number if you’d care to call her ever and ask after the mother.”

“Thank you!  I’d like to.”

He gave her the number.  “As for him, well, he’s in very bad shape, and this time, they’ll have his license, since it’s the third time his alcohol level was this high.  Pat had him on alert, and he’s been pretty good for the last six months.  They still aren’t sure what will happen, he hasn’t come to yet.  Very bad concussion, four broken ribs, and broken bone above the knee.”

“My.”  Anne paused a moment.  “Pastor Mark, what do you think God thinks of all this?  How do you pray?”

He whistled softly.  “Good question.  God has more grace than I do, that I know.  Disappointment?  Grief?  The thought of grieving God scares me, you know?  All I can do is tell God I’m not happy about it, and that the best I can do is trust Him to deal with it all.”

Anne nodded.  “Yes, I guess that’s about it.  One thing I’m clear on now, God is bigger.  Bigger than our sin, bigger than our mistakes, bigger than our success.  It’s comforting.”

“It is.”  After a pause, Mark went on, “Say, Ben wants me to let you know he’s really looking forward to seeing you Friday night.  You settling in okay?  Not too worn out by last night?”

“No, I’m fine.  Nell came by to check up on me.”  She laughed.  “You know, they filled my refrigerator, but they’re all inviting me over for dinner!”

“Well, of course.  All right, I’ve got to go help Dicky take apart my backhoe trailer.  See you.”

“Thanks for calling.  Bye.”

Anne looked at the phone a moment, then wondered how he’d gotten a number she didn’t know yet.  It gave her a shiver to think that this abominably sexy man had more access to her than she did to him.  Anne turned away quickly and found something else to do.

Jane and Tom had her come over the next night.  Anne almost looked forward to Friday as a chance to see that she remembered how to cook.  

She spent the early afternoon in her office, arranging things as she liked them.  She had her laptop computer and a little color printer to set up, and looked over the files in the drawers.  No surprises greeted her – Ken and Tom had been quite upfront with all the church notes and finances.  Someone had left her a disk with a list of all the members and attenders, “up to date as of last Sunday” as the unsigned note explained.  

She walked around the building herself, and admired its neatness again.  The church in Texas had never been this clean and neat, but it had also been in constant use, so who had time to clean it?  She stopped by the altar and spent some time thanking God for bringing her someplace that could become home. 

After she had done that, and admired the one stained glass window over the altar, she remembered the little “Pastor’s Room” Nell had showed her, and found the door off the chancel.  She smiled as she walked in.  The room, cozy and small, had a beautiful oval stained glass window, a small soft couch, a shaded lamp on a tiny table, a closet for her robes and the cabinet to store the communion ware.  

Anne sat down on the couch and let the warm color of the room fill her.  The sunny day made the room full of pink light from the oval window.  She drank in the peaceful atmosphere and almost dozed off enjoying it.

Pretty soon, though, she remembered that she wanted to put her books on the office shelves, so she shook herself awake, and returned to the office from the room.  Three boxes of books she had shipped stood piled by the shelves.  Anne cheerfully began opening them and sorting them out.

An hour later, the bell rang at the door.  The UPS man delivered two more boxes, even carting them to the office for her.  Anne smiled at the sight of them.  At the last minute, she’d decided to ship her India memorabilia instead of stuff it in her trunk.  Her father had thought it unecessarily expensive, but she did it anyhow.  It paid off – she hadn’t had to carry it at all!  Every ounce of energy conserved from useless work Anne considered a victory.

She left the boxes in a corner of her office.  After all, she’d probably use more of these things here in the church than at the house.  And it was a long walk up there.  She went back to peacefully sorting her books.

She enjoyed her supper, and wandered back down to the church at 6:30, after she saw the big black pickup drive in, and Ben Darrow leap out. Passing it, she noticed the “Darrow’s Equipment” logo, and wondered what to think of how he used his name in the arrow shape.  Deciding it was merely clever advertising, she entered the church and went downstairs to the big room under the sanctuary to find Pastor Mark and Ben setting out chairs, and a tall blond man setting up tables.

“Hey, Pastor Anne!”  Ben greeted her enthusiastically.  “Hey, Shank, come meet Pastor Anne!”

The blond man seemed to Anne to be twice as wide as Pastor Mark, and certainly taller as well.  He had a wonderful booming laugh, which rang out as he shook her hand heartily, and joined Ben in talking cheerfully with her, telling her what they expected of the evening ahead.

“Well, Mark’s ordered the pizza, and the kids will be comin’ soon.  Ben, is Billy bringing the guitar?  And Suzie’ll play piano, or Liz.  Or both!  Do stay, Pastor Anne.  Mark will lead later on.”

Mark kept putting up chairs, and soon Ben got the message, returning to help.  Anne sat down in a corner and chatted with Shank as he went back to putting up tables.

“Oh, yeah, ma’am, I have four girls myself, and one boy!  Davy’s youngest, and, yes, spoiled by everyone, Mom, Dicky, Dolly, and all the girls!  But he’ll be okay in the end, I think.  We’re getting Dicky to teach him something of motors now, and he’s keen as anything.  Ten years old, he is.  Lizzy the oldest, Suzie’s next, different as night and day.  Hey, Liz!  Here they are.  This is Pastor Anne, girls, come introduce yourselves.”

Anne, after seven years as a youth pastor, had long ago become used to surprises when seeing children with their parents.  But she still felt surprised at how very pretty both Williams girls were.  Shank, big, balding, blond, and weathered, hardly looked like their father; not the way Mark clearly showed where Ben got his (softened down) looks.  Liz Williams, short, plump, and blonde, laughed and chatted very easily.  Suzie, taller, thinner, and with quite darker hair than her sister, said little, but Anne liked what she heard from her.

They exchanged mostly commonplaces for some time, the girls talking about school and, when asked, future plans.  While Liz was a bit vague, Suzie had ideas.  She sat down beside Anne.

“I’m thinking I’d like to go into the Army or something like that.  Four years, and I’d get to see a lot of the world, I think.”

“Oh, Suzie!  You should do college.”  Her sister looked disapprovingly at her.

“I’ll do that, too, after.  Lizzie, doesn’t Daddy need the soda from the fridge?”

“Oh, yes!”  Lizzie darted into the kitchen.  Suzie made herself comfortable, and looked up at Anne.

“Mom tells me you were in India!  I want to hear about it!”

Anne looked surprised, not remembering telling many people about that.  “Yes, I was.  What do you want to hear?”

“Why, everything.  Why were you there?  Where were you?  Did you see any tigers?  See the Himalaya?  What’s it like?  Is it hard to travel so far away?”

Anne smiled, and started in, explaining she had gone to help teach, and had traveled to two main places in the south and west, though they had taken her to see the Himalaya.  She hadn’t seen any tigers, but had ridden an elephant – “and they are Big!”- and traveling in places like that had its moments.  She described a train trip from Kerala to Bombay, and the streets of Bombay.  

“The thing that scared me most – a boat ride on the Ganges.  It’s such a big river, and moves so fast!  I could only imagine what would happen if anyone fell in, and I hardly enjoyed it being afraid someone would fall in!”

She told Suzie about her boxes of things in her office.  

“If you are interested, I’ll come talk to your group about India some night.”

“Do!!  The others will just have to listen!  Pastor Mark!  Tell Pastor Anne when she can come tell us all about India!”

He looked at them, a bit puzzled, came over, and Suzie repeated the request a bit more emphatically.

“When do you want to?” he asked Anne.

“When you have a blank date,” she said cheerfully.

“That would be next week.”

“That’s fine.”

He smiled at her.  “I just got the cancellation this morning from Pastor Paul.  He’s getting married, and forgot to change any of his schedule under the shock of it, he said.”

Suzie laughed heartily.  “He would!  Well, I hope she can keep up with him!”

“Pastor Paul is a good friend I met a couple years ago in Sturgis,” Mark explained.  “He’s not a biker, but he likes to talk to anyone about God.  He comes by every few months and tells us about who he’s talked with lately.”

“You must meet lots of interesting people at these rallies,” Anne said, hoping she used the right words.

“Oh, yeah,” Mark said.  “Suzie, Pastor Diego from East LA is coming next month.”

“Good!  I’m bringing my friends that night!”

“And you don’t otherwise?”  Anne asked, smiling mischievously.

Suzie just smiled at her.  “They come anyhow,” she said.  “I just give them heads up when someone real interesting is coming by.  Like next week.”

Anne flushed slightly.  Mark thought that a nice response, and moved away to not notice it too much.  The color improved her face.

