Chapter 8

The fallout proved considerable.  Bricks and stones from the tower had broken windows of neighboring houses, damaged a few cars, and littered the street.  For three days, no one did anything at the church.  The neighbors cleaned up their yards and street, complaining loudly, and dumped most of it on the church lawn.  The thunderstorm had ushered in a front bringing cool wet weather, so the interior of the church got drenched from the gaping holes where the tower had been and where bricks had smashed the roof.  

Ken Baker explained to Anne.

“The only responsible guy over there is Robert Prince, and he’s out of town, on vacation.  Boy, I wouldn’t want to be him when he comes back.  Pat Evans is just about beside himself getting the street cleaned up!  And he’s sick of fielding the neighbor’s comments.”

“Why Pat Evans?”  Anne asked.  “That hardly seems the chief of police’s job.”

“In this town everyone wears lots of hats.  The police advise the town about conditions on the roads, and the town directs whoever to clean up.  They figured Pat could clean it up.  He got Darrow out there.  Mrs. Barr, of course, is wailing up a storm, wondering why she isn’t drowned in sympathy.  Telling her the whole church is on vacation and the neighbors are furious does no good.”

Anne had heard from several sources, not the least the check out woman at the local market, all about Mrs. Barr’s whinings about her wonderful martyred husband.   Evie, at the check out, hadn’t bought the martyr line.

“Well, forgive me, Pastor Anne, but I told her straight he was none of that.  Good that he was doin’ his job and all, but I’d as soon say God struck him right down flat.  At least it shut her up.”

Anne hoped she never got on Evie’s bad side.  Even being on her good side didn’t guarantee she wouldn’t tell another customer exactly what she thought of you.

Anne looked at Ken, wincing slightly.  “That whole church has only one active member?”

Ken snorted.  “Robert Prince is active because he thinks it’ll enhance his image.  Good church man and all of that.  It might, if that’s what you use as currency.  He’s wanting to get into real estate in Boise in a big way.  I hope he gets taken down a bit.  Anyhow, I shouldn’t say much about him, he’s a decent neighbor, and at least he understands there’s no more water around here.”

“Is Boise that much better off?”

“No.”

Anne decided not to say any more.  

Mark stopped by early one evening, just as she finished her supper.

“Hey, you up to taking in a meeting?” he asked.

“What meeting?”

“About First.  We’re presenting the bill for clean up tonight.  I think I want a fairly impartial witness, since Pat is livid, the selectman is furious, and Prince is telling us he can’t figure out anything.  We didn’t invite the neighbors.”

Anne looked at him.  “Sounds like trouble.”

“You afraid of trouble?”  He grinned at her.

She studied him a moment.  “No, I’m not,” she said.  “All right.  Promise me you’ll get me home by nine?”

“As best I can, but if they’re duking it out on the floor by that time, we’re staying till nine-thirty.  I want to see who wins.  We could bet on it.”

Anne grinned, got her purse and a sweater, and followed him down to his truck.

“So you ended up cleaning it up, eh?”

“What a bloody mess,” he said feelingly.  “Brought in big equipment and cleaned up the yard, and helped Beam from Nampa shore up the walls so they don’t collapse.  You should see the inside, whole thing’s a wreck.”

They went to the Grange Hall not far down the road, a little building, and a good distance from First.  Anne recalled that Mark had started his church here.  She mentioned it as they got out of the truck.  He laughed.

“Oh, yeah, we were here five years.  Too crowded for three, at least, but we made do.”

The others didn’t show a sign of surprise when Anne came in with Mark.  She felt glad to see the town clerk, Jessie O’Hare, also there.  Jessie grinned and nodded to her from her seat behind Pat, her big yellow pad on her knee.  Anne had noticed at other meetings that Jessie was a compulsive note taker, and had congratulated her on finding her calling.  Jessie now considered her a great pal.

Anne listened with concealed amusement for a while, as straight-talking Pat and Mark put forward the town and business’ claims, and were answered by circumlocution from Robert Prince.  But in the end, straight talk won.  Mark finally pinned him down on insurance.  He said he hadn’t yet seen the agent.

Pat Evans exploded.  “Your entire building’s a wreck and you haven’t seen the agent?!”
Prince flustered, turned red, hemmed and hawed.  Finally, he said it was because he wasn’t sure who the agent was, or how to find him.  Pat exploded again.  Mark looked at him with grave concern.  

Finally it came out.  “Well, uh, we, um, I can’t find any proof we even have insurance.”

The others just sat looking at him.  

“In fact,” Robert went on, shaking his head, “I can’t find much of anything.  Seems Barr did the books.  I can’t get numbers from the bank at all, and can’t find records of any accounts.”

Anne asked, “Have you contacted the denomination for help?  They have the authority to get the information from the bank, if you can’t.”

“Really?  I don’t know who to call.”

“I can contact someone for you.  It’s same group as Second, right?”

“It was,” Mark answered, when he saw Robert didn’t know.  “But it hasn’t been active for some time, Pastor.”

“No matter, they’ll have paperwork,” Anne said briskly.  “Mr. Prince, can you get two or three people to do an audit on the church?”

“I can’t get two or three people to do anything,” he groaned.

“Well, the church has got to fulfill its obligations, and soon,” Anne said.  “Give me a card.  I’ll have someone from the denominational office contact you, and they’ll help you.  Robert Wright’s a good guy.  They don’t want their churches making life unpleasant for anyone.  I may as well tell you, he called me on other business yesterday, and asked about this in passing.”

Mark gave her a look that indicated he wondered why she hadn’t mentioned that to him.  Anne smiled slightly.  Robert Wright had only asked just before he hung up, and his comment about the church had been quite uncomplimentary.  He clearly had not expected an answer from her.

Robert Prince agreed distractedly, and then went on about Mrs. Barr wanting to have a huge memorial for her husband, and being mad at him for not leaping into action about it.  Pat Evans calmed down a bit, gave Anne a thankful nod, and didn’t listen.  Mark gave Anne a brief nod and half-listened, and finally told him shortly to ignore Mrs. Barr and worry about the bigger picture.

“You do realize that that building is a loss,” Mark finished.

“I don’t really care,” he said.  “What would we do with it anyhow?  What will we do with it now?”

“Well, parts of it can be sold off, the stained glass that’s still intact, for instance.  That might help you pay for pulling the rest down.”

“Me?  Who says I’m doing any of this?”

“You’re the only one left standing,” Pat Evans said, getting up.  “Okay, so we know what comes next.   Prince, I’ll see you here in two weeks, and we’ll figure out from there.”

They all got up.  Robert looked rather unsettled, and, as he handed his card to Anne, said to her, “Why should they get in touch with me?  Can’t you handle this?”

“It’s not my church,” she said reasonably.  “I have no authority there.  You do.  They’ll be helpful.”

He frowned, and looked at Mark and Pat, who were talking very quietly.  Then he looked back at Anne.  

“You sure you’re not just doing this so your boyfriend gets paid?”

Anne started.  The others went silent, and looked at them.  Anne stared him down, then said coolly, “Which one?  Which gossip have you been listening to?”

He turned red; she turned abruptly, and walked out without looking at anyone else in the room.  Jessie dashed after her, mostly so she could run outside to her car and burst into peals of laughter.  Pat and Mark looked at each other, each raised an eyebrow, and sauntered out slowly.

Pat looked at Mark’s truck.

“I think I’m glad you’re taking her home,” he said, just above a whisper.

Mark couldn’t repress a grin.  “She’ll be okay,” he said.

Robert Prince called something to Pat, who went over to his car to hear him better.  Mark turned to his truck, opened his truck door, and stood a moment, looking in.

“Has it defrosted?” he asked quietly.  “Dare I get in?”

“It’s your truck,” she replied.  “Oh, get in.  I’m all right.”

He got in, and grinned at her.  “You sure are.  I’m watching my step.”

Anne laughed.  “You’re pretty safe.”

“So what are they saying about you?”

“Oh, I’ve been matched up three or four times now,” Anne said cheerfully.  “Mostly pretty ridiculous, of course, and only an idiot would worry about it.  It came as a surprise at first – I never guessed I was considered so good-looking!  Never happened before!  I bet you’re pretty used to being talked about.”

“Gotta be,” he answered as he drove up the street.  “Though I think some of them never forgave me for cutting my hair at last.  The pigtail down the back gave a certain clinch to their stories, see?”

Anne looked at him, particularly at his rather wild bushy hair.  “I can’t imagine you with a braid down the back.  How long?”

“When I was nineteen, it reached my waist.”

“Good night!  I never had hair that long!”

“Hey, you should’ve seen Shank’s before he started losing it.  Dolly made him cut it a couple years ago, said it was ridiculous.  Dolly keeps us in trim, you see.”

“Poor woman has her work cut out for her,” Anne teased.

He pulled up in the parking lot, and stopped by the fence.  “There, it’s almost nine now.  I’m a good boy, aren’t I?”

“Quite,” Anne said.

He looked at her, not quite sure of her tone.  She smiled at him, though, and picked up her purse. 

“Well, Mark, thank you, I think, and I guess I’ll see you at least for the next round in this dirty little battle.”

“It is unpleasant.  But everything about First is.  You know, the first settlers here wiped out a whole village of Indians.”

Anne shuddered.  “I wonder why God loves us, when all we seem to do is hurt and kill each other.  Good night, Mark.”

He wished her goodnight, and watched her jump out, slam the door, and walk up the path.  He lifted an eyebrow looking after her.  Not all sweet and fragile, he thought.  Scratch her deep enough, and she comes up fighting.

He smiled slightly, and left when she went inside.

Anne ended up far more involved than she could justify to herself or anyone else.  Robert Prince had no turn for practical work, so the denominational office gave her their records and gave her their authority to hunt down local records.  Annoyed to be stuck with it, she asked her treasurer for advice, and the two of them sat down, got it done and out of the way.

She gave the others a starkly simple report.

“Just on the surface, here’s what you don’t have.  The church’s endowment fund is gone.  The bank is researching the records, and taking as long as they can about it.  The insurance lapsed five years ago, and no effort seemed to have been made to renew it.  Where exactly funds have gone will be in the bank report.  Which, incidentally, is going to cost a fair amount, so I hope there’s something in the account, Mr. Prince.”

Pat Evans prevented a reply.  “I had the building inspectors in, and they have condemned the building.  The man you referred, Pastor Moore, called me, and said he has a buyer for the two stained glass windows that are intact.  It will cover almost all the costs so far.”

“So we’d better hope the bank finds the accounts,” Anne finished.

“What about the parsonage?”  Mark put in.  “Selling that should cover pretty much the rest.  It’s a fairly new house, and that’s a good piece of land.”

“There were no records of a parsonage,” Anne said.  “Not a word.”

“Better find ‘em,” Mark said.  “Prince, go down to City Hall in Ontario.  I remember when they began to build that.  It wasn’t that long ago that anything should be lost.  You might call on Bill Bishop.  He was in on some of that.”

Anne wondered how he remembered that, decided not to ask and felt grateful that he assigned it to Robert Prince and not to her. 

Bill Bishop’s report wasn’t encouraging.  “Deed of the house turned over to Stanly Barr five years ago.  Funny thing, Darrow, it was your father who did the work on it.”

Anne saw his teeth clench, and gathered herself for a small explosion.  But Mark said nothing.  Bill went on.  

“He also seems to be behind several of the transfers the bank found records of from the endowment.  I’ve subpoenaed some records down in Nevada, just in case.”

Pat Evans stared.  “So you’re saying that between them, Stan Barr and Clyde Darrow robbed old First blind?”

“That’s the way it looks.”

After a silence, Mark said, “There’s a story in Ezekiel about the bad shepherds who rob the flock, who tear it apart for their own good.  Looks like there was one.  Evans, do you stomach taking on old Mrs. Barr?”

Pat sighed.  “No.  Think we can lien her assets?”

“Maybe.”

“I’ll be talking to you, Bill,” Pat said wearily.  “Man, why did I take a position in a small town?  This wasn’t supposed to be a hardship post.”

Mark was very quiet driving Anne home that night.  When they got to her path, she looked over at him.

“You okay?” she asked gently.

“Yes and no,” he said, leaning back in the seat.  He stretched an arm across the back of the seat.  “Thinking of the rotten legacy left me.  And how not to leave it to Ben.”

“I’ve wondered,” she said, leaning a bit closer to him, “why did you come here to settle?  You could have gone anywhere.  This had to be the hardest place to come.”

His hand curled over her shoulder, his finger stroking the soft gray shawl she wore.  “Maybe that’s why I had to come here.  It seemed the right thing.  This was the door God opened.  Parsons were here, and they took me in.  They were far more my parents than my real ones.  And I guess, well, it hasn’t done me much harm.”

Anne lay her hand on his arm.  “No.  Everyone gives you such a good name.  And some make it abundantly clear what a distinction they draw between you and your father.”

Mark looked at her, then touched her chin with one finger.

“Thanks,” he said.

She smiled, rubbed his arm, and got out of the truck.    

Mrs. Barr, of course, raved on and on when the whole thing became public.  No one bothered to argue with her.  The church people who bought the stained glass windows came down and got them.  The denomination held an “As Is” sale, which Mark told Anne about with some amusement, as he went to make sure nothing else collapsed while people were all over the wreck of the building. 

Tom Kelly gave Anne his view of it, and seemed amused that she had so much to do with it.

“I didn’t think you’d end up finding out so much of the down side of our little paradise here,” he said over dinner one night.  Jane laughed as he said that.

“Little paradise, indeed!  In a town this size, everyone knows everyone’s business!”

“But at least some of the folks take care of each other as well,” Anne said mildly.  “I’d have preferred not to find out so much of the dark underside of Christianity here, but better that it’s all out in the light.”

“Speaking of things in the light,” Jane said, pouring more coffee, “what is going on between you and Mark Darrow?  At least, Jessie figures it must be Mark Darrow, since she thinks you’re too old for Pat Evans, as she said.  She likes your humor, Anne.  And I’m getting this all messed up, because now I remember, she said Robert the Prince said something to you about your boyfriend and you cut him in half.”

Anne flushed.  “Yes, he would make a crack, but he got nervous under the spotlight.  He’s been icily polite to me since, which is fine with me, because I don’t like gladhanders.  I hear he wants to get into politics, as well as real estate.  I asked Pastor Mark what he thought, he only laughs and says he will learn soon enough.  Which means, I guess, that whatever anyone says, you all do your own thing?”

“Well, not exactly.  Well, maybe.  Well, depends on what’s going on.  Don’t put us on the spot, Anne!”

She smiled.  “None of us like that, do we?”

Half an hour after she went home, Jane realized she’d neatly ducked the question, and decided something had to be up.  She considered it a few minutes, decided they would make an interesting couple, and commented about it to her husband.

Tom looked at her with amusement.  “I thought about that when we called her.  She said she was looking for a place to settle, a place to call home.  Well, why not?  I wouldn’t mind keeping strong ties between the churches!  Mark says we’ll never get to joint services, but we agree joint service is the key, and we’re doing that.”

Jane gave him a look of slight annoyance.  “You might have told me you were matchmaking,” she said.

“Oh, I wasn’t.  Thought I’d leave it up to them.  Seems to work, don’t you think?  I think it’s her he was with on his motorcycle a couple weeks ago, one afternoon.  I just saw in passing, couldn’t really see who he was with.”

“Gosh, I hope everyone isn’t talking about it.”

“You’d know it if they were, so I guess they’re not.  It’s not like you can recognize someone in a motorcycle helmet, you know.  Darrow has always been discreet, you know.  And poor Anne!  She’s home and asleep by ten every night.  Not much chance for gossip there.”

Jane decided to cover it with Nell at the next opportunity.

Anne smiled at Evie, the check out clerk.

“How’s your mom, Evie?  Better?”

“Oh, yes, Pastor Anne!  Much better!  She really enjoyed your visit while she was in the hospital!”

“I saw her name and remembered you mentioning she had had a bad spell.”

Evie nodded, finishing ringing Anne’s small order.  “I’m so glad you did.  It’s good to have pastors here who care about folks!”

The bagger interrupted to get the package of eggs to put in a bag.  Anne handed over her cash, and looked around to see Mrs. Barr just leaving the next line, and looking at her.

“Good afternoon!”  Anne greeted her, carefully regulating her voice, while thinking that no matter what she said or how she sounded, it was going to be wrong.

“Well, good afternoon, Miss Moore,” Mrs. Barr greeted her.

Before Anne could respond, Evie put in her two cents.  “This is Pastor Moore, ma’am, and a good pastor, too.  She won’t speak up for herself, but I’ll say she lives exactly what she teaches.”

Anne hoped she hadn’t turned too red.  Determinedly, she said to Mrs. Barr, “How is Cyndy doing?  And how’s the baby?”

The grandmother in the woman spoke.  “Oh, he’s growing so big!  Every time I see him, he’s grown so much!  His big sister quite adores him.  Well, Miss Anne, I guess you’ll be there someday yourself, I hear.  But do be careful, you know, don’t believe everything you see!  Mark Darrow is just like his father, you know, and he beat his wife dreadfully.”

Anne choked in a quite unladylike way, unclear which fallacy to clear up first, if any.

Evie let out a hoot.  “Oh, like you should talk!  Go on, Mrs. Barr!”

Anne decided to focus on putting away her change and picking up her two bags of groceries.  The bagger gave her a sympathetic and martyred look.

“Thank you, Evie!  I’ll be seeing you, and do tell your mom I said hello,” Anne said, managing a very normal voice, to her own surprise.  She smiled at the bagger, and fell in alongside Mrs. Barr as both went out of the market.

“I do wonder that someone like you would like Mark Darrow,” Mrs. Barr continued.  “Though I thought you dreadfully influenced by him, when you claimed poor dear Stanley robbed the church –“

Anne gave her a cool look.  “Mrs. Barr, I found out all that without anyone’s help except the bank’s.  Now, surely, you’re not another gossip in this town, are you?  I’ve heard all kinds of things from people, and really, it’s unnecessary, don’t you think?  Bad enough what truth is out there.”

Mrs. Barr gave her a surprised look.  Anne noticed that she was actually wearing a short-sleeved dress, and not very much makeup.  She looked much better than she had ever seen her.  So she commented.

“Mrs. Barr, you are looking very well, I notice!  I am glad things haven’t been too overwhelming for you.  You’ve recovered from that accident you were in a while back?”

Anne looked at her straight in the eye.  Mrs. Barr stared, then looked off ahead of them.

“Oh, there’s Alice with the car.  Very nice to see you, dear,” she said, and walked rather quickly off at an angle.  Anne, walking to her own car, watched her out of the corner of her eye, and saw her join a friend.

Oh, Lord have mercy, am I going to hear about this from somewhere else?  Well, enjoy it, ladies.  The trouble with throwing mud is that some of it gets all over you. 

She got into her car, and started for home.  She remembered Nell talking about Mrs. Darrow and her odd behavior.  Maybe Mrs. Darrow couldn’t be in denial, and just went into seclusion instead.  Maybe that was one of the things that Mark couldn’t forgive.

Had he been married to Ben’s mother?  Anne remembered that he hadn’t said much of her.  Who was she, anyhow?

Did it matter?

Maybe it did.

But then again, she had died… so maybe it didn’t.

She sat in her car a few minutes after getting home, angry at people who gossiped to her, and annoyed at herself for even starting to listen.

