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Catherine Blevins drove up to the church on a sleepy Saturday morning when the back roads of rural Pennsylvania were quiet, even so close to noon. She had trouble getting her 1993 Pontiac Sunbird to start. After driving it for more than eleven years, it had come to feel tight, even cramped. What passed for a stereo system could only pick up the local radio systems in the area, and then only badly. She only ever bothered with it when she wanted to listen to country or classic music. That wasn’t often. The rest of the time she had earbuds in her ears. She listened to recordings of old techno music from over ten years ago. The DJ spoke in dutch with a few words of English interspersed here and there as he went. She had over five hundred episodes from that particular DJ, who had made a career playing techno music. She was on episode 147; it had taken her two years to get that far.

She pulled into a parking space, ignoring her the pain in her ears. She preferred her headphones when she was at home; she just didn’t think wearing headphones while driving would go over well with police officers lying in wait for any small infraction they could find. She endured the lower audio quality and the pain that came with her earbuds to avoid having a ticket written for her. So far, she had gotten away with it. She hoped that she would be able to get away with it for a while longer. She couldn’t imagine driving a car without music to occupy her mind.

She turned her engine off and sat where she was letting the song play itself out. She then paused the song before pulling her earbuds out of her ears. At once, the irritating throbbing pain that she felt went away. She opened up the compartment between the driver’s seat and the passenger’s seat. She left her phone and her earbuds in there. She closed the compartment, then glanced at the covered dish on the seat next to her. It had not fallen on the floor or disgorged its contents in any way. She was glad for that. Very little of anything that she put on that seat ever stayed where it was when she drove. It was easier just to put something on the floor.

She got out of her car, walked around it, then fetched the dish she had brought. She knew that she was early. Hers was only one of three cars in the parking lot. She knew that if she came late, she would not be able to make it inside the building. She had to work up the courage to drive to the church. Then she had to work up the courage to walk the several steps it took to travel from her car to the church’s side door. It was only by forcing herself to go that she managed to move forward at all.

The last time that she had tried to go out to a social event where she would find other people, she had put her head on the steering wheel and cried. There were days when she couldn’t handle life as she knew it. There were days when all the events that had happened in her past caught up with her. On those days, she could only think about the time that she had miscarried after being thrown down a flight of stairs by her husband. At the age of twenty, losing that baby had devastated her. It had derailed her college career. It had broken both her mind and her heart. She had spent six months in a psychiatric facility watching bad television shows and coloring every morning after she had her vital signs taken. Though her senses had gradually returned to her, she still felt echoes of that day run through her life, bringing with it a crippling depression that she couldn’t do anything about.

When she wasn’t in bed all day eating cheese as a way to try and cope, she tried her best to act like a normal person. For her, this meant having a normal job, living in a normal apartment, and trying to have a normal social life. She felt both better and worse when she tried to live like a normal person. She felt better when the loneliness that nagged at her constantly went away. She felt worse when her energy left her, when she had to recharge by giving herself time alone. That was the struggle of her life: she wanted to be out and about when she was home, yet she wanted to go home once she was out and about. She didn’t feel entirely comfortable no matter where she went. The most that she knew how to do was to push herself through the motions until something improved.

She had come to the church because she was sure that something was. During the process of her recovery, which she thought of as continually ongoing, she had sought every external artifice that she could in order to help her work through her thoughts and emotions. She had tried counseling for years at a time. She had tried going on voyages to an exotic location in Thailand where they held a full moon party. She had tried going to Ibiza for the yearly techno music concerts there. She had tried reading self-help books. She had even tried Buddhism; she had quickly tired of that when she found that meditation wasn’t for her. Catherine’s mind just would not stop running itself around in circles.

The only thing that she had tried- the one small bit of exploration that stuck with her- was something she had been raised with ever since she was young enough to remember anything. Her parents had taken her to church every Wednesday and every Sunday. Her father was the pastor of a small congregation of perhaps one hundred people, many of whom were elderly folks whose vision was going on them and who had to walk around with the assistance of metal canes and walkers. As she was one of the few young people in the church, she had been left alone to play by herself. Even then, over twenty years ago, her father had worried the church as an organization might one day cease to exist. She was glad that he had been wrong on that count.

If he had been right, and the Christian church was no longer a part of American life, she would never have been inspired to visit the Concord Lutheran Church, nor talk with any of the people who went there. Most importantly, she would not have met Saul Lorne, the church’s pastor. It was for him that she had come. As much as she enjoyed putting on a few extra pounds at a potluck luncheon, she would not have been able to manage without his calming presence there. She would have been stuck at home trying to figure out what she wanted to do.

Indecision was a symptom of her post-traumatic stress- one that people never talked about. She always got ready early for everything. She had to try on several outfits before she found one that she liked. She had to brush her hair several different ways before she settled on her style for the day. She plucked her eyebrows, then colored them back in with a pencil. She tried a few different shades of lipstick before she got the right color. All of this involved pacing back and forth from her bedroom to the bathroom while she tried to decide. No one ever mentioned how a person who had been abused in the past experienced difficulty making choices.

Even now, she wasn’t sure that walking through the church’s side door was the right decision to make. She might be happy with Saul. She might even come to love him, given enough time. But she had no doubt that she would expose him to her eccentric ways. She might turn him off. She might cause him to worry about her. She didn’t want that for him. For everything he was, for all his foibles, he was nevertheless a man in whom she could place her trust. Men like that were few and far between. That he was actually interested in her as a person instead of just a biological life-support system for a vagina made him seem too impossibly good for her. She could not decide what she had done to deserve him being in her life. It didn’t make sense, no matter how she turned it over in her mind. He was a blessing that she had never asked for, one that she had never expected.

Her feet moved of their accord. That was something to be thankful for, at least. They brought her in front of the door. She lifted up a knee to support the dish she carried. She opened the door, then pushed her foot into it. It swung open to reveal the clean, if antiquated, interior of the church. She had visited several times before. Every time, it struck her that the building looked as though it belonged in a bygone age where people were happier, when there wasn’t quite so much misery in the world. The church was from a simpler time when things made sense, when the world wasn’t a mass of confusion that could never be untangled- perhaps not even by a divine being capable of undertaking any action that thought could produce.

She passed the Sunday School room, which was only big enough twenty people, on her way to the kitchen and dining room. She passed behind several rows of pews, each of them stacked with black bibles and red hymnals. She had a stray passing thought: she wondered if those bibles had the apocryphal works that the Catholic church considered canonical. She had always enjoyed the three books of Maccabees. When she had mentioned that to Saul, his face had lit up. She could tell that he had always wanted to talk to someone about his favorite subject but that most of the people he spoke with sought his guidance. They did not speak to him as an equal would.

Her heart fluttered in her chest when she heard his voice in the kitchen. Whenever there was a luncheon or a men’s breakfast or a women’s social, he always made a point to come cook with everyone else. He continually mentioned how he didn’t like the divide between men and women that naturally seemed to crop up within religious circles. A woman was every bit as capable as a man was. He did not see why women should limit themselves to one particular set of activities, nor why men should do the same. Everyone, he said, should follow what God called them do regardless of whether that calling put them in non-traditional roles.

His intelligent conversation had attracted him to her. She thrived on intellectualism. She received it so rarely that it had come to take on a feeling similar to water in the desert. Talking with him had allowed her to discover the better aspects of his character. That, in turn, had allowed her to become attracted to him as a person. She could hardly believe her luck when she discovered that he was attracted to her as well.

She supposed that they were dating, even though they had never yet gone out together by themselves just yet. She wanted to do that. She wasn’t sure if she was ready to take that step. Her indecision was such that she never knew whether she was going to do anything until she actually did it. She had moods that came and went. Her life was as much of an enigma
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