Chapter 7

August wore on, very hot and dry.  Anne liked her general routine of life, visiting with people and studying in her pleasant church office, but the last two weeks of the month seemed to drag along.  

She had only seen Mark a couple times the whole month, both times while he was working a backhoe somewhere around town.  Ben, breezing through one afternoon to pick up a book, told her they were out of town from Friday to Monday, and Mark got all the week’s work done the other days.  

“He’s going till almost nine every night,” Ben said cheerfully.  “I think he likes life like this.  Shank is right behind him.  Only person not stressed out is Dicky, because Dicky never gets stressed out.  Dicky says, ‘it work when it ready and it do’.  I like his philosophy, Pastor Anne, but I also like running around with Dad, because he gives me more to do when he’s busy.”

Anne laughed.  “You mean, he forgets you shouldn’t drive the dump trucks, and things like that?”

“Shhh!”  Ben grinned at her, said a quick goodbye, and dashed off.

By the last week of August, she’d done sermon notes a few weeks ahead and read all the good books she’d been stockpiling.  Thoroughly bored, she went out for a walk one afternoon, considering it the edge of adventure.  The town had no place for walking; the only sidewalks were right downtown. 

She walked to the town from the church, which took her longer than she expected, and walked around the town center’s block.  The day was hot, but a steady breeze made it bearable.

Anne didn’t find downtown Sagemint very exciting.  Except for a donut shop and a hamburger joint, the only busy building appeared to be the post office. Jane had told her about a couple second hand shops on a side street, so Anne looked into them, but didn’t find anything compelling.  She chatted with the owners, and with a couple other folks she met on the street, had some iced coffee at the donut shop, and started home.

Starting up the long hill, she noticed that the western sky had started piling up thunderheads.  She wondered if anything would come of it this time; all month long they had come and gone and hardly did more that leave a smatter of rain and low rumbles far away. 

But this one looked serious.  Anne watched it as she walked slowly along, now too hot and tired to hurry.  She could see occasional lightning in the upper reaches of the clouds.  When she reached the street the church faced, she realized she’d better move along if she wanted to beat this storm home.

Lightning arced to the ground by the time she got to the parking lot, and she headed for the church instead of her house.  Thunder sounded right behind the lightning.

She had just stepped inside when she heard a bolt crack sharply overhead, followed immediately by thunder.  Leaning against the wall, she looked out the glass door, watching a heavy fall of rain spatter into the gravel, at first raising little puffs of dust, then moving the smaller gravel with the size of the drops.  

She saw the next bolt; it felt like it landed right beside her, making her cover her face.  The crack deafened; and when she looked up as the thunder pounded and echoed away, she stared.  The house across from the church had a black scorch mark down the side, and had started smoking.

Anne ran out into the rain without a thought.  She ran across the wet lot, across the empty street.  The woman who lived there came running out as she got across the street, wild-eyed.

“Good god, what was it?”  she squealed, and almost dived into Anne’s arms.

Anne caught her, and helped her down the front steps.  She looked around, the next door neighbor put her head out the door, waving.  Anne steered the woman to her neighbor’s, helping her along through the pounding rain.

“Come up, come up,” the neighbor called, coming to meet them.  “I called 911.  Margie, you okay?  Man!  I had a pan in my hands, and I’m still tingling!”

Other neighbors beyond came out onto their porches, looking anxiously at them.  Anne and Margie reached the neighbor’s porch, and she helped Margie in her door.  Anne looked back at the house.  The smoke didn’t seem to be getting worse in the heavy downpour, and she could just hear a vague ssshhh over the rain’s noise.  She could just hear the fire engines beginning to sound their sirens.  She smiled slightly; emergency crews in Sagemint really had remarkably quick response times.

Another sharp bolt of lightning sent everyone on the porches jumping into their houses again.  Anne leaned against the house, well back from the porch railings under the roof.  The next few minutes echoed continuously with cracks of lightning and thunder.  Anne began feeling a bit dizzy from the noise, feeling like the storm circled around them instead of moving across the valley like it really ought to do.

A fire engine arrived; Margie went out, armed with a big umbrella from her neighbor, and talked to the driver as the men checked out her house.  She seemed quite collected already, Anne thought with some surprise.  Anne smiled to herself.  Maybe not everyone is as timid as you are, she scolded herself.   Or maybe everyone in this town has good emergency response systems.

The firemen sprayed down the side of Margie’s house, and went in to check the inside.  Since they seemed quite relaxed about everything, Anne decided to go home before anything else happened.  The rain let up a bit, and finally the lightning moved to the east.  Those few very loud minutes had thoroughly frazzled what was left of her energy.

She nodded to the neighbor, started off across the street, and found herself wading across the parking lot at the church.  The rain had come down so hard it didn’t soak in at all, but ran off into big puddles, a couple over the edges of her shoes.  She navigated her way through and around them, and when she reached the fence, she felt something very odd.

Something shook.

Very lightly, but it shook.  She grabbed the fence.  The rain freshened for a bit, and she stood wondering what she’d just felt, or if it had been her imagination.  She stood looking rather fixedly at the tree at the corner of the yard.  It dipped.  She felt the slight shake again, so slight she couldn’t quite believe she’d felt it.

All the places we lived, I never felt an earthquake.  If that was what that was.  If that was.  How do I know? 

She shivered, the rain soaking into her dress, and deliberately began untwining her fingers from the fence.  Behind her, she heard an engine and a loud splash, and turned around.

A black truck splashed through all the puddles in the lot and stopped near her.  Mark jumped down from the cab.  Anne looked at the Darrow Equipment logo on the door fixedly.

“What are you doing out here?” he demanded, striding up and putting a strong arm about her waist.  “You’re wet through!  Come on!”

She let go of the fence.  He hurried her up the walk to the house.  She stood shaking before the door, and couldn’t command her hands to find her key in the little purse over her shoulder.  After a moment, he took the purse from her, found and used her keys, and pushed her into the house ahead of him.  He put the purse and key on the table, and turned to her.

“You have a robe upstairs?” he asked.  “You’re too cold.”

She nodded.  

“Take off that wet dress!  I’ll get your robe.”  He strode off, and Anne just stood, looking after him, not able to move.

He returned with her chenille robe over his arm, seized her arm and took her into the living room.  He whipped her dress off handily, and wrapped her in the robe.  Then he picked her up, lay her down on her couch, and tucked the afghan from the back around her feet and legs.  He pulled the robe closely around her neck.

 “I’m making you some tea.  Lie still,” he said, and went into the kitchen.

She snuggled into the dry robe and into the soft cushions, unable to think clearly about anything except the relief of being dry.  

Very quickly, he returned, sat down by her and lifted her onto his lap.  He held her close for a couple minutes, then reached for a cup he’d brought in, and held it for her.

“Don’t fall asleep,” he said.  “Come, drink it.  Warm your innards up.”  He held her close and rubbed her back as he held the cup for her to drink.  

Slowly she began to feel more like herself.  He wrapped the afghan closer around her feet, and then held her firmly against his chest.  When she finished the tea, he put the cup down, and put a finger under her chin so she looked up at him.

“Now talk to me.  Let me know you’re okay.  What the heck were you doing walking around in that rain?”

“Did you see that house?”  She felt glad to hear her voice almost sounded normal.

“Saw the fire engine.  What happened?”

“Hit by lightning.  I just ran over.  She’s okay, her neighbor called the fire company.  The rain really put anything out, though.”

“Bet the wiring’s fried.  I didn’t think I saw anything when I came by.  I’m coming in from a job down in the Snake Valley.  I’m glad I caught sight of you, though I wasn’t sure it was you when I pulled in.”

Anne looked at him.  His eyes expressed his concern, and she liked seeing them this close.  “Thank you,” she said.  “I’d gone for a walk down to town this afternoon, and I got more tired out than I thought, and it hit me all of a sudden.  That, and, well, it was noisy and confusing out there.  That was a nasty little storm.”

He looked at her seriously.  “Be careful with yourself.  You’re the only one we’ve got.  Yes, it was.  I pulled over a minute coming in, watching the lightning, rain came down like a bucket.  Thought it was almost gonna start a twister, the clouds were blowing all over.”

She shivered slightly, more because of sitting so close to him and liking it, than from being cold.  He instinctively snuggled her closer.  Anne, putting her face against his shoulder, thought he could hardly have planned a better way to get her blood moving again.  Not to mention his.

After a moment, he gave her a light squeeze, and lifted her to one side.  “Let me get you another cup of tea,” he said, getting up.

While he was heating the water in the microwave, which she hated, she heard a mechanical tune, and gathered he’d answered his cell phone when she heard him say something to Ben.  She took a deep breath, put aside the afghan, got up and went out to the kitchen.

“What’s up?” she asked, stopping in the doorway.  He stood by the stove, intently listening.  She wrapped her robe about her a bit closer, tightening the sash.

He whistled.  “I’ll be along in half an hour, Ben.  Stopped by the church.  Pastor Moore was running around helping a neighbor and got caught in the rain.  See ya.”

He put away the phone, and took the cup from the microwave.

“Well, you won’t believe what one of those other bolts of lightning hit.  Three buildings got hit today – your neighbor, the City Hall cell phone relay, and First Baptist Church.  Good thing I use the other cell company.”

Anne sat down at her table.  “Really?!”

“Ben saw it on his way home from Dolly’s, First’s tower went down, right through the roof at one point.  Bricks and stone all over the place, he says.  I’ve got to go home and make sure he eats a decent supper.  You all right now?”

“Yes,” Anne said firmly.  “Thank you again.  I’m sorry I caused you so much grief.”

He smiled at her.  “Don’t say that.  We’ve got to watch out for each other.  Say, I see Nell and Ken coming into the lot.  So here’s someone else to take care of you.”

He waited at the door until Nell and Ken came up the walk, they exchanged greetings and news, and Nell came in to fuss over Anne, and make supper for them.

Soon the phone lines were buzzing all over town.  It came out that not only did First Baptist lose their very handsome tower, but that it took their pastor with it.  A huge chunk of brick smashed through the roof right into his office and the debris landed smack on his desk and him.

Anne half wished Mark was still with her when she heard the news from Jane, who was worse than breathless with it.  She wondered what he thought.  She wondered what she thought, for that matter.  She didn’t join Jane in speculating about the wrath of God – though she couldn’t say she blamed Jane for it, it seemed so appropriate – but she began wondering what the fallout would be.

She hardly had a moment off the phone for an hour after Jane’s call.  Finally, she unplugged the phone and went to bed.

She curled up with a deep sigh of relief, and in the comfortable warmth began trying to think rationally and prayerfully about this late breaking news.

Mrs. Barr, what would become of her now?  Well, Cyndy would manage something, though Anne hoped she didn’t think she’d have to take her mother home with her.  Anne had heard Cyndy had had her baby the week before, and had named him Charles Stanley, which almost placated her mother.

Nell had told her that Mrs. Barr had once been good friends with Mark’s mother, before Mark’s mother had sort of receded from things.  She remembered Nell shaking her head, commenting how much she had liked Mrs. Darrow when they first met, and but that she got less and less active, and didn’t respond to invitations any more. 

“If we saw her once or twice a year, we were lucky,” she commented.  “That was after we split off from them, though.  But Amy, the organist there for so long – she retired last year - she often said she missed her, too.”

  Very few people mentioned Mark’s parents at all, and Anne wondered what they had really been like.  What did they think of Ben?  How could they be anything but pleased with Ben?  Anne smiled slightly to herself.  She hoped Ben didn’t see how easily he could wind folks around his finger.  Well, not his father, exactly.  Mark seemed to have him in fairly good order.

Her bedroom phone rang; she had forgotten about it.  She thought to let it ring, remembered that the downstairs phone had the answering machine, sighed heavily, picked it up, and said very wearily, “Hello?”

“Oh, I woke you up.  I’m sorry,” said Mark’s deep voice.

“Not exactly woke up,” Anne said quickly.  He was the only person she wanted to talk to right then.  “I haven’t quite gotten to sleep.  I gather you’ve heard the whole story by now.”

“Probably more than you know.  Yeah.  A little alarming, eh?  Makes you think God is indeed watching everything we do.”

Anne wondered what he’d make of that.  Would he try to tell her something about herself or himself or them?  

“As if we weren’t aware of that already,” Anne said lightly.  “But, yes, it is sobering.  I gathered from someone – about six people called to tell me about it – that he really wasn’t supposed to be here until next week.”

“That’s true.  He checked himself out yesterday.  ‘Couldn’t stay away from his flock,’ the nurse at the desk told me.  I was visiting Joe Fisher over at that hospital today – he fell off a second floor roof last week, has had revelations for himself.”

“That would give you some worth thinking over,” Anne commented. 

“Joe’s an okay guy, but he rides a see-saw all the time.  Maybe this time he’ll stay on the ground, though.  Knowing a guy like Joe, I wonder how God puts up with any of us, we can’t seem to be in one mind for more than a day at a time.”

Anne smiled, but felt too tired to get into philosophy.  

“So what’s up?” she asked.

“I just wanted to make sure you were okay.  You are.  And see what you thought of the avenging nature of God.  Somehow I don’t think it’s much in you.  Or am I wrong?”

Anne remembered vividly how she’d felt when that bum in Texas raped two of her teenage girls.  “Oh, I know something of it,” she said.  “But the difference between our wrath and God’s is that His has grace wrapped up in it somehow.  He still redeems.  Like your friend Joe.  God is always ready with the second chance, and then some.”

Mark smiled.  Anne could tell from his voice.

“Thank you,” he said.  “Much as I love God and love His grace, I still have trouble taking it in.  Worse trouble giving it out.”

They were silent a moment.  Anne suddenly remembered sitting on his lap, close to his chest, and his arms around her, and felt hot all over.  She tossed restlessly, and shook off her light flannel sheet.

“Well, I’ll let you get back to sleep,” he said.  “Good night!”

“I’m glad you called,” she told him.  “See you around somewhere.  Goodnight.”

She got up and unplugged the bedroom phone when she hung it up, and restlessly went into her bathroom.

 He sat at his desk a moment, allowed himself to think about holding her, about the fuzzy robe, and about her lying in her bed for thirty seconds, then called himself sharply to order and pulled paperwork from a basket in front of him.

