Chapter 3

Mark walked quietly down the stairs from the small apartment down to his office next to the garage bays.  He liked early mornings; the phone didn’t ring and all he heard from outside were birds, if that.  Turning on the lights in his office, he settled in his comfortable desk chair, looked out the windows at the lightening sky, then turned and pulled his well-worn study Bible from the shelf behind his desk.

Forty-five minutes later, he leaned back again, and set the Bible and a few badly scribbled notes aside.  He looked out the window again, resting a booted foot on the edge of his desk.  After a few minutes, he turned to his computer, turned on the monitor, and spent some time completing the work schedule for the day.  After a few minutes, he printed out a page, got up and put it on a tray by the door, and walked out into the garage.

One of his dump trucks sat in one of the big bays, the hood open over a very clean engine, with other parts piled neatly aside of it.  Mark smiled slightly as he walked past it to a small room.  He took out a big bag of dog food, and went to the door.

Two black Dobermans sat patiently by their dishes at the door.

“Morning, guys,” Mark said, pouring food in the dishes.

The dogs each gave his hand an obligatory sniff and lick before putting their noses into the dishes.  Mark put the food away, and filled a pitcher with water to fill their water dishes.

He looked at his watch, put the pitcher back, and turned back to his office, passing through it, and striding noisily up the stairs.

Half an hour later, Mark and Ben came downstairs, Ben shifting a backpack over his shoulder.

“Only a week left, Dad,” he sighed.  “Then can I help Dicky take that tranny apart?”

“When he’s finished with the truck, not before.”

“He thinks he’ll be done with it in a couple days.  It’s going okay.  He had to have four of the pistons reground.”

“So he said.  Hope they did it to his standards!  Well, we’ll see.  I’d like that truck ready before next week – we’ve got that water main job coming up.”

“Here come Shank and Dicky.  Say!  Why were you so late last night?”

Mark gave him a raised eyebrow, which Ben gave him right back.  Then they both laughed.

“Told you I was going by the Ontario hospital last night.”

“Yeah, but you’re usually back by nine.  What kept you till almost ten?”

Mark grimaced.  “Got talking to someone.  Wasn’t exactly a good conversation, though.  We weren’t talking the same stuff.”

“They let you stay so late?”

“The nurse told me it was time to leave, and I got up to do so.  But then he began going on about hardly having any visitors - made such a fuss about it that she gave in.”

A battered blue pickup rattled up to the door.  The Dobermans sprinted over to the passenger door, enthusiastically greeting the man who climbed down, both of them on their hind legs at once, their tongues seeming a foot long.  Ben grinned, called a greeting over the dogs’ heads, and headed down the driveway to catch his bus.

 When the Dobermans had calmed down, the man looked up at Mark.

“What’s wrong, Dicky?”  Mark stopped mid-stride, looking at him.

“Dolly tell me, the state girl comes,” he said, looking woebegone.

Mark sighed.  “Well, don’t worry, Dicky, if she doesn’t like us, we’ll get Billy to talk to her.  You just do what you like.  Shank and I will talk to her.”

The man gave him a watery smile, and shambled off, the Dobermans at his heels.  Shank shook his head after him.

“Never guess those dogs were so nasty when you see them with him!  Yeah, Mark, she comes from the same office.  Don’t they leave notes up there?  I thought we’d got it clear with the last one.”

Mark just shook his head.  “We’ll let the truth speak for itself.  Anyone who can’t see Dicky’s happy to be here can’t see anything.  Dolly coming by?”

“She’ll bring her over.  She’s still packing everyone off to school.  How you get Ben to go so quietly?”

“There’s only one of him,” Mark replied.

Shank looked down the long driveway, watching Ben stride out of sight.  Then he looked back at Mark.

“Hey, what’s this I hear about you talking to ol’ Barr last night?”

Mark turned sharply, mouth open.  “God have mercy!  You heard that already?!”
“Dolly’s cousin’s the receptionist, remember?”

Mark rolled his eyes.  “I’ll wear a bag over my head next time.  Hey, come in, let’s see what we gotta do on those water mains.”

Mark heard a car drive up a couple hours later, and wondered where Shank had gone.  Dicky happily leaned into the engine of the big dump truck, whistling his own tunes.  The Dobermans, hearing the car, got up and stood at the entrance to the bay, looking menacing.  Mark wondered if he had been quite smart about getting the dogs.  Sure, they kept everyone off the property, but sometimes he had a lot of explaining to do in cases like this one.

Shank materialized from behind the garage, and the two of them reached the car about the time that a fairly young, too correctly dressed young woman got out, looking around with nervous disapproval.

Mark introduced himself, and saved her the trouble of telling him she was from the state mental health office, coming to check on Dicky Williams.

“Yes, I’m here to see Mr. Richard Williams,” she replied, sounding almost too bureaucratic to be believed.  Shank burst into his hearty laugh.

“Ma’am, he don’t know who Richard is anymore,” he said.  “I’m his older brother.  Call him Dicky if you want him to answer you at all.”

Dolly, who had sent the Dobermans some way off, came forward, checking to be sure Dicky was out of earshot.  “He’s right, dear,” she said cheerfully.  “Dicky don’t like ceremony.  He also don’t like being bothered when he’s in the middle of a job.  You just come in, and set in Pastor Mark’s office here a few minutes.  You have coffee, Mark?  Let’s chat a bit.”

Mark admired the way Dolly engineered things, as long as she didn’t do it too often to him.  He stood back, hiding a smile, while Dolly talked the young woman into his office and started making a fresh pot of coffee.  He and Shank ambled in after them, carefully not exchanging any looks.

The young woman sat on the edge of her seat until the coffee was ready, and then seemed to relax a bit.  Mark saw her eyes go to his bookshelves, and after a few minutes, saw her look surprised as she looked at titles.  The parts catalogs filled the lower shelves; she looked at the higher ones, at his shelf of business and law books, and above them, at his theological shelf.

Dolly, meanwhile, had kept up a running stream of talk about Dicky, talking about him living with his mother, next door to her and Shank, and how proud he was that he had paid for the house himself, out of his own earnings.

“What is he paid?” the state woman asked.

Mark told her a figure that made her eyes widen, and handed her a copy of  the last year’s W-2 form to prove it.

“But can he handle that?”

“He doesn’t have to,” Shank said.  “Our accountant takes care of his business.  Long as Dicky has a twenty in his pocket, he’s fine.  Sam gives reports to Dolly and Mom, who files ‘em, and will tell Dicky what he needs to know.  If Dicky wants anything, he tells Mom or Dolly, or Mark, if it’s for the job.  You can go see the accountant when you leave here.”

The woman pulled out a palm pilot, looked at some notes, added something, and looked up again.

“Does he understand everything?”

“He understands that he has a job, gets paid, and his mother has a roof over her head and food on the table because of it,” Mark said.  “We’re lucky to have a lawyer who’s known him all his life, and Dicky likes Bill.  Bill can explain anything to Dicky that has to be explained, if Dolly can’t do it.  Understand your concern, ma’am, but please understand we’re just as concerned that you know we’re treating him the best we can.”

She frowned over her notes on the palm pilot.  “He’s been like this since he was 16?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“What happened then?  A car accident?”

Shank found a spot on the floor extremely interesting.  Dolly said nothing, checking the coffee pot, and fooling with it and the sugar and cream.  Mark managed to repress a sigh, and said flatly, “Dicky had the bad luck to be in the way when a couple local toughies were looking for someone to beat up.  They happened to do too good a job on him.”

The woman paled a bit, looked at her notes, and after a moment said with some briskness, “Well, I’d like to talk to him now.”

“We – ll,” Dolly said, putting down the sugar. “wait a minute.”

“No objection, really, except this,” Mark put in.  “He doesn’t like talking to strangers.  It upsets him.  He also really doesn’t like being interrupted in his work, except for lunch or a snack.  He really enjoys his lunch breaks.”

“Doesn’t anybody ever tell anyone anything up there?”  Shank sat up suddenly, pushing a hand through his thinning hair.  “The last person from your office badgered him so much he went and hid in the back of the building!  We had a hard time getting him to go home that night!”

“Worse, when he gets upset, the Dobies get mad, too,” Dolly put in casually.  “They’re that attached to him.”  She rinsed out the coffee pot at a well-used sink in the corner.

A rather long silence followed.

Mark finally said, “You might have better luck if you went by his house about supper time, saw him with his mom.  Act like you’re there to see her.  That sometimes works.”

The woman made a noise.  “I’ve got to be home myself, though.  I came down from La Grande this morning.”

The next silence broke when the phone rang, and Mark got involved in a call about digging a foundation.

When Mark finally got off the phone, he looked around.  Shank put his head in the door.

“Hey, she’s smarter than she looked.  Dolly got her to go see Bill instead.”

Mark sighed in relief.  “Good!  What’s he doing?”

“Hasn’t looked up except to get another tool.  Still whistling.”

Mark smiled.  “Good.  Think we can get out and go get some work done?”

“Let’s go quick before she comes back.  Hey, are you going over to Ontario tomorrow to do Bible study at the pen?”

“Yeah, I told chaplain I’d fill in for him while he’s taking some vacation.  Want to come?”

“Sure.  And I bet Jonny and Dave would come, too.”

“They already asked.  We’ll leave about six-thirty.  We’ll come pick you up.”

“Okay.  And, Mark, thanks for saying what had to be said about Dicky.”

Mark nodded.  “I think you’ve done your time over that one, Shank.  We took care of it.  Let it rest.  At least, now we can take care of him, too.”

Shank sighed heavily.  “Yeah, yeah.  But – well, you’re right.  And he is happy, whatever it’s worth.  So let’s take that Cat over to the town site, okay?”

“Be there in five minutes.”

On their way back home after the study, Mark and Shank stopped by the local police station, hoping Pat Evans would still be around.  Since he was a single man, he often stayed at the station late into the evenings.

They met him just inside the door.

“Oh, you two,” he said, making a face.  “Tell me there’s no trouble.  I was just leaving.”

“It’s only nine o’clock,” Shank teased.  “You changin’ your ways?  Meet a nice girl?”

“Well, I have, but that’s not the reason.  So what’s up?  What brings you guys this way?”

“Curious about one of the guys over in Ontario, and wondered if you could look up about his arrest.”  Mark handed him a scribbled name.  “I just want to know if he’s trying to whitewash things, or if there really is something fishy about it.”

“Man, your writing gets worse every year!  Okay, I’ll look it up, but tomorrow.”

They all went out the door.  

“So what’s the rush getting home, Pat?”  Shank teased.  “Not like there’s a game tonight.”

“No, I just got a satellite dish, and it’s still fun,” Pat said, chuckling.  “In two weeks, I’ll think it’s all junk, but it’s new junk now.”

Mark laughed.  “Ben still can’t believe we don’t even have a TV, though he does admit he has no idea when we’d watch anything.”

“If he wasn’t over our house half the week, he’d be a deprived kid,” Shank joked.  “So, Pat, who’s the nice girl?”

“Oh, Mark’s met her, too.  The new pastor down at Second.  I might even think about going to church a couple times, just to see whether it makes a difference to have a woman up there instead of a man.”

“Depends on who you ask,” Shank remarked.  “I gather the folks at First are scandalized, or something.  Dolly ran into a couple at the store, told them they should visit Second while their pastor is laid up.  Says they looked at her like she had two heads.”

Pat laughed.  “For folks so easily scandalized, what are they doing there?  Hey, if I don’t like Pastor Anne’s sermon, I’ll just stay for yours, Darrow.  And I’ll think up some good questions, too.”

Mark lifted an eyebrow.  “Asking me where is Genesis isn’t a good question, Pat.”

Shank guffawed. Pat echoed him, then, just before opening his car door, looked over at Mark.

“Hey, Darrow, what’s this about you visiting with Barr the other night?”

Mark stopped in the middle of swinging his truck door open, and looked over.  “You ever hear of confidentiality?”

“Oh, that and miracles.  I think this is the latter.  What made you do that?  Get anywhere?”

Mark looked at the door a moment.  Then he looked up.  “Frankly, no.  But God wouldn’t let me get to sleep until I said I’d do it.  Didn’t start badly, really.  He did want company.  So I figure it wasn’t a complete loss.”

Pat tipped his hat to him.  “You’re a better man than I am, Darrow.  See ya around.  And we do have those patrols out, like you thought would be good.  Ain’t seen a thing.  The late night boys are getting bored without Barr around.”

Mark and Shank waved, and climbed into the truck.

At first, they were silent as they drove down the street.  Shank wished he had Dolly around for advice, and did some hard thinking about what she might say.  Finally, he hit on something, and remarked casually, “That would be something, to see Pat take up with a preacher girl.  Haven’t met her yet – she a pretty one?”

Mark didn’t answer; luckily, they turned the corner onto Shank’s street, and pulled up outside the house.

“Guess Dicky didn’t have any surprise visits,” Shank remarked, looking at the dark house next to his.  “He doesn’t get to sleep if he’s upset.  Well!  See ya tomorra, and got to go commend Dolly for playing guard dog all day!”

Ben came out the door, and he and Shank exchanged cheerful goodnights.

“Yo, dad,” he greeted his father as he reached the truck.  

“Hey, there.  Hey, drive home, will you?  Get any homework?  Or have teachers softened up since I went to school?”

Ben hooted.  “One more essay!  Suzie and I both wrote ours tonight.  Dolly said she never heard so much griping over a simple assignment!  If she says anything to you, don’t mind it, we were doing it just to tease her.  Piece of cake.  Lizzie had to write poems for her teacher.  That I’d object to!”

Mark grinned and leaned back in the seat.  Ben cheerfully went on, talking about the day at school.  They had almost reached the driveway to the yard when Ben suddenly switched subjects.

“Hey, Dad, Dolly says you went to see Rev. Barr the other night!”

Mark lifted an eyebrow, and made a mental note not to visit Pastor Anne Moore without taking extreme caution.

“What of it?” he said gruffly.

“What of it?  Why, Dad, the man’s a jerk!  Pastor or not.  What did ya do that for?”

Mark sighed.  “Have you ever listened to any of my sermons?  Even if someone is a sinner, well, how are we supposed to treat them?  Come on, it’s in the Sermon on the Mount!  Out with it!”

Ben pulled into the driveway, and looked over, somewhat abashed.  “’Judge not’ I guess you’re getting at.”

“Excellent,” Mark said, sighing in relief.  “The man has done many many foolish things, but God hasn’t given up yet, and we can’t either.  I’ll go open the gate.”

Ben looked thoughtful, and Mark wondered if he’d come up with an argument by the time they headed up to the yard.  He spoke to the Dobermans, on their hind legs on the other side of the fence while he opened the lock, and shooed them out of the way while opening the wide gate.  Ben drove through, and the two dogs leapt up into the bed of the truck, barking cheerfully.

Mark locked the gate again, and squared his shoulders as he started to the truck.

Ben looked at him thoughtfully as he got in.

“So you think there’s hope, Dad?”  he asked as he started up the drive.

“God’s a redeemer,” his father replied.  “Believe me.  Nothing is past him.  Look at Dicky.  His mom thought she’d have to put him in a home years ago, and yet, look!  Nope, we can’t give up.  And we always have to give the word of grace, even when it’s hard.  And believe me, Ben, the other night, it was hard!  I don’t like the man.  And he didn’t listen in the end.  But – well, it’s God’s word, not mine.”

Ben stopped the truck outside the building, looked at him thoughtfully, and nodded.
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