Chapter 6

Anne walked slowly down the path to the church, enjoying the day.  A lazy Tuesday, not quite noon, sunny and warm, not too humid, not too dry.  The zinnias planted along the fence where her walk met the parking lot made a sea of varied colors.  Anne stopped to admire.

She heard a motorcycle, looked up, and saw a large black one come into the church lot.  She smiled at Mark as he rode up near her, stopped, and balanced the bike effortlessly with his long legs.  He made it look natural and easy.

I should be used to this by now.  He’s stunning.  I’m not.  He holds that thing as if it weighed nothing.  How much do they weigh?  What is it about men on horses or motorcycles anyhow?  And, damn it, why is it true?

“Hey, there,” he greeted her, lifting his helmet visor.  “You busy?”

“Do I look it?” she replied, smiling.

Shall I tell you how you look?  Mark liked the way her light blue dress floated around her.  She looked cool and pretty and relaxed.  The dress did a good job of both covering and revealing her.

“You look quite nice,” he remarked.  “So I’ve come to ask you to change that.  Want to go out for lunch?  I’d offered a ride.”

Anne looked at him a moment, then began to grin, and her eyes brightened with an eager sparkle.

“I’d love to!” she said.  “I guess that means jeans, eh?”

“And shoes, and a long sleeve shirt, at least,” he said.  “I brought my extra helmet.”

“Five minutes,” she said, turned and walked quickly back to the house.

She returned in good time, finding him walking around the yard.

“Don’t even miss that tree, do you?” he asked, looking at her and approving her shoes, jeans, and chambray shirt, with the ends tied around her trim waist, over a black cotton tank top.

“No, not really.  I’m glad it wasn’t one of the ones back here.  Those I’d miss.”  She looked at the junipers that blocked the view of the house next door.

“Yeah, I see that.  Now, let me give you a hand.  There.  Here’s the helmet.”  He put it on for her.  “Now, lean back, so I have room to get on.  There.  Now, the interesting part.  Hold onto me.  Both hands.  Come, around the waist.  There.”

Anne gingerly put her arms around his slim waist, and tucked her fingers into his belt loops in front.  She could smell him, warm and musky, a faint odor of motor oil, a touch of his sweat, a vague hint of some male deoderant; his broad shoulder just under her chin.  She leaned back out of the way while he put on his own helmet, then leaned forward in nervous anticipation as he started his machine, thinking she felt a bit overwhelmed.  She wanted to hold tightly onto him, and didn’t dare.

He took her down a dirt road she had noticed but not explored.  Forgetting the overload, Anne loved the trip.  Only part of it was being so close to Mark; the rest of her enjoyment came from seeing everything so close and clearly.  He didn’t go very fast, so she noticed things, like the flowers along the road, mica in a boulder, a muddy brook and the wooden plank bridge with no rails that went over it.  She saw meadowlarks and crows in the fields.  Then they came down a short steep hill, and they were at Del’s.

He pulled up off to one side of the lot, where Del had put out a couple rather sorry looking picnic tables.  Mark turned off the bike, took off his helmet, and looked back at her.

Her grin as she took off her helmet told him exactly what he was looking for.

“Like it?”

“I did!  What a chance to see things - !  Mark, I wondered where that road went!”

“Don’t take it on a rainy day.  In fact, don’t take it in your car.  I kept on the smooth, but there’s a couple rocky places.”  He took the helmet from her and hung it over the handlebars.  “Make yourself comfortable on a bench.  What do you want?  Same as last time?”

“I’m a creature of hopeless habit,” Anne said, laughing.  “Yes.  But iced tea, no sugar, lemon, and lots of ice!”

“All right.”

She settled on the further back table, under a tree, and looked out at the industrial view of a railroad track, a wide and full irrigation ditch, and two low metal warehouses, looking worse for the wear.  But beyond them stretched the sky, with veils of light white clouds on the blue, and a pleasant breeze made the day splendid.  Anne leaned on the table and let herself feel blissfully contented.

Mark returned in good time with the sandwiches, and sat down across from her.  She turned around to sit at the table and face him.

“You can say grace,” he said, as he put everything down, putting out his hand.  She took it without thinking and thanked God for the good company and good day.

Maybe bringing God into it helped; though his handclasp still gave her tingles down her back, she could still look at him and talk sensibly.  They began catching up cheerfully.

“Went out to a rally last week in Idaho,” he told her when she asked.  “Ended up having six Hell’s Angels come in where I was preaching.  They listened quite politely, but one of them insisted on staying up with me until three a.m. proving everything I said wrong.”

“Did he?”

“Well, he thought he did.  There’s a point where I stop arguing.  It was educational.  He is quite into science.  Reads a lot, I asked him for the names of some books.  Thinks that because we haven’t seen God yet with the Hubble, then, of course, He must not be there.  Absolutely didn’t hear me when I suggested that perhaps we can’t see spirit.”

Anne smiled.  “Not exactly what I would have pictured.”

“No, guess not.  This week may be more typical – we’ll be down in Nevada, and the folks who show up at this rally seem to be much spacier.  We’ll meet our share of drug users there.”

“I ran into Mrs. Barr the other day.”

“And heard about poor dear Stanley?”

“And she’s saying she hopes Cyndy names her son for him.  Poor Cyndy.”

Mark made a face.  “Luckily, her husband doesn’t put up with nonsense.”

They went on talking about their congregations, the kids, some of the problems in town.  They finished their sandwiches and kept talking for some time, disagreeing cheerfully about most of the local issues.

“Want more iced tea?  I need some,” Mark said at last.  “Let me toss those papers while I’m up.”

“Thank you,” she said.

When he came back with it, he sat down beside her, facing away from the table.  

“So, where are you from?” he asked.  “Where did you grow up?”

“Several places.  I’m an Army brat.  Dad moved almost every year, or at least every other year.  And I’m an only child.  I was born in North Dakota, but mostly we lived in Texas, except when we didn’t, and I have to think about where all we were.”

“Did you like that?”

“No.  Never could make any good friends.  Except one, Christine, because she is stubborn.  Met her when I was ten years old, and we’ve stayed friends since, mostly by letter and phone, email, now.  It’s a funny friendship, but it seems to work.  She told me in no uncertain terms she doesn’t ever expect to be out here.”

“Even if you are?”

“She’ll write, or email, or phone.  But I’m too far from a big airport.  Christine lives in LA.  She thinks anything smaller than San Francisco is a hick town.”  Anne laughed.  “She grew up in Dallas, so what can you expect?”

“Oh, well.  I grew up here.  There are other places to live?”

“Oh, come on.  Do you mean that?”

“No.  Just never felt – well, I don’t know.  I went an awful lot of places bumming around, picking up jobs here and there for a few months to afford the next trip.  I liked Montana.  I liked New Mexico, even if it almost killed me.  Didn’t like Arizona.  Weird, huh?  Don’t like cities, traffic’s too stifling.  Don’t like California.  Liked Nevada – it’s empty.”

Anne smiled at him.  “You’d like the part of Texas I was in for a while, near Abilene.  Nothing there, either.  In Texas you always know when you’re out of town – the speed limit’s 70, and the road narrows.”

“Hmm.  Liked Utah, too, for just making speed.”

Anne noticed that his hand lay casually in front of her on the table.  She pretended not to notice it, while looking at the veins and broad short nails, the ground-in black lines of oil, a couple white lines of scars.

“What were your other churches like?” he asked, after a brief silence.

“Not like this one, but not bad, either.  I was at a fairly large one in Texas, but somehow, they kept a good sense of family.  Cell groups helped tremendously.  Almost everyone belonged to some little study group.  I was the youth pastor.  The pastor was a wonderful person, very solid in faith, and good at communicating it.  It got a stiff test, too.  The head deacon got convicted of three rapes.  Seems to be this decade’s problem, doesn’t it?”

Mark looked at her.  “How’d they all take it?”

“Well, after all the stuff that happened in the Catholic church, no one tried to say ‘oh, that couldn’t happen’ and all they cared about was that the truth came out and if people were hurt, they were given a place to heal.  It helped me believe God is a redeemer, helping people learn from other’s sin, and determine to do better.  The church, big as it was, did come together over the crisis.  We did lose some folks, but there was nothing like a split or a big fight.  And, even better, they didn’t talk about how well they handled it afterwards.”

Mark smiled slightly  “Glad it happens somewhere,” he said.  “Usually you hear it end the other way.  Though it happened in your church, too.”

“So I hear.  They did tell me the gist of the story when I was interviewing, but left out the actual reason.  Nell told me about it in more detail recently.  She mentioned how you helped them.”

“That hurt me, too.  I really liked the guy, and it was hard to put it all together and deal with, for everyone.   I’ve been to see him several times.  Nothing helped ‘till he got beat up in prison once.  Now he’s pretty repentent, but I find I’m not sure if I trust him or not.”  Mark sighed, and ran his other hand through his brush of hair.

“The one we dealt with in Texas wasn’t repentent at all.  He even sent a couple threatening letters when he went to prison.  It washed his parole chances, so he’s serving forty years, period.”

Mark looked at her a moment.  “How involved were you in all that?” he asked.

“Quite a bit.  Just because of things in the news, I had started talking to my girls about protecting themselves, what to watch out for, what to do… then two of them came to me and told me what happened to them.  We talked to their parents.  Not two weeks later, another girl called me right afterwards – and, well, that started the whole thing.”

Mark touched her hand with one finger.  “But he didn’t hurt you?”

Anne shivered slightly.  “Well,… he thought he’d intimidate me, not understanding that then I fight back.  Instead, he nailed his coffin shut.”

They sat silent several minutes.  Anne looked off into the distance, tracing the misty blue edges of distant mountains on the horizon, making an effort to think of something other than all that trauma in Texas.  Mark sat quite still.

She turned finally and looked at him.  His grim and angry expression startled her, as he sat staring off across the parking lot.

Anne took a deep breath, and spoke.  “You know, I probably should try to do some useful work today.”

He shook his head, sat up, and nodded to her.  “Really?  Yeah, I guess it’s not a bad idea.  Well, then, come on.  I’ll take you home a different way.”

“I liked not going very fast.  It was so nice to have a chance to look at things.”

Mark grinned at her hint, and didn’t answer.

While he helped her put on her helmet, a bright red car pulled in to the lot.  Mark looked at it as he put on his helmet and laughed.

“Do you mind being gossiped about?” he asked.  “I’m kind of used to it, myself.”

“Gossiped?  Oh, no one will know it’s me, I’m sure.  Not in their wildest dreams.  I figure if anyone gossips about me, they deserve credit for astounding imagination!”

“Hmmm.  Except you’re with me right now.  Well, I guess my name will now be linked with some great mystery woman.  Let’s give them something to really talk about.  Look really sexy or something.”

Anne burst out laughing, which made him laugh, and made it hard for them to get on the motorcycle without some stumbling around and more laughter.  When they were both on, Mark took off with an appropriate roar.  Anne tightened her hold on his waist, surprised by the thrill that this first burst of speed instigated, and an irrational wish for more.  She decided that the back of a motorcycle really wasn’t the place for someone trying to be a staid and low-profile citizen, and spent most of the ride wondering what she really wanted.  She missed most of the details of the scenery that way.

Mark brought her to the front of her house, and rode down the grass next to it to the parking lot.  He stopped the bike, and let down the stand.

“Well, there,” he said, lifting his visor.  “A good first ride, wasn’t it?  I’ll know you liked it if you ever agree to another one!”

Anne laughed, slipping off, and taking off the helmet.  “Oh, I’m sure you’ll probably be able to talk me into it,” she said.  “I enjoyed it, and your company.  Thanks for lunch.  But next time, I’m treating you.  That’s twice now.”

“Who’s counting?” he said, grinning.  “Well, it’s a good excuse to keep up with things around here.”

They smiled at each other, said goodbye, and Anne drifted over to her path.  Mark watched her for a moment, then started his bike, waved, and rode off.

Anne got nothing productive done at all the rest of the day.

