Chapter 5

The summer picnics on Sunday afternoons fulfilled their promise.  Anne thoroughly enjoyed the fellowship with her congregation.  Since a good Sunday meant less than 125 people, she found it very easy to keep up with everyone.  Not very many went away on vacations; most had to attend to their irrigated fields or other seasonal things.  

She enjoyed the young people, also.  They liked her because she’d take a turn on the big rope swing, or join in some of their minor high-jinks.  In the course of casual conversations, she determined they had quite solid views of their faith and practice.  She made a mental note to commend Mark and Shank sometime; their words and lives were getting through.

Nell’s daughter complained over dinner at their house one evening that August would be dull; because most of the congregation of Grace and Hope went on the road to rallies in various places every weekend, they stopped the Friday night group until after Labor Day.  Ken reminded his daughter that they would still have picnics on Wednesday night, smiling as she pouted at him.

“But not everyone comes,” she said.

“Well, enough of them do,” her father said, reasonably.

His daughter didn’t bother to answer, and wandered off.  Anne looked after her, wondering if she liked someone in particular, or if it was just that a big group proved to be more fun.  Nell, bringing in a bowl of fruit salad, sat down and laughed after her daughter.

“That’s my over-social girl, Pastor Anne!  If there aren’t 50 people in a room, no one’s come!”

Anne decided to let Nell worry about her daughter, and smiled.

“In this town, getting 50 people anywhere but church seems to be quite an accomplishment.  There were only 30 at the town meeting two nights ago.”

“You went to that?”

“Curious, mostly.  I wondered what would come up.  They are going to fix the water mains, finally, that was the main subject.  First problem – it should have been done a month ago, and the other, the traffic tie up.”

“Ah, yes, a traffic tie-up in Sagemint.  Six cars at best,” Nell said drily.

“But those six cars just have to be somewhere,” Anne said, grinning.  “Anyhow, it was an education of sorts.  I met Robert Prince, from First Baptist, who seemed a very decent person.”

“Yes, he is.  New to the area, and a bit of an up-and-comer,” Nell said.  “Joined the church, thinking it the main church in town, and since no one else wants to, got on the board, and everything.  Don’t know what he makes of it all, he keeps pretty close about it.”

Anne looked at her.  “You didn’t let on at all?”

“I figure, no need.  Why be negative to someone so eager to do something?  He’ll find out soon enough.  I did ask enough to try to see if he was really a believer or just a social Christian, and couldn’t tell.  What’s your take?”

Anne laughed.  “He’s quite a politician, actually.  Glad-handed everyone.  In short, I have no idea. Think he may try to get on the board of the town?”

“Why not?  We could use some new perspectives.  Well, maybe not too many.  Just so he’s not into developments.  With the water tables, we can’t build a whole lot of houses around here.  Been dry here the last five years.  Not if we want to keep growing anything other than sage.”

After a pause in conversation, Ken asked easily, “Well, Anne, you feeling at home?”

“I am!  Sometimes it seems too good to be true.  I keep half-expecting problems, and they don’t show up.  How did you manage to get everyone to practice their Christianity so well?”

“Bad example,” Nell said promptly.  “Scared us all.  The last pastor –“ she paused, looked at her husband a moment, then went on.  “The last pastor seemed just fine, but, well, truth is, Pastor Anne, he got convicted of assault, up in Washington.  We didn’t believe it for a long time – it just didn’t seem he was the type – even Pastor Mark was taken aback – and it was true, and later we found out he’d hidden a whole record of stuff like that.  We were just sick.  Sick that someone could look so good, say all the right things, be kind, compassionate to the sick, all of that!  Made us all think.”

“Tom and Pastor Mark really helped us a lot.  Pastor Mark came one Sunday, and just told us to cry out to God, get it out of our minds before Him rather than to each other, and reminded us of the verse in Galatians – ‘pray lest you too be tempted.’  Tom thought about that, and really made it a theme for some time.  We did send a letter after a couple months, expressing our forgiveness, calling the pastor to repent, and commending him to God for mercy.”

“Didn’t get an answer,” Ken said, practically.

“Did you expect one?  That would be hard to answer.  Maybe in time,” his wife replied.

Anne looked at them gravely.  “I’m sorry it was so painful for you all.”

“Well, on top of all the stuff from First, we figured we either had to take it seriously for ourselves or give up the whole thing,” Ken said.  “We spent a lot of time expressing to each other, at home Bible studies, what we thought about Jesus, what He meant to us, and what the church ought to be.”

“Did Pastor Mark preach often while you were without a pastor?”

“Only that one time.  We don’t like asking him to do double duty on a Sunday, especially after the work he does all week.  And I don’t mean his business, though there’s that too!  He offered.  He also told us frankly that forgiveness is hard for him to talk about, because he has such a problem with his father.”

Nell rolled her eyes.  “Like he should bother.”

“Well, Nell, he would.  His father was a scumbag, Pastor Anne, plain and simple.  Still is.  Retired to Nevada to be nearer his gambling buddies.  Think he’s had a hand in every drug deal in this area, and other messes besides, real estate deals, anything to make money.”

Before Anne could ask how Mark grew out of this, Nell’s daughters came back in to talk about going out for ice cream.

The water main work started the next week.  Anne, sitting seven cars back from the equipment digging the hole in the main street, laughed at herself for forgetting all about it.  Well, may as well be comfortable.  She turned up her radio, and adjusted the air-conditioning vent.

Six men stood watching the backhoe dig a trench.  Once in a while, one would point at something.  Anne thought the backhoe operator must be annoyed having such a collection of critics; their eyes hardly left the trench and his work.

She looked at the backhoe operator as her car moved up one length and smiled.  Mark Darrow, in a dark t-shirt and jeans, sat in the cab, looking calm, capable, and not at all annoyed.

She watched him with eager curiosity, trying to enter into his liking for machines.  He didn’t seem at all concerned about his spectators, concentrating on the machine.  She thought that he took special care with the hole; nothing he did seemed automatic, but careful.  As Anne’s car moved up the line, she got a better view of him, and stopped trying to watch his work, intent on him, watching the flex of his muscular arms as he shifted levers, how he set his feet in the cab.  Once he stood up, reached out, and bent something over his head.

In fact, she watched him so intently that the policeman directing traffic had to blow his whistle to get her attention to drive past.  She felt quite relieved that her car’s slightly tinted windows would conceal her scarlet cheeks, and didn’t dare turn her head as she drove by the hole.

A couple days later, after a still hot day, a sharp thunderstorm blew through, and blew over one of the big junipers into Anne’s front yard.  She called Tom to tell him about it, laughing as she told him it really didn’t matter to her whether they cleaned it up or not, since she never used the front door.  She even had her mail sent to the church.

Tom told her they’d take care of it over the weekend, and Anne promptly forgot all about it.  The tree, close to the property line between the parsonage and the house next door, didn’t show from the back yard at all.  

Rather early Saturday morning, Anne woke up abruptly to the sound of a chain saw.  After a slight moment of panic, she remembered the whole thing, and sighed at their expedition.  

“Afternoon would have been fine,” she said aloud, and tried to go back to sleep, but the effort proved useless.  Eventually, she got up, dressed, and went downstairs. 

When she put her head out the back door, she realized why they’d come so early.  It was already quite warm, and only 9:30.  She went back into the kitchen, pawed around in her freezer, found two heavily frosted cans of frozen lemonade way underneath, and made them both up.

She took one pitcher out the front door with some paper cups she found in the pantry.  Ken Baker, Mark Darrow, and Ben were at work on the tree.

“Hi, there.  Brought you some cold lemonade,” she called.

“We thank you!”  Ben cried, giving her a big grin.

Anne smiled, watched them a moment, then left it on the stairs, going back in to have her own breakfast.

She sat reading for some time, until someone knocked at the door.  She got up, and saw Mark standing there.

“Sorry to bother you,” he said.  “I cut myself.  Got anything I can wrap it up with?  It’s not deep, just annoying.  Also, Ken says there’s rope in the cellar, and we could use some.”

“Come here,” she said, waving him to the half-bath off the kitchen.  She found some gauze and tape in an old zippered case, and gestured him to hold it over the sink.

“Good grief, you men, you wait till you’re bleeding all over before you look for help,” she chided, rinsing his finger.  Once it was cleaned, it clearly wasn’t a bad cut, just a bloody one that needed to be covered up for him to continue working.  She dried it off with one of her towels, and wrapped it up neatly.

“Thank you,” he said, smiling a bit sheepishly.  “Should I ask for a lollipop?”

She laughed.  “I don’t have any, but I could give you an apple.”

They looked at each other a moment.

“Misses something,” he said.  “Now, the rope…”

“Here’s the cellar stairs.”  

Anne, opening the door ahead of him, stood back and suddenly became aware of how wet he was, his t-shirt sticking to his back, his hair clumping around the hairline.  She caught the smell of him as he passed her, sweat, engine oil, and fresh air.

She liked it.
Anne leaned against the door frame, hoping she wasn’t as red as she felt she was.  Then she shook her head.  This had become all too common, blushing and feeling shaky after being around Mark Darrow.

At least you don’t often try to smell him, she said to herself, not sure whether to wince or grin.  But she shivered all over thinking about it, and being able to remember how he smelled.

She stopped herself from staying by the door to be close to him as he came up, and assiduously cleaned up her sink instead, across the room.  He came up with the coil of rope, and they gave each other a cheerful word as he went back out.  Then she left, walking down to the church, where the chain saw sound would be greatly muted, and no one would come in looking for her.

Or if he did, she’d at least have warning.

Anne had almost forgotten about Mrs. Barr, since she had gone to her daughter’s after the accident, and her husband had been taken over to a Boise hospital.  Once in a very great while, she might hear about him; Jane Kelly commented once that he had pulled through, to everyone’s surprise, though no one expected him back in town anytime soon.

Anne and Nell went shopping together one afternoon in the next town, looking for material for a craft project for the teenage girls.  After finding what they wanted, they went to a little place Nell liked for coffee.  

As they walked in, Mrs. Barr and her daughter were walking out.  Mrs. Barr stopped Nell, greeting her profusely.

“Oh, dear Mrs. Baker, how lovely to see you!  How are your daughters?  See, Cyndy is doing very well, due in six weeks, you know!  We will be so happy if she names her son after her father, but, of course, it’s up to her.”

Anne smiled at Cyndy, who looked exactly as anyone would expect hearing such a comment.  Anne defused it by introducing herself to Cyndy, who recognized her name.

“Oh, yes, you’re the woman who stopped and helped Mama!  Thank you, pastor, we appreciated it!”

Anne only smiled, and asked after Cyndy herself, so that she couldn’t hear Mrs. Barr’s comment to Nell clearly, which went like this: 

“You don’t call her Pastor do you?  I mean, a woman?”

“You’d prefer Pastorette?”  Nell replied cheerfully.  “Oh, Mrs. Barr, this is our Pastor Anne Moore, and she’s just been exactly what God wants for all His children – a good blessing.”

Anne turned and greeted her before she could comment further, and asked after her husband.

“Well, my dear, how kind of you to ask.  He is doing remarkably well, very well, the doctors all amazed.  It must be because God really does love him, you know?  So much work he does, always at the church, always out among his people, and such a kind husband.”

Cyndy coughed, and reminded her mother that they had to pick up her daughter in five minutes.

Anne and Nell said goodbye and went on in.  Nell gave Anne a nudge.

“You handled that well,” she said.

“So did you.”

They sat down, the owner greeting Nell cheerfully, and telling them she had a new frozen coffee drink for them to try.

They ordered it, and Anne looked after Mrs. Barr and her daughter, driving out of the small parking lot.

“She really is wrapped up in it, isn’t she?”

“Hopelessly.  Actually, Anne, he’s not doing that all well, though he is slowly on the mend.  At his age, those kind of injuries don’t heal well.  But I gather that he plans to come back by the end of August.”

“Anyone left there?  I notice that they have not had services all summer.”

“No.  I never heard of a church completely closing for the summer!  I have heard some scaling back, or changing to an earlier hour.  We don’t, because not many folks go away, and we like our services!  Wasn’t Gil good on the organ Sunday!”

“Very!  And I was worried about who would stand in for Ana while she made her big trip!  Now they’ll have to take turns.”

