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Jeremiah 29:11-13 “I know the thoughts that I think towards you, says the Lord, thoughts of peace and not of evil, to give you a future and a hope. Then you will call upon Me and go and pray to Me, and I will listen to you. And you will seek Me and find Me, when you search for Me with all your heart.”
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Lost and alone
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Mark raced out of the alley with two of the four bad guys chasing him. His long blond curly locks was flapping in the wind as he ran. He had hoped that alley was a reasonably safe place to spend the night. 

Apparently those guys had spotted him lying behind the fire ladder and figured him for an easy target. They probably wanted to rough him up. Maybe take any stash of cash and other valuables he might have. Or, maybe something worse than that. 

Mark still had twenty two dollars and some change left from the mowing and tree pruning job he had completed for Mrs. Williamson two days ago. It wasn’t enough to rent a room, but should be enough to buy food for three or more days if he was careful how he spent it. 

He woke when he heard them talking just as they entered the alley. He wasn’t about to let them catch him. Four against one was not to his liking.

As Mark was running away he heard one of them yell, “Hey kid, stop, we jist wanna to talk.” 

He was sure that talking was what they had in mind so he ran. He was a couple city blocks away when they gave up the chase.  He was thankful he was faster than them. 

This scary wake up created another problem. He had to look for another safe place to spend the rest of the night. Finding a good place after dark wouldn’t be that easy. He slowed to a walk and continued down the street looking for a likely place that was out of the way and under cover just in case it rained like it had his first night out. 

He stopped suddenly when it dawned on him that he left his backpack back there in his quick escape from that alley. He could only hope that those thugs hadn’t found it. He hoped that they left that alley so he could go back and retrieve his stuff. If they found it he would be in a real hurt. He had all of his changes of clothes and shaving stuff. Actually, it held everything he owned in the whole world except that money in his sock. 

He learned from another fellow just last night to keep his cash tucked into his sock. This guy, his name is Johnny, had said, “People will steal everything you own, even your boots, but they always stop at taking your socks.” 

Johnny, an older man with long dirty grey hair and a full beard, had shown him his money pouch tied around his ankle and under his sock. He added, “I’ve been on the road for over three years. I’ve lost all my stuff more than once. Even my cash was taken until I discovered this money pouch trick. I haven’t lost any of my money since.” 

Mark had a long conversation with Johnny. He told him he is forty two, but Mark thought he looked much older and more weathered. There is only twenty four years different between them. Obviously this hard life living on the streets was not the best way to live.

It was right then and there Mark confirmed his predetermined goal to find a town where he could find permanent work, and be quick about finding a way to get off the street. 

When he lost his dad to cancer two months ago, Mark was left to fend for himself. The landlord had told him he could stay, but only if he kept up with the rent and utilities. Without a job and no way to make money he had no other choice but to sell the few pieces of furniture and dishes his dad left behind. He also sold his own prized stereo system, his computer and everything else except for his cell phone. The money from those and the little his Dad had left in the bank was just enough to give to the funeral home so Dad could have a proper, but very modest burial. His dad was only forty three when he died. He had worked right up until a few days before he died. He had suffered with a great deal of pain and was very weak during those last couple weeks. His dad’s last pay was deposited two months before Mark had to move out of their apartment. It, along with the two hundred fifty five dollar social security burial money, was enough to cover one month’s rent and his food costs before it ran out. All during that time Mark had applied for work at every place around town. But he’d found nothing was available for him back there in Dayton. 

He’d called his Grandma about staying with her for a while, but she had said, “You’re old enough to be on your own. You and your dad never bothered to come see me, so why should I take you in and feed you now? You can go find your own way out there. You can’t expect me to pay your way. I didn’t come to your dad’s funeral because he apparently didn’t care whether I lived or died. So, back then when he left he did so without even telling me goodbye. So I think it’s only right that I didn’t come see him off, or you either.”  

Mark bit his tongue. He wanted to say some things to her that would be totally disrespectful, but he chose not to do that. He simply ended their short conversation with her by saying, “Well thanks anyway Grandma. I will be back in touch with you sometime after I get settled.” 

He heard a click that confirmed that staying with her or even talking with her further was not even close to being an option for him. He resolved to make a go of it on his own. He determined that he would find something somewhere.

Mark waited another hour before heading back to that alley where he had left behind his stuff. As he approached the alley he listened to see if the four thugs were still in there. He didn’t hear a sound. He peeked around the corner but couldn’t see anyone or anything in the complete darkness. He finally moved in using great caution in case they were lying in wait in the dark for him to return. He moved over under the stairwell where his backpack should be. It was clear that they had found it because most of his things were spread around on the ground. He started gathering them up when his eyes adjusted to the dark. He wasn’t sure if he heard or maybe saw that someone appeared to be sleeping just a few feet away. He almost jumped up to run, but knew he needed what was left of his stuff, so he quietly continued gathering his things. His backpack was gone, but he found his pillow case. He quietly filled it up with everything he could find. He looked around just as he sensed someone was standing right behind him. It must be one of those thugs. He was not about to be caught from behind. He shot out his leg and caught the guy by the side of his leg. The guy went down hard and came up yelling for help from his partners. That pause was just enough time for Mark to jump up and head out the same way he came in. He heard several others running after him, but he was confident that he could outrun them like he did before. 

Even with all his gear weighing him down he ran several city blocks before stopping under a streetlight. He quickly took an inventory of the things he had recovered. The only things missing were his backpack and his razor. 

It wasn’t until later he realized his cell phone was also gone. He had the charger, but his phone was missing. He remembered the battery was low. He hadn’t taken time to stop by the library to recharge it. 

It also dawned on him that Mrs. Williamson’s phone number in his phone. He had asked her when he finished working for her the other day if she knew of anyone else that might need some yard work done. She promised to check with some of her friends and wanted him to call her back tomorrow morning. Without her number, he would have to go by her place to check back with her. He had high hopes that she would have some other names for him. She would also be a good reference for him to anyone else who might want some yard work or other jobs done. 

But now he first needed to get some more sleep. He needed to find a place where he would not be disturbed like a little while ago, or roused out by the city police. He continued walking further down the avenue before he came across a short creek crossing bridge. This might work for him. He hopped he might find a level place under the bridge that have a place to stretch out and still keep him out of the rain. It will probably not be clean, and finding the right spot in the dark was not the easiest either. 

Then what if there was someone already there. That was not always a good thing. People tended to take objection to anyone invading their space. He felt pretty much the same way, even though he knew that there was usually safety in numbers. Some people who are homeless are just plain loners. Some might not relate well with others. They are most likely suspicious that others might try to take advantage. Or, unlike that Johnny guy Mark met a couple nights ago, he had been a real talker. 

Mark pulled his flashlight from his back pocket and headed down around the end of the bridge. He shined his light under to see if there was a place that might work. 

Someone yelled, “Hey, turn that there light off! I be trying to sleep over here.” It sounded like an old man’s voice. 

“Oh, I’m so sorry I disturbed you.  Is there any one staying on the other side of this creek? Maybe I can crash over there.”

“Ain’t nobody over there no way. Go fer it if’n youse can get over dare.”

Mark went back up on top and crossed to the other side. He was careful not to shine his flashlight in the direction across the creek. He found a fairly flat spot several feet back away from the creek. He picked a few stones away from the spot he would lay. He’d already discovered that sleeping on the ground was hard enough, but when you’re lying on a small stone or two is far less comfortable. He laid out his canvas drop and lay down. The drop was wide enough to lay on and still give him cover. 

He thought he would have trouble going to sleep because of all that had happened to him in the last couple of hours, but he fell right to sleep. He heard a car or two early the next morning, but he didn’t stir until he heard his neighbor across the creek cough. He glanced over there only to discover that the old man was not a man at all, but an elderly woman. She had wiry muddy gray hair that stood up in all directions. She was no bigger than a minute. She was dressed in a shift looking dress with knee high socks and tennis shoes. She had an old brown knitted shawl wrapped around her shoulders. Her face looked old, pale and wrinkled; but her eyes had a sparkle that drew your attention to them. She was sitting up sipping something from a cup and smoking what looked like a roll it yourself cigarette. The smell of smoke was drifting across the creek. Her cigarette was about half gone and she was watching him watching her. 

He lifted his head and offered, “Good morning. I apologize for waking you during the night. I feel bad about that.” 

He then told her about his experience with the four thugs. She told him she knew who they were. She had had her own dealings with them. 

She said, “They apparently don’t take too kindly to people who be down on their luck. They have bin known to leave a few of us wit wounds bad enough to land in da hospital.” 

Then she added, “I know’ve one feller who did many days at Mercy General after dem fellers was through wit him. Da police ain’t bin able to catch dem as yet. Maybe one day it’ll happen. Tell me, wha’s a young strappin feller like youse doin asleepin under dis bridge? Youse shud be strong and willin to work at most any job, or be at home with youse family.”

Mark didn’t like sharing his problems with strangers, but she was a likeable sort. So he told her his story. When he ran out of things to say, she pulled out her cell phone and looked at the time, “Oh, I almost be late to work. I leave my stuff here everyday. So far nobody has made off wit it. I have to be a goin. If’n you stay again tonite, try to get here afore dark. It’d be much better. By the way, my name be Molly, what be your handle?”

After Mark told her his name, she stood up and ambled off towards the edge of the bridge. She managed to make it up the steep grade and disappear. He didn’t know where she worked or when she would be back. He hid his stuff back in a dark space between the bridge shoring just like Molly had done with her things. Probably nobody would ever find her belongings even if they were looking for them. He hid his stuff on his side of the creek just like she had done hers. 

He leaned down to the creek and splashed cold water on his face, then felt his face. His stubble was only one day growth so he could get by for today without shaving. He needed to see about buying enough food to last for at least a few days, also he needed to add new razor to his list. After that he would go by Mrs. Williamson’s place to see if she had found any other work for him to do. He would have to apologize to her for coming by instead of calling. He could explain to her that someone had stolen his phone. When he found more work he would have to put a replacement cell phone high on his priority list. He could do without many things being homeless, but a phone was the most important when he was looking for work and leaving job applications at various places. It was hard enough to leave general delivery as a mailing address. He would need to leave his old address with a forwarding address to general delivery in Plainview. If he needed to move on to another town, he would have to provide his new forwarding address to make sure he didn’t lose some important mail from some interested employer. This is not the best way to go, but until he gets settled somewhere, it will have to do.

He found a store close by and bought some canned meats and vegetables plus a few raw potatoes and carrots. He stashed them in his personal hiding place under the bridge before walking over to Mrs. Williamson’s house. He hoped he would find her at home. 

It was a good sign to see her car on the driveway. He knocked on the door and waited for a response. He knocked a second time, waited a couple more minutes before he turned away. He was half way to the street when she opened the door and called, “Mark is that you?” 

He smiled as he turned back towards her, “Oh hi Mrs. Williamson, I’m so glad you are home. I apologize for coming by and not calling, but someone stole my cell phone last night. I’m hoping you had a chance to check with some of your friends to see if they have any work for me.”

She smiled as she held up her hands as a signal for him to stop, “Yes, I did. I have three different ladies that want your help, but before you go over to work for them, I could use some more of your time. I was down in my basement cleaning out some stuff that should have been gone years ago when you knocked. I need a strong man to muscle this all up and out. It will probably be a full day’s work or more.” 

She then continued, “Marsha down the street needs several things done. She mentioned cleaning her rain gutters and some yard work. After that my friend Louise said she has some painting to be done. And Betty Marshall, just three doors down, will be coming over here tomorrow. She can fill you in on what she has in mind. If you can start here today, and come back tomorrow to finish up I’d really like that. I’ll show you what I need cleared out and you can go from there. I have a fellow with a truck who can leave it here tomorrow morning so we can load the stuff on it then. We can bring it all up and stack it by the back door until we get the truck over here.”

“Thank you Mrs. Williamson. I can start right away if you like. Then I can come back first thing tomorrow. Is eight thirty too early for me to show up here in the morning?”

She nodded her head, “8:30 in the morning will be just fine.”

Mark worked all morning. The stack was building on the covered patio outside her back door. At noon she called him to come in and wash up for lunch. She had fixed a turkey and cheese sandwich on rye bread, with pickles and chips on the side. She gave him two chocolate brownies for dessert and a big glass of lemonade. The lunch was delicious and much needed after all the heavy lifting. In the afternoon he continued sorting and bringing up more stuff as she directed. By late afternoon he had most of the basement cleared. He should be able to do the rest tomorrow then sweep and clean up the area before he started loading the truck. 

He worked for seven hours. She gave him seventy dollars before he left. He thought about renting a motel room for the night so he could shower, but thought better of it because he would be back doing this same type of work again tomorrow. It would be better to wait until after he was through with her project. 

He headed back for the bridge thinking what he would have for his supper. He decided to open a can of tuna to have with a raw potato and some carrots. 

Molly was there on her side of the creek. He heard her singing even before he saw her. He was curious about the song she was singing. He felt like he had heard it before. The more he thought about it the more he realized that it was an old hymn his mother used to sing when she took him to church many years ago. He couldn’t remember the name of the song, but he knew it was the one his mother had really liked. He remembered she often sang it at home. To hear it now brought back to some old dim memories that he had all but forgotten. 

Molly, surprisingly, had a beautiful, deep, almost base singing voice. He guessed that she could put most people who sang for a living to shame. He waited until she was through with the hymn before he asked her what it is called. 

She looked over at him and smiled, “Why, it tis my all-time favorite hymn. I be singing it to my Lord today. Then jest about every other day of me life. I be so glad youse like it. It be called, “Amazing Grace.”

Then she added, “I jest love singing to my Lord. He giveth and He taketh away, but He’s always faithful. I recognize that I can’t do nothin without His help. But, with His help I kin do all things. Do youse believe dat? Do youse know Him like I know Him? If’n youse does then youse will never be lonely again.”

Mark looked at her for a time before he answered. He knew he couldn’t tell her he did. It wasn’t even close to the truth. He remembered when Mother had taken him to children’s church. He was maybe four or five at that time. He remembered his mother telling him that he had asked Jesus to come into his heart. But, it was not a clear memory. It was like a thick fog where you can see only a short distance. The details and the events were not there for him to recall. He could tell Miss Molly that all was right with him, but even though he had just met her, he seemed to know that she would see through his lies. She would know what was and what wasn’t true. 

He simply told her, “I’m not sure about what I did way back then. My mom took me to church often before she died.” 

Molly could then do whatever she would do. He would not bluff her in this matter because it seemed to be very important to her. 

He simply added, “I don’t know much about church stuff, only what I remember when Mother took me to church when I was real little. She died when I was only about four or five. After she died I apparently never went back. My dad sure never went to church. That I remember. He didn’t even ask for a pastor during his last days either. I suppose he never had anything to do with the Lord before he died.”

Molly just shook her head. She looked into Mark’s deep blue eyes, “Well, we can’t let you go on with youse life without letting youse have a chance to make yourself right with our Creator. I will help youse do just that if’n youse want to. Jist you give me the okay and we will get right down here on our knees and ask the Good Lord to come on in.”

Mark was quiet for the longest time. Molly looked over at him every so often to see if he was ready. 

He then sheepishly told her, “Let me think about what you’ve said. I know I need to do something, but I’m not sure if tonight is my best time to do this. I will sleep on it and let you know what I come up with in the morning.” 

After sharing his supper with Molly, Mark thought about all the things that had happened to him in the last three days. He had met Mrs. Williamson who had offered him the work. She had lined up other ladies that would give him work as well. Was that something that the Lord had done for him? Then how about his being saved from being attacked by those thugs? He had been chased by them twice, but still got away. Was that also something the Lord had helped him with? Now, meeting Molly and hearing her tell him about the Lord. Was this also something that happened by chance, or was it by God’s design? It was a lot to think about all at once. Maybe he should have told her to give him more time. Maybe she wouldn’t be there to help, if he delayed past tomorrow morning. He didn’t even know where she worked, or if she always chooses to sleep under this bridge. She works somewhere, so why doesn’t she have her own place. What if he wanted to get her help and she wasn’t around to give it? Would he be able to do this without her help? Would he even want to do this at all? Maybe he should tell her to let him know more about her before he finally made his decision. Maybe he should get some sleep and let his subconscious do all the work. But, would he be able to sleep at all with all this information rambling around inside of his head? 

He finally lay down for the night. Sleep did come with little scenes of undecipherable events that made little sense rambled through his mind. It was a very restless sleep with these crazy uncontrolled horses that talked back. He woke in the morning tense and apprehensive about the day. He was going back to work for Mrs. Williamson at eight thirty. He didn’t want to be late so he told Molly he would see her after work. He did remembered to ask her where she worked. 

She said, “I be caretaker for a little old lady three days each week, and the other days I do cleaning at my church, Church of Hope. I be there at the church today, and be back here after work. I’ll see you then tonight.”

Mark just nodded and told her to have a good day.

Just before she made it to the up grade she turned and smiled which made her face light up, almost radiant, “I always enjoy my days as long as I remembers my Lord always be with me and never leaves me. Whatever becomes of today, he be making a way fer me.” 

“There it is again. She always brings up the Lord in our conversations. I wonder if she has any other subjects she likes to talk about. Maybe if I bring up some other subject matter, she will be able to talk about it without mentioning the Lord. I’ll try that tonight and see.” 

Mark stopped at a mini mart and bought a cinnamon roll, a couple pieces of beef jerky, and a banana to eat on his way back over to Mrs. Williamson’s house. Not much of a breakfast, but he hoped that she might make lunch for him again like yesterday. 

The morning went by quickly. Mark finished his work in the basement just before lunch. Again, Mrs. Williamson called him to come in to wash up for lunch. She again gave thanks for the food, and for the strength to do the work. She prayed that Mark would be blessed with lots of work and the ability to do it. 

Lunch was a meatloaf sandwich on wheat bread with pickles and chips on the side, and again lemonade mixed with ice tea. Mark had never tried mixing these two and found them to be very good together. He thanked her for lunch after eating and returned to work. 

He loaded the truck with all the stuff he had taken out of the basement. It was about 2 P.M. when Mrs. Williamson brought her friend Betty Marshall out to meet Mark. When the introductions were done Betty asked if he had ever used a rototiller. She wanted her flower garden tilled up. She planned to have him help her start planting her new plants. She also had some other smaller projects for him. She thought would all take him about two days to finish.

Mark smiled and nodded his head. He had helped his dad prepare for their garden every year for as long as he could remember. The tiller Dad had was too big for Mark to work with until year before last. He had plowed up the garden plot for his dad the last two years. “Yes, Mrs. Marshall, I have run a tiller before, and helped my dad plant his summer gardens for many years. With your directions I can plant the flower beds and such. 

Then he offered, “I have tomorrow open right now. Do you want me to start then, or would another time be better for you?”

She smiled like she understood that his time was important, “Yes, tomorrow would be fine for the tilling. It will give me time to go and buy the starting plants. I’ll arrange to have them delivered. Maybe they could be at my house so we could plant them the day after. Why don’t we start tomorrow and see how the day after that works for us. I should know by noon tomorrow if we will have plants by the next day. I live just three doors down the street from June, on this same side. Here is my address and phone number. Let’s start about eight thirty if that works for you.”

“Eight thirty is fine for me. I will have my replacement phone by then as well. My number, if you want to take it down, is (544) 555-6767. I’m going by to pick up my new phone right after I leave here today.”

As Mark returned to his work and the two ladies turned to go back into the house.

He thought to himself, ‘Maybe there is something to what Molly had said about the Lord providing for his children. I had spent so much time looking for work without success in Dayton. Now that I’m in Plainview, and have met the right people, I have been as busy as I want to be. I still had other possible work waiting for me. I will have to call the other two ladies to let them know I can be in touch as soon as I have finished my other projects.’ 

Mark had spotted a truck stop just off to his left when he was walking over this morning. He knew from past experience that he could go there this evening and get a shower and clean up. He knew he was over due. He planned to go by there after work before he went to get his new phone. 

A hot meal in town would be something he could also treat himself to this evening. After that he could go have his conversation with Molly. He had already thought through what he would tell her. He wasn’t ready to make this change right now. He still had lots of time to deal with his spiritual life. After all he was only eighteen years old.

He finished the work for Mrs. Williamson. The truck was near full when he put the last of the things from the basement in it. 

He then knocked on June’s door and asked if there was anything else she needed done before he left. She asked him to come in. She offered him a seat while she went for her purse. She handed him another eighty dollars and a note paper with her own phone number, as well as, for the three other ladies, Betty Marshall, Marsha Cushman and Louise Strausberg. She also asked him if he had found a church in the short time he had been here in Plainview. 

He shook his head, “No not really.” 

She quickly jumped in and invited him to go with her next Sunday, “I go to the Church of Hope. I believe you will like it there.”

He leaned back and looked at her with what he hoped she would interpret as appreciation. 

Then he said, “I’ll think seriously about that. Can I let you know by this Friday?” 

He again thanked her for all the work she had given him to do, “If you ever have any more I will be more then happy to do that for you as well. And thank you for giving me the names of your friends who want work done. That is most kind of you to work this out for me. I will not forget what you have done for me.”

She went into the kitchen and came back with a big bottle of water and several homemade chocolate chip cookies. “These are for you to enjoy after your supper tonight. When I have more work I’ll call you to set it up. Thank you for the fine work you did here. I will look forward to your call on Friday.”

Mark left even though he would have liked to stay longer. Mrs. Williamson is a woman with a good heart. He thought of his mother when she was still alive. She was much like Mrs. Williamson as best as he could remember. 

He stopped by the area under the bridge to get his shaving kit. He place it with his clean towel, wash cloth and a change of clothes in the pillow case before he headed for the truck stop. 

Molly wasn’t under the bridge yet, so he’d have to catch up with her later to have their talk.
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Chapter 2

A Supper to Remember
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She said, “We have five different flavors.” The strawberry rhubarb called out his name. He couldn’t leave without at least one piece, especially after all his hard work. He needed to celebrate finding work and the promise of more work to come. The cookies from Mrs. Williamson could wait another day to eat. 

She smiled at him and added, “The pie is complimentary with the special dinner you ordered. Didn’t I tell you that when I first took your order? I’ll have that pie back to you in sixty seconds or less. And, remember, my name is Sarah. I work here every evening Monday through Friday. I hope you’ll come back so I can serve you again.”
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