Chapter 9

Anne went to a Friday youth group meeting to let them know she hadn’t forgotten about them.  She made herself useful, helping with setting up the pizza for supper, and cleaning up afterwards.  Suzie Williams helped her, talking with her most of the time, about all kinds of things.

“I decided I’m going into the Navy if I can,” she said.  “And since I can do engines, I bet I won’t have a problem.  Dicky taught me how to rebuild an engine this summer.  Have you seen Ben’s Jeep?  He found an old Jeep, and they’ve torn it all apart, and are putting it back together.  He let me do some of the electric work, but he won’t let me touch the mechanical, he wants to do all that.”

Anne had indeed heard about the Jeep.  She smiled at Suzie. 

“So what did you rebuild?”

“Mom’s old Datsun, that’s been sitting in the back yard the last four years.  Lizzie can have the big car, now I’ve got my own, and she’s not touching it!  Unless, of course, she has to get to work and her bomb won’t start.”  Suzie sniffed.

Ben came in and out several times while they were cleaning up the kitchen.

Suzie commented to him once, “Your dad came on his bike tonight.  How’d you get here?”

“Dropped off by my friend Mike, who wouldn’t come in.  Oh, well.  Can I get a ride home from you?”

“Oh, maybe.  Yeah, I guess.  Mom needs you to come paint the porch sometime soon.”

“Oh, yeah.  Hey, Pastor Anne, we got the engine all together last weekend!  Dad was impressed, said I did almost as good work as Dicky.”

Suzie laughed.  “That’s a big almost, Ben-hur!  I bet he didn’t say it quite that way.”

“Close enough, though,” Anne put in.  “He actually mentioned it to me, Ben, so I guess he really is impressed.”

Ben grinned at her and left the room.  Suzie washed off the counters, wrung out the sponges, washed her hands thoroughly, dried them, and smiled at Anne.

“Well, I’m gonna see what Pastor Mark is thinking about this week,” she said, and ambled into the other room.

Anne leaned on a counter out of sight, and grinned.  Not being above having favorites, Suzie and Ben were on the top of her list, which made their interactions quite entertaining for her.  Deep down, she felt that after Suzie saw the world, she intended to settle down somehow with Ben, though she probably wouldn’t tell him that for at least ten years.  Ben, Anne thought, sort of felt himself a preferred friend, yet wasn’t completely sure.  Anne sighed, and wondered if anything ever worked out as anyone hoped. 

She put away the last of the plastic plates and went out to the other room to settle down in a corner and listen to Mark herself.  He’d taken her out for lunch a week ago, and been rather thoughtful instead of talkative.

Before she could begin attending, a phone rang in the kitchen; Anne went to answer it, got involved, and didn’t return to the meeting.

Suzie dropped off Ben at the yard.

“There’s Thunder and Lightning, waiting for you,” she said, pointing at the Dobermans, on their hind legs at the gate across the driveway.  “Your dad must not be home yet.  Hey, when’s he gonna marry Pastor Anne?”

“What?!”
“Oh, don’t be a simpleton!  He likes Pastor Anne, and she likes him.  Mom says she’s too much of a lady for him, but I think he can handle that.  I think she’d make a nice mom sort, don’t you?”

Ben stared at her a moment, then looked over at the dogs, barking and whining to him at the gate.

“I never thought of that.  I like Pastor Anne,” he said slowly.

“Well, of course!  You’d have to be an idiot if you didn’t.  She’s so easy to talk to, she really listens, doesn’t jump to conclusions or lecture.  Hey, get on out, will you?  I’ve gotta get home.”

“Yeah, goodnight, and thanks for the lift.”  Ben got out, and went to the gate.  Suzie waited until he’d opened it and gone in, and gotten a hearty greeting from the Dobermans before she backed up and turned her little car around in the wide driveway.  

Mark came home shortly after Ben got upstairs.  Ben looked out of the little kitchen at him.

“Hey, Dad,” he greeted him.  “Want some ice cream?”

“No, thanks.  Your pal didn’t come?”

“No, not quite ready to walk into church yet.  But he’s curious, Dad.  One of these days.  Suzie gave me a lift home.  Say, Dad!  You thinking of marrying Pastor Anne?”

Mark stopped short in his bedroom door, and turned sharply towards his son, who looked carefully casual, dipping a couple scoops of ice cream into a bowl.

“What made you think of that?”  Mark asked.

“Well, she’s awful nice.  I like her.”

Mark leaned on his doorframe, and regarded his son for a bit.  Then he grinned. 

“So what you’re saying is, you won’t object?”

“Nope.  I’ll be best man, if you want.”

“I’ll keep it in mind,” his father replied calmly, and went into his room.

Anne walked down her back walk late Sunday afternoon, heading over to the Bakers for dinner.  Mark’s congregation had almost all left by now, the number of motorcycles and pickups had dropped to less than half a dozen.  She saw Mark’s under the tree by her fence.

Last time they went for lunch, his thoughtful time, he’d taken her for a ride up the highway to the next town, a long ride.  He’d gone pretty fast, and Anne still felt an almost guilty pleasure in it.  They hadn’t talked as much the whole time, but she had felt quite comfortable with him.

Anne, looking at his motorcycle, thought that she had begun to feel that she didn’t want to live too far from him ever again.  It still gave her shivers to be too close to him, but she had decided that she liked it.  She shook her head, laughed slightly at herself, and headed for her car.

“Hey, there!”  She turned at the car door; he had just come out of the church.

“Hi!  You’re late today,” she said.

He wandered over, while the others who came out went to their vehicles and started to leave.

“Yeah, I had some new folks with lots of questions.”

Anne smiled.  She’d heard about his “question and answer” sessions after his sermon from a couple people, who talked as if it was something every pastor did.  She thought it a pretty neat idea, though didn’t think she’d use it herself.  

“Not the usual session?”

“Well, we had that, and then I dismissed everyone, and these folks stayed behind talking to me.  New believers, and everything is new.  We had a good time.  Hope Ben has made supper, though.  You going out?”

“Bakers invited me over.”

He smiled.  “Would you like to go out for dinner with me next Saturday?  I mean, dinner, over in Boise.”

“As in, wear a dress?” she asked, smiling.  “Yes, I’d like that.  When?”

“I’ll come by about 5:30 – it’s an hour ride there.  Thank you.”

He held her door for her, and closed it gently.  She put down the window.

“What’s the occasion?”  She didn’t really want to leave quite yet.

“Oh, well, I’d just like to spend a nice evening with you.  Is that occasion enough?”

“I’m honored,” she said, slightly teasingly, but flushing as well.  “I’ll even get a new dress.”

He smiled, reached down, and patted her hand that lay over the window.  “See you then.”

Anne smoothed down the tan cotton dress, and smiled.  She liked the way it fit her and swirled around her ankles.  The color of the dress almost matched her hair, she noticed, as she brushed out her curls.  And Jane’s idea of rinsing her hair with lemon juice certainly had been a good one.  She fingered a couple very blonde strands, laughing at herself.  Then she found her favorite lipstick and found her gold necklace with a green stone.  Finishing up, she turned and looked in her full-length mirror on the bathroom door.  

She liked the image, but didn’t recognize it as herself, and turned away.  Somehow, nothing Jane or Nell said convinced her that she looked that good.  She looked around the room to be sure it was neat, and ran down the stairs.

Mark came a few minutes later, and she noticed that he liked her looks, too.  Maybe I’d better look at myself closer.  She observed a slightly possessive smile on his face as he watched her pick up her purse and turn on the light over the sink.  He let his hand slide down her arm, and kept it there as they walked down to the parking lot.

“Want to take my car instead of the truck?” she asked.

“Well, if you want.  It might be more comfortable.”

“Your truck is pretty comfortable.  But maybe my car looks the part more, don’t you think?”

He laughed.  “Sure.”

She handed him the keys.  “And you can drive.  Just remember it’s not your truck.”

He held her door for her.  “I should tell you, my truck probably handles a bit better.  But that’s okay.”

They chatted comfortably all the way.  Mark took her to a very nice place, and they sat in a corner by a window looking out on a park.  They talked easily, on topics ranging from theology to their plans for their churches for the next few months.

“So you’re going to stay, despite getting pulled into our local scandals?”  Mark asked after a brief silence over their after-dinner coffee.

“Oh, of course.”  She smiled at him.  “I was looking for a home, you know.  I found it.”

He looked at her directly.  “Want to make an addition to it?”

She lifted an eyebrow.  “How so?”

“Want to get married?”

Anne dropped her spoon and stared a moment.  Then she grinned.  “Are you serious?  Because I am!”

“Oh, I am.  What?”

“Yes!”

He smiled widely.  “Good.”

Anne looked at him for a moment.  “I was beginning to wonder what we were going to do about this.  I like you too much.  I think - no, I know - I don’t want to live without you!”

Mark reached into his pocket, and pulled out an envelope, pushing it across the table to her.  She gave him a puzzled look.

“It’s not fancy packaging, but it’s the best I could do on short notice,” he said.

She picked it up and slipped out a ring.  She looked at him a moment, then put it on her finger.  It was a shade too large, but not so large it would slide off.  The stone wasn’t too large, nor too small, either.  She looked at it, and tried not to cry, reaching over for his hand.  His strong grip helped her not cry, but manage a smile instead.

She hardly noticed how the rest of the evening went.  In time, they got back to her house, and sat in the car a moment.  Anne turned to him.

“I should tell you one other thing,” she said.

“What?” he asked, stretching out an arm towards her.

She slid close to him, and leaned on his shoulder.  “I love you,” she said softly.

He embraced her.  “Really?  You sure?”

“Really.”  The feeling of his beard against her cheek sent her into shivers again.  

“Good.  I love you.”  He carefully tilted her chin up and kissed her very gently.

Anne shivered and snuggled closer to him.  The one kiss became several, all gentle and all thorough, his arms drawing her close.  

She dropped her head to his shoulder as he finished a kiss, and let out her breath in a long sigh.

“I think we’d better get out of the car,” he said softly.  

“I wondered what we would do about this,” she said, sighing again.  “Mark, does it hamper your ministry to be so terribly sexy?”

He got out, laughing, and helped her out.  She gave him a slightly indignant look.

“I meant that!”

“Well, does it hinder you?  But you wear a robe, I notice, all the time. Probably a good idea.  You’re very pretty, Anne.  And by the way, if that is a new dress, it’s very lovely on you.  How’d you find one that matches your hair and eyes like that?  You make it hard for a man to sit still, Anne.”

She looked at him, thinking it was the first time he’d really called her by her name.  They walked around her car to his truck, and stood by the cab.  

The night was still and pleasant, just cool enough.  Anne didn’t mind when he put his arms around her and drew her close to him.  She reached up around his shoulders, liking how his hands felt sliding down her back.  

He kissed her more intensely, pressing her back against the truck.  She kissed back eagerly.  

After a few minutes, he lifted his mouth from hers and let her catch her breath.  She put her face against his shoulder, and held him tightly.  It’s almost what I imagined, she thought, feeling the tension in his back, the hardness of his muscles under her hands.  And it’s just what I’m afraid of.  I won’t stop him.  I want him as badly as he wants me!
Mark suddenly started, and Anne looked up.  He stared up the yard.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Look at the house next to yours,” he whispered.

She looked, and saw a faint gleam of a light in an upstairs window.  Mark swore softly, and stepped back, relaxing his hold while not letting go.

“Let’s go in the church,” he whispered, taking firm hold of her arm, and putting himself between her and the houses.  

“What’s up?” she whispered back, as they stole over to the church building, walking lightly on the gravel.

He didn’t answer.  She gave him her key; he opened the door and pushed her in first.

“No lights!” he said.  “You’ve got a land line, right?  In your office?”

She felt her way to the door, he right behind her, and unlocked it.  He pushed her in first, and fumbled for her desk phone.  Anne looked down the hall towards the door.  

Mark spoke in a very low voice on the phone, and she wasn’t exactly sure who he was talking to.  She was about to go into the hall when she saw a shadow outside the door into the church, and stepped back.

She nudged him and whispered, “Someone’s by the door.”

He caught her arm and held her next to him.

“Someone’s walking around, down by the church….. Anne’s with me….just get on it, will you? …. It’s what you’ve been waiting for.  Good!”

He hung the phone up carefully.  Someone pulled on the church door.  It rattled in its frame several times.

“No, it’s locked,” a voice said.  “You sure you saw something?  No, it’s black as pitch in there.  Not a light anywhere.”

They heard someone else, and the voice answered, “Car’s been there since we have.”

Mark held her tightly.  Anne barely breathed.  The person at the door walked away, talking to someone else.

Anne turned her head towards him.  “Who did you call?”

“Pat.  They’ll be here soon.”

“Who’s they?”

Mark didn’t answer.  She heard footsteps on the gravel, much louder than theirs had been.  Someone shook the door again.  

“Well, where else could they go?”  The same voice again.

“Look around,” the second voice said, closer now, and sounding angry and also a bit cracked from age.  “Maybe they’re screwing in the trees over there.  Boy, would I like to find that!  Fix that boy good for once!  C’mon.”

Anne blushed in the dark.  Mark gave her a squeeze and then let her go a bit.  They listened as the footsteps scrunched on the gravel under her office windows and along the building.

“Across the hall,” Mark whispered.  “I want to see what’s up.”

They slipped into a small classroom across the hall, where a window looked out at the houses.  Anne looked at her house a bit longingly.  She wanted to be home in her own room, and now it seemed that the night was going to be much longer than she planned.  It wouldn’t help tomorrow’s sermon.  She looked at the other house.  The light in the upstairs seemed brighter; in fact, another light came on in another back window.  

She studied it, then turned to Mark and demanded softly, “What has been going on there?  And why don’t I know about it?”

Mark sighed.  “Because you really don’t want to know, dear.  You’ve been safe.  Pat Evans sends two patrols a night up here.  Made sure Ken and Tom put those motion lights all around your house, so the boundaries were clear.”

She could see his face in the dimness of the room as her night vision improved.  

“Well, thank you, but what is it?  What’s going on there?”

“I’d guess they have just either received or are sending a drug shipment.  Didn’t expect you to be out this late, though.  They don’t come too regularly.”

“Drugs?!  You mean, I’ve been living next to a crack house or something?”

“An amphetamine mill, I’d guess,” Mark said, with resigned calm.  “If it’s any comfort, Pat has been planning how to raid whenever he heard anyone was here.  You living there changed their habits a bit – we haven’t seen ‘em for some time.  We’ve been keeping a pretty sharp eye on it.”

“We?”

“Since I’m here a lot, I’m unofficial.”

Anne blew out her breath, and turned to look out again.  Mark tapped his foot.  After a few moments, he reached out and drew her over to him.  She resisted slightly, but not for long; glad of his strong arms around her and his warmth, even if she wasn’t quite sure what to think of what had been going on.  He pulled her back against his chest and slid his hands around her waist.  She lay her hands over his arms and sighed, partly contented and partly resigned to more drama than she really wanted tonight.  Agreeing to marry him and kissing him for the first time certainly had been drama enough.

They stood a couple moments in silence.  Anne began to relax a little.  His hands tightened around her, holding her too hard for her comfort and closer to him than she thought she ought to be.  She made a movement to step a bit away, and felt a shudder when he didn’t release her at all.  She heard a slight sound of tearing cloth.

She could vaguely hear the same voice she heard at the door off to the side, but didn’t hear any words.  

Several very long minutes passed by.  Anne felt the back of her neck getting damp.  Mark stared out the window, barely breathing; she could see his set jaw, and began feeling afraid of him.  She stopped trying to move, and stood, feeling herself shaking a bit.

Just before she had made up her mind to speak out to him, she saw a shadow pass under the window, someone walking completely silently, dressed in very dark clothes.  Mark saw it, too, released her, and took a step back, letting out his breath.  

“There!” he whispered.  “Pat’s guys are on it!

They stood a moment, both straining to see anything out in the dark yard.   Anne noticed that the lights on her house did not come on, and shuddered slightly again.  All these guys are just too good at what they do, she thought nervously, and reached for Mark’s hand.  He gave hers a light squeeze, but kept staring out the window.

They both cried out when a couple gunshots rang out.  One even sounded near the church; when Mark heard it, he pushed Anne against the wall away from the window, pressing her against it.  Yells and running, and more shots.  Suddenly, a sharp explosion sent a flash of light from the house.  Anne squirmed in Mark’s arms, trying to turn to look.  A second, louder one followed, and the window creaked loudly, then cracked.  They heard a lot of yelling and lots of running feet.  Mark let her go and went to the window, listening intently.  Anne heard more gunshots, and pulled at him to get away.

He did, cursing just audibly.  

“I hope they got him this time,” he said fiercely.  “I’ve got to go make sure.  Stay in here, and don’t you dare come out!”

He dashed off.  Anne looked after him, sighed, and wandered over to her office.  She stood a moment in the doorway, then remembered the little couch in her prayer room.  She went in, and turned on the dim light.  By it, she locked the doors to her office and the sanctuary, then turned it off, and curled up on the couch, pulling over her a robe she’d left out to wear the next morning.

Mark figured where she was when he found the door locked a couple hours later.  He left her a brief note, slid it under the door, and made sure the church was locked when he left.

