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    For My Mentor and Friend
Rev. Keith McDonald
1958-2008
 
Who taught me that sometimes we're the only ones to see the mountain.
We only need courage to begin our journey towards the summit.
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Chapter 1: Existence
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My mentor is dead. A drunk driver, in one careless action, stole my confidence and guidance. Today, a cloud of witnesses stands around his dark casket, burying our friend and grief. Death is my lone escape from this prison. The abysmal contemplation festers in my brain. Depression and desperation create a claustrophobic sensation inside the hollow cavern of my soul since the notification of my mentor, Keith, untimely demise. 

My anxiety disorder only ratchets up the stakes in the dangerous game. Every occurrence of panic escalates from the last. Like a muscle cramp, the torment constricts into the next spasm, sending shockwaves until the excruciating palpitations become too much to tolerate. Internally, I’m a hulled-out skyscraper awaiting demolition. The explosives are attached to the support beams, set to implode at any moment. A riot of torturous notions incinerates my heart. 

My consciousness teeters on the abyss, a dark fissure at the base of my blackened spirit where no optimism remains. Every shred of stubbornness within keeps my form from disintegrating in front of the emissaries who anticipate any excuse to punish me further. 

All the dignitaries are in place to show prodigious reverence. Bishop Smith presides with his most regal edification. Regional Director Emma Willis, his right-hand woman, stands within feet of her maestro. Her henchmen and my Cooperative Ministry Leader, Larry Rodgers, posted beside her. His steely gaze scans the party for clues he might manipulate later. The only compassionate face in my line of sight is the Director of Probation for the Board of Ordination, Bill Daniels. 

All of them wait for something useful, either justification of my grief or condemnation of my solemnity. A whisper of an anxiety attack will rain down wrath on my Ordination process. Of course, the thought makes my fear worse, feeding the beast within. Three deep breaths focus my wayward mind on the reason I stand. I’m here to say goodbye. 

To the world, Keith was Rev. Barrister, senior pastor of St. Matthew Community Church in Hudson, Colorado. I served under him for three fantastic years as the associate ministerial intern. In the life I chose, it is rare to find someone as virtuous as him. Everyone who spent a brief moment in his presence became better for the experience. Without his guidance, I’m at a loss to navigate the stormy seas of ministry. 

Contemplations dash away like insects scampering from the light. Bishop Smith drones through the scriptures and prayers for internment. In the void of my consciousness. Images and memories flash, bringing with them no solace.

––––––––
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It is a bright, glorious Sunday morning in April, and I am lodged in the oversized, golden chair on the left side of the Altar at St. Matt’s. The medium-size attendance twitters before the service starts. My heart is aflutter when Keith stands.

“Dear Friends, this congregation stood to witness these past three years to a spark of a new light in our Denomination, which today becomes a guiding beacon. Pastor Drew will leave us soon to begin her charge as a probationer, and it is only right for her to tell you the news. Come over, Pastor, and recite to our friends the words of wholesome assurance conferred by our esteemed Bishop.”

My knees quake under the black robe as I stand. My breath quickens again as my heart thrums a scattered rhythm. I twist my feet in a silly dance behind the pulpit. The joy spreads from Keith as I take my place next to him. My thumb and fingers press a little tighter to the paper in their grasp, quelling the nerves in my stomach.

“With immense honor, the Administration proclaims Drew Elizabeth Masen has proven her call by our Lord toward ordination. We hereby confer the status of Probationer in the fraternal order of priests. In the utmost regard, we charge Pastor Masen with the care of St. James Church and Holy Cross Church in Galien, Colorado. Pastor Masen’s commission shall begin on Sunday, May the first.”

The congregation erupts while Keith shakes my hand before embracing me like a parent on those rare moments of passage in life. He brushes his tears away before raising our clasped hands in victory. As I realize for the first time, a broad smile and a laugh claim my being. This piece of paper signifies how being Reverend Drew Masen is within my grasp. After all these years of dedication, my goal is tangible...almost attainable. Soon, I’ll be content in this life eternally.

The memory fades, but his image lingers, like the slow fading picture on an old television. I concentrate on the pride in Keith’s eyes until the rumination becomes lost entirely. He belongs to the sands of time, leaving me no way to follow. 

A rush of cold, unseasonable wind brings me back into the disquieting reality. The casket blinds my vision. Desolation overwhelms me while trauma rocks my body like a lightning bolt. The immediate shock burns away into a gnawing ache of grief. My anxiety hitches while the creature inside feeds on unfaithful deliberations. How do I go on when my last advocate passed from this world? 

“Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff—they comfort me.” Bishop Brown’s cadence is soft and measured. I focus on the Psalm I identify so well.

Valley of darkness, yep, the Psalmist nailed this. To be holy, one must not walk through but live in a valley of darkness. The voice in my inner obscurity whispers. You understand the darkness, don’t you? 

I suck in a breath mouthing the next line. “You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; you anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows.” A vision draws me away from my current world of chaos. 

––––––––
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Keith and I sit in a small coffee shop in my hometown, the halfway point between my parent’s farm and St. Matt’s. I sip my mocha while he plays with the straw in his smoothie. 

“How’s the defense?” 

“Finding its way. I just wish the Board allowed us to choose our verses. I hate Psalm 23.”

“You should be thanking your lucky stars; they gave you an easy one.”

“But the chapter has been plucked to death. How am I supposed to show my potential? If all I can say is the same mind-numbing theological construction regurgitated by every budding pastor since the dawn of time?”

Keith chuckles under his breath and sits back to stare at me from a different angle. This is part of his patented Words of Wisdom shtick, but I’m too tired to care.  

“Must the Scripture dissertation be over the whole chapter, or can you glean it?”

I spin my cup, stalling. But I discern the answer like a genetic code. 

“I can break it down into the small excerpts I choose. The key is to show clear, defined apologetic illumination of my theological interpretation.”

Keith tilts his head a fraction and squints like a director checking the scene before calling for action. 

“You prepare a table before me, in the presence of my enemies...” He retorts softly. “The passage must mean something different after the Matheson’s wedding.” 

Ah, yes, the Matheson calamity. When the children of the two most feuding families fell in love, many people in this territory were forced to sit at supper with their enemies. By the time the reception ended, a pie fight ensued in the fellowship hall, and everyone laughed. I could not hide my smile from Keith, confirming I had reached his conclusion.

“Write your apologetics on the positives of the 23rd. The parts Psalmist is trying to tell you not to see what’s been taken but what you gain in following the Lord. This will transition nicely to your homiletic on the redemptive power of Christ. As well as complement your overall theological defense of current Pneumatology practices in modern society.”

I stare in awe at the man who can right my world with a single plan, who now sits comfortably sipping his pink raspberry concoction with contentment. 

“Isn’t it best to find virtue? I tell you constantly, but you continue to allow the darkness so much control. That fact alone in this life will put you in an early grave.”

He goes back to his smoothie like we hold all the time in the world. 

––––––––
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The memory fades, leaving me in the crowd of witnesses. My breath hitches as the silence draws out further. My prayer went up into the heavens, reiterating the last line of the Psalm. Surelygoodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord my whole life long. The voice in the void responds. Think again, my dear. 

The ache grows as the cold exterior leeches the warmth from my core. The anxiety and pain amplify the misery both physically and mentally. Over the past year, as my ministry began to take off, I reluctantly accepted all the new agonies in me as commonplace. The ulcer in the right-hand corner of my stomach causes nausea when I eat. A never-ceasing migraine, back pain, and muscle spasms manufactured by tension rip my body apart from the inside. Nevertheless, all these ailments pale to the most tortuous of my body’s rebellions, my panic disorder. 

Since the age of thirteen, I’ve dealt with these cycles of anxiety-induced dysfunction. Their intrusion flows on the tide of my life’s changes. Every incarnation of these severe bouts differs, defined by a tailored set of weird and exhausting patterns. The outbreaks always retreat once I understand the triggers or my life settles down. Yet the threat looms. 

One of these days, I won’t be able to fight long enough and will melt down into an episode I lovingly referred to as The Big One. These erratic events steal my ability to function. Since being diagnosed with the dysfunction, eleven of these soul-crushing moments have occurred, and I pray the number never increases. 

Naturally, a portion of my teenage years was spent in psychotherapist offices trying to help me cope. Breathing exercises, diet modification, talk therapy, hypnosis, and medications were all part of the experimentation. All produce inconclusive results. The cure remains the same: meeting life’s challenges head-on and learning to adapt. 

In Seminary, the flare-ups and the severity of the episodes began to increase in number. The most dangerous manifestations I survived in high school and undergraduate studies became almost tame compared to what happened daily in Boston. When I came home to fulfill my internship at St. Matt’s, things went from bad to worse. 

Two years ago—since my 29th birthday, to be exact—what I call moderate to critical attacks ensued like clockwork. The symptoms, moreover, are systemic. The events persistently begin with the sensation of ice in my veins. My breath shortens while my stomach plunges through the floor. Thoughts race on illogical loops of impending doom. The terror sequence becomes unbearable until the hysteria pulls me deeper into the anxiety. It leaves me non-coherent and inconsolable. 

This current incarnation is now considered minor. Minor being a relative term. In a way, the proceedings are almost mundane; the best part is that I can sense them coming. In my opinion, routine helps. It gives me time to prepare. To look for places and ways to hide. The incidents often occur mid-evening, like a princess with an evil enchantment. 

I return to my standard method of management. Enforcement of strict diet regulation minimizes the attack effects. This would be more efficient with a healthy regiment of sleep and a healthy concept of stress reduction; unfortunately, this is too much to ask. I’m positive the only surefire way to end them is some form of medication. Yet, after not remembering if I enjoyed my sophomore year of high school. I am decidedly anti-drug. 

After two years of living in the new constant bog of my anxiety disorder, I anticipate they will never vanish when you function in a life filled with chaos and stress. You recognize the angst as a proper payment. 

This proves my worthiness to God’s service. Each member of the clergy—including Keith—faces such a gantlet. Battle-tested and sealed in God’s righteousness, only then can we serve. We must carry the scars of our sacrificial payment. This construct pulls another memory of Keith into my consciousness. 

––––––––
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In my little cubicle in the St. Matthew’s library. The faint whiff of musty books clings to the carpet. I slide down the wall next to the desk and curl around my limbs, taking the pose of one fearing a tornado strike. The creature is coming. It is coming, and I can’t stop it. The thought drives me farther down the rabbit hole.

Panic and fear take control of my mind. Like a serpent, it slithers on the blood, pounding out a hellish pace. The dread leaves a cold trail from my chest to the outer extremities. My breathing picks up and hitches until the congealed sludge clogs up resistant lungs, making the action almost futile. My demonic thoughts warp until I can’t make sense of anything. My body shifts tighter and tighter as I pray for the agony to end. 

“Please don’t let them find me,” I whisper while tears pour. “Please, for the love of God, let this pass before someone comes.”

Warm hands on mine alert me to the contrary answer to my prayer. I draw away as an agonizing squeak escapes through my teeth. 

“It’s alright, Drew. It’s me.” The male voice chants in an almost musical lilt. Something I can’t place. “You need a deep breath.” 

I sense the warmth of hands against mine again, but I do not struggle this time. The sharp air rushes past my parched throat, burning my lungs as I force oxygen in. 

“Good. Nice and steady, like a metronome. Now, focus your thoughts. The same way we did during Lectio Divina. Remember our Scripture this morning?”

I choke on the next colossal lungful, coughing on the sludge. My frail mind slogs in the mire, searching to find the verse in my head behind the trauma. Minutes appear as millennia, but Keith waits for an answer.  

“No. Distrust made him waver concerning the promise of God, but he grew strong in his faith as he gave glory to God. Convinced the Lord would do what he promised.” I hear rather than see Keith’s smile. It warms me a fraction, and my muscles begin to relax. 

“Correct. Now, why is this important?”

“Because if we believe we are safe from suffering, we are free from suffering ourselves.”

“Why are you carrying your burden? Why not allow yourself to be delivered?”

His questions catch me off guard. I perceive what he wants, and I want to tell him. Though the words spell the end of my long, hard-fought journey. I shake my head, locking my lips behind my teeth. Yet Keith waits, settling down in front of me cross-legged on the floor. 

“If I tell you...you’ll be honor bound to report.”

“On whose authority will I be expected to do this?” 

“The Administration must be aware of every malformation which will inhibit the quality of a candidate.”

The air constricts my lungs again. I curl tighter, holding my shell together. 

“Deep breaths, the attack will pass quicker.”

My head shoots up to find Keith smiling his shrewd grin. 

“We all fight demons in the shadows.” He whispers, calling to the deepest recesses of my hope. The strength pulls me back from the brink.

“Anxiety disorder since the age of thirteen.” 

“Medication?”

“No. I don’t like how I feel. Prefer a holistic approach.”

“Me too.”

I stare at him, confused by his response.

“If the world knew how many pastors took anti-depressants, for one reason or another...no one would ever take their problems to the church.”

His Cheshire grin appeared once more as the thought settled into my chest. I’m no longer alone in the abyss of my nightmares. 

“Your secret is safe. Clergy confidentiality exists even for us.”

––––––––
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The soft moment dissolves in the voices of a recited prayer. My most significant fears acquiesce, and I take another shaky breath. Keith fulfilled his promise. He carried my secrets to his grave. I wish he’d taken longer to finish the job. I chew my lip, engaging my concentration back into the scene. Bill Daniels, one of the Pastors in charge of my existence, steps to the right of the Bishop. He opens his little black book and begins his reading. I examine as a child working to understand the connection. 

“For everything, there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven: a time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck up what is planted; a time to kill, and a time to heal.” Keith’s favorite passage once more causes my mind to slip the rail into the realm of memory. 

––––––––
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I sit in a cafeteria in a mountain retreat. My slimy scrambled eggs, bacon, toast, and fruit plate sit uneaten. I nurse a cup of strong tea, glaring at papers and books, looking for an answer to the problems back in Galien. Other pastors mill at the breakfast bar while more mingle around the large tables.

“Being anti-social?” Keith's voice floats as he approaches. 

“No. I think my crew is still sleeping.” My mind conjures how I left my roommate nestled in bed an hour ago. 

“Must be pleasant to be young and live on a different body clock.” 

“I needed to tweak my sermon, so I got up early.” 

Keith’s eyes tighten, looking at the notebook in front of me. He spoons oatmeal into his mouth before pulling the open section closer. 

“Unless you’re explaining the financial dynamics of the Parable of the Talents, this is going to be a dull sermon. What’s all this about, honestly?”

“One of my churches is in a pinch. Need to find a way to squeeze the budget.”

“Isn’t everybody? St. Matt’s hit the bump when the cattle prices took a nosedive. What’s new?”

“CFO for the Administration is breathing down my neck. I’m not sending in enough money to make them happy.”

“How much is not enough.”

“1% of the required 10% of general income.”

Keith sucks in a breath, his fingers running through his hair. 

“I take it from these numbers the three-figure check a month is pissing them off.” 

“They want at least two grand a month. I don’t know how we’ll swing it when we barely clear required expenses.” 

“There is a time for everything.” He reminds me before shoveling more mush into his mouth.

“Not helpful,” I mutter, rolling my eyes and pulling the notebook back.

“Ecclesiastes is the answer to everything.”

“Vapor and smoke have nothing to do with paying the electricity.”

“No. But understanding everything will be taken care of in its own time does.”

He digs through his pile; I didn’t ascertain when he sat down. He pulls a maroon-colored leather-bound book to the surface. The Book of Discipline is embossed in gold on the cover. 

“A time to break down, and a time to build up.”

“A bylaw on how a church can depose the tithe?”

His lips split into a smile that fills one with hope. He flips open to a section and slides his finger down to the applicable subsection. 

“A time to throw away stones and a time to gather stones together.”

My eyes fly through the reading. The paragraphs outline all the steps to lessen our burden to the Administration. I can’t believe my world can be made whole once more. I’d never have known we could save our little church family without Keith. The blessed assurance of his alliance breezes over me. 

“Now, we’ve saved the world. Let’s talk about tonight’s talent show. We should sing the duet we performed on Palm Sunday last year.” 

––––––––
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I am pulled back out of the revelry by Bill’s cadence. A tear slips as I realize this memory will always be our last quiet moment. Together as friends. A wrecking ball of comprehension hit. 

Keith will never see me attain any of my dreams. He won’t be there to place the stole around my neck. The symbol of my acceptance of the yoke of ordination on that extraordinary day. He won’t call me Reverend Masen. For him, I’ll always be Pastor Drew. For the life of me, I cannot remember if I expressed personally how much Keith inspired me to rise above the din of life and the Denomination, for that matter. 

“A time to keep silence, and a time to speak; a time to love, and a time to hate; a time for war, and a time for peace. Here ends our reading. May the Lord bless us in the hearing of these words of grace?”

The voice in my inner shadow snarls. A time for hate, oh, I like the thought. A time for war. My favorite line in the whole damn book. Are you ready for the war to come, my lovely?
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Chapter 2: Worse than Death
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The final blessings are pronounced while my despondent tears fall in unison. The scripted words hold no more comfort than a bandage on a sunburn. People mill about for a few moments. I remain perfunctory with the few who come to offer condolences. My usual emotionless self puts on a good show. 

The crowd, except for Keith’s wife and me, disperses from the hallowed ground. I cannot leave him. Nor bring myself to go and comfort his grieving widow either. I stand. A silent sentinel beside the cottonwood tree until they lay him low. She resigns herself to the end, and yet I do not depart. The reason for such a long continuance escapes me. 

The draw of the tomb releases, and I meander until my car comes into view. A female silhouette perches on the grill. Who can be waiting? The thought flips pictures in my befuddled mind, working to match from the hundreds I witnessed during the service with no luck. The distance closes, allowing me to recognize that the profile belongs to my boss, in a sense, Emma. Her petite figure puts my teeth on edge, causing my stomach to fall away. This can’t be good. 

“Hello, Emma, what can I do for you?”

“I wanted to check on how you’re holding up. With all of this, I mean?” The pitch in her voice is measured sympathy. Her face expresses a different sentiment. She couldn't care less about me or my mood. 

“Fine,” my familiar lie slides without effort. 

The wave of grief makes maintaining an expressionless demeanor tricky. My fingers play with the cross on the outside of my shirt, a usual nervous habit in her presence. Dread lays heavy in the air, constricting my chest. She grimaces, looking away. 

“Today must be difficult for you. The loss of one’s mentor is always daunting. At least you still retain Larry’s guidance; of course, you’ll have mine.”

Nausea produced by her claim requires a rough swallow, but this kept the absurd compulsion to laugh at bay. In the last fourteen months, her support was minimal at best. I doubt Keith's loss will change this fact. Within a beat, the mask I use with clergy settles into place. Today’s circumstance is more challenged by the requirement of airs of congeniality. 

“Your encouragement is always appreciated.” 

She smiles. Her arm slips around my shoulders as if to console me. Her touch elicits nothing but turns my stomach into knots.

“I know this is a terrible time, but I need to speak with you about church business,” 

My brain reacts at a snail’s pace. I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and deliberately step away from her embrace toward my car. I lean against the silver quarter panel. Some espousal, you can’t even wait until the body is cold in the ground for your punishment. 

In short measure, my consciousness scrutinizes everything in this so-called life. Right down to the existence of Divinity. My notions drift away on the ramblings of a religious exercise. The construction of such a theological lie would explain so much. If the Christian faith fabricates the divine. We bind ourselves behind false pretenses. 

The creature uses the questions posed to the most total advantage, swamping me in doubt. The meditation repulses my sick deliberations. How, in my greatest hour of despair, can I be so fixed on looking for the rationale to dispose of my faith? 

All that remains in my emaciated heart is devotion. I stopped living my life the moment I left for Seminary in Boston, taking on the selfless concern for others. Nothing in my human life superseded the requirements of my calling. Until today. All I long for is the ability to break my vows. Live my own life. Grieve in peace for my friend. Nonetheless, the Administration will never allow this. My momentary displacement of concentration goes unnoticed by Emma. She rambles on as if I cling to every syllable she utters.

“Issues with St. James.” She focuses on her black stiletto before crossing her arms. “The Bursar tallied. You are four months behind on your dues. Bishop Smith asked me to inquire about such a...lapse in the protocol. In addition, he is troubled with Holy Cross only paying a portion of their required offerings.” 

“Holy Cross was given a financial waiver. Only if they compensated a prescribed total of the monthly amount due. The Finance Commission believed this acceptable last November.”

“I’ll check into the claim.” Emma’s lips pucker together. The wrinkles between her eyes deepen. “This does not excuse the lapse in St. James’ financial contribution.” 

My body and mind are spent from the exhaustion of grief. The beast of my anxiety feeds on her hostility, resurfacing stronger. I begin to process at an accelerated rate. I regulate my pulse, and the short breaths mask my fear. I need something to satisfy the Administration’s thirst for blood. No lie I spin will be enough to spare St. James the wrath. My chest aches as the correct explanation slips by my unwilling tongue.

“Living in Galien is a sacrifice for all of us. They...we...are humble people living off the land. God’s good graces control our livelihood.” 

My hands are drawn up in affirmation to the sky. “We live and die by the weather out here. This is the way of life for all farming communities. The hail came with the spring thunderstorms, destroying much of the early crops. With the economic downturn, the price of beef took a nosedive. A few of our ranchers are not selling cattle at all this season. If what the experts are predicting happens and the stock market falters. Worse things will come before the calm.” 

The unshed tears prickle, longing to leak away from the agony. I gaze away from her, straining to finish. 

“We are...trying to...hold on...to what little we possess.” I keep my tone indifferent. The anger flames as I turn to stare back at the cold, flat-brown pupils of my boss. “We have nothing left to give and survive. If the wheat crop pulls in a decent share. The community will break even. Perhaps in prosperity, we can pay up the amount we owe...but...if not....” No words can define the devastation of such an event.

“You’re blaming your lack of funding on the elements?” 

“We are a poor farm town. The weather controls our lives. If the weather does not cooperate, the crops die. If the harvest dies, the community dies.” 

She stares with skepticism. Without warning, her face smooths. The threads of menace disappear. 

“I understand. Don’t worry, Drew. The whole lot will work out as the Almighty intends. You must maintain fidelity in the process and the clergy working your cause.”

“I always do.” 

“I’ll call the church committee chairs and organize a meeting in a few days.” 

“Sounds fine.” 

“Fantastic! I will let you go. I’m sure many in Keith’s congregation are impatient to visit.”

“Yes. I should have been there by now.” 

“I’ll be right behind.” 

Emma springs away like a mouse freed from a trap, bouncing down the lane to her new Audi. I fumble in my pocket for the keys to my old Ford Escape, hoping to be inside when the misery sears through my flesh. I maintain my façade only long enough for her little black car to glide down the dirt road. 

Words cannot emit the sensation of desperate panic crawling through my system. I clutch my arms around my waist, fruitlessly attempting to hold myself together. The beast is faster, stealing away every shred of sanity left. The Lord must provide. He can’t leave me like this. Deliberations stray down the twisted path. He brought me this far. He must provide...right? 

The monster smiles at my naiveté. No matter how I spin the vindictive notions and political manipulation. I burned the candle at both ends. Now, the flames are beginning to devour each other. One quick snuff from my enemies, and I’m done for. The creature shakes its head, enjoying my angst. A mania of suffering begins to accelerate. Ice in my veins, the weight of despair and anxiety all overwhelm me. There is nothing to be done except continue, at least until death releases me. 

Our oblivion is not a fun subject for anyone. We, as pastors, are educated to treat bereavement and all the unresolved issues around such endings. A shared understanding in the pastorate. With every family, we help through the valley of shadows. We must face our shadow world. 

For the prior year, I have buried one person every month, leaving me on a never-ending carousel of desolation. My failure pours onto the wellspring of grief. I am a horrendous human being. My most profound regret is that I drove away those I always held so close. 

My friends...the family I unearthed while discovering myself in my youth. Now, in a sense, they, too, are dead. All because I believed the propaganda of my office. Larry’s words rush my brain. “Pastors don’t have time for a social life.” 

Like the drunk driver cannot breathe life back into Keith, the damage is complete. I’m forced to continue with this nightmare because I chose this over the love they gave. God takes away the one loyal friend left in this experience, the last genuine connection to my humanity. I’m a lost ship without a compass to direct me home.  

The creature of my terror uses a catalog of catastrophes as a source for his dominating will. Cynicism outweighs my perception of hope, creating an overwhelming sense of defeat. My lungs are useless. The blood coagulates in my veins. Every part of me locks down. The fiend poises to expose my damaged soul, taking a firm grasp on my consciousness. The absurd concepts accelerate illogical images. I battle to regain control, losing ground with each breath. The monster’s perverse ideas roar in my head. 

What happens when you stop existing? NOTHING! Will anyone mourn? NO! THEY DON’T CARE ABOUT YOU NOW. THEY WON’T CARE LATER. Your whole existence rests on a fleeting hope... a soul endures beyond this life. 

The monster injects a sinister smile. 

Maybe...just maybe... nothing is on the other side. This hell may be as pleasant as existence gets for you. You failed, baby girl. Deep down at your core, the black oblivion awaits you. Your life turned from an event to survival long ago. 

As the creature cackles, an epiphany occurs, allowing me to cling to the smallest measure of reality left on the edge of sanity. I’m afraid to live this life. 

Being in the priesthood requires a distinct set of standards. A carefree spirit, such as in my younger days, is frowned upon. However, I imagine the possibility of juggling ministry and happiness. I studied Keith for the preceding five years, trying to learn his undisclosed balance. He experienced life as a mysterious journey, realizing the beauty in the smallest detail. Proved life and ecclesiastical can coexist. They could be almost beneficial to the world. I covet the awareness needed for such a feat. 

My bitter emptiness wins out over unrealistic hope. Keith is gone...stolen. I am exiled to an island of obscurity, bound by a corporeal half-life. The gruesome fact seeps through my veins, intensifying the raw emotions. With no audience, I let sorrow conquer me. Deep in my core, the agony rattles until my sobbing becomes relentless. My thoughts scatter into questioning chaos. 

I retrieve a small black flip phone from my pocket, craving to find connectional assurance. The choices flash down the line. Alexandria Greene. Yes, Lexi would be optimal. She’s been my best friend for thirteen years. The problem is in the past twelve months, I treated her like a pariah. A loathsome feeling creeps through me for the consideration of unloading my world on her happy life. 

No matter how much she would heal my broken heart, is the comfort worth the price to her? Then again, if she was aware of how out of control I am, she’d go all guardian on me. Circle the wagons as always, alert our other friends to my plight. Lexi doesn’t understand the implications of such a request. When my commission is complete, and I am thoroughly ordained. A balance will be found. Give me one more year, and this story will be so different. 

My intellect lulls on the adage. I can sleep when I’m dead before focusing on her face, alleviating some of the terror. 

“You faced worse alone. You can face this, too.” 

Searching for a healing balm, my fatigued brain drudges up happier remembrances from my history. Days long gone, and memories seldom visited. Nothing can be any more painful than the grief I experience today. In turn, I let the movies in my mind play on. I visited California and Texas to spend time with old friends, dancing in the bars of Fort Collins during my college years. The attack diverts from the current trajectory with each pleasant memory, allowing another name to surface...Oliver.

Oliver Dempsey is my other oldest and dearest friend. Our courtship flowered, blooming into a sweetheart romance thirteen years ago. Then, it died in a spectacular fashion a year and a half later. He and I reformed our amity only months after ending the love affair. We discovered a healthy way forward, which served to strengthen our bond. 

His loyalty remains fierce to this day. His alliance saw me through some of the worst moments of my life. Nevertheless, he’s also been the cause of a few of those. Oliver is as much a part of my foundation as Lexi. They build the cornerstones to which my existence is moored. 

Sometimes, I find it easier to confide my private contemplations to him because he understands me from a different level. He picks up on inflection and inner thoughts she might miss. For the longest time, I stare at his name on the contact list, longing for the courage to press the button. 

My free hand scrubs at the subversive pendant hidden inside my shirt. A small crystal pink flamingo is attached to a golden chain. This is a symbol of my happiness and happy places. Many of which were spent with Oliver and my other friends. 

Oliver and his wife, Ann, now live in New York. In all the scenarios, I derive not one holds a chance of him making an appearance to torture me like Lexi. If anything, he’d sympathize with my plight. Tell me the world will be different in the morning. Of course, there are issues with this line of thinking. I’ve not spoken to him in two years and not seen him in almost three. 

What comfort can I originate from drudging up a relationship which is? More dreams than reality? I consider this with taciturn dismissal. No. He moved on, and it is better for him if we never speak again. 

Nothing changes the fact my life is no longer my own. I am duty-bound by my covenant to serve my Lord, the Denomination, the Administration, and the Churches to whom I am appointed. If this did not keep me fettered, the financial depravity I find myself does. The small monthly paycheck went almost in totality to pay the school loans or the credit cards, which keeps my vocation afloat. What can someone with a Master of Theology do in society? The beast of my anxiety snorts. 

The only profession I am qualified for is the church. A choice I accepted eight years ago when I followed the divine call to Boston University. No one is left to blame because once chosen, the trajectory can never be undone. 

My arrival at St. Matt’s takes longer than it should. I regard my face in the review mirror, placing a gentle smile to cover my present state of hopelessness. The people are my priority. Their grief must be comforted. This show must go on and with eight years of preparation. I’m an exceptional actress. 
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Chapter 3: Spiral
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Four days later, my world loses axis. In the kangaroo court, my life became. Emma wields her supremacy as a high inquisitor over the entire spectacle. This convened meeting begins in a civilized fashion. Members of St. James Finance committees, along with Emma and other members of the rural district ministry, come together to discuss the terms of our financial difficulties. Minutes into the accord, the actual nature of the investigation becomes transparent. This whole event calls into question my viability as a minister. 

The allegations impale me further. Eight years of chasing this dream. Playing by the Administration's rules taught me one thing. When a simple rod will suffice to extract punishment. The Denomination prefers the Cat o’Nine Tails to bring to bear the full weight of one's emotional transgressions. Today, the Administration wants to exact a pound of flesh from my soul. 

Emma and Hugh use my congregation members to usurp my authority through coercion for one hundred twenty-two grueling minutes. Each lash of Emma’s voice strips away everything from my core. My spirit lays in the fetal position on the floor of the beast’s dominion. It whimpers helpless pleas of cessation. The leviathan luxuriates in their extermination of my existence. Despite how macerated I am, the hell I endure is nowhere near an apex. 

Once the situation is hashed out to Emma’s satisfaction, she dismisses the civilian congregants with grace. The members of my prairie congregation appear confused and sad. As their words are twisted and turned to the point, they no longer make cogent thoughts. I sit immobile. My eyes follow as they shuffle out of the room, hoping beyond hope for my dismissal. 

The real pursuit begins for Emma and Larry the following hour. They extract my spirit with precision. Proclaim all their severe grievances with my performance. I am dumbfounded. Silence is my only ally in arguing their ill-conceived charges are false. My mind falters, allowing the rush of personal criticism to venture into the gap. 

How can they say I’m not dedicated when they read the report? They grasp how much I toil, sweat, and bleed for these churches. How can they say I hadn’t sacrificed everything for this ministry? When were they the ones who required me to turn my back on everything I loved? I did as they commanded to prove my allegiance. The nauseating thoughts rattle on a vexed mind. 

A modicum of hope supplants total demise as they continue their diatribe. If I compromise, remove their sole issue. At best, I might be capable of becoming a marginal minister. Their trouble is my obstinance towards the Administration’s complete dominance of my world, which they find problematic. To survive, I must relinquish my apathy and surrender to their will. 

Larry offers to assist in my endeavor since he lives only a crow’s distance from my home in Galien. Respected by the Administration, he has molded several young ministers. The offer is another bitter pill in my mouth. Perhaps the shock of the earlier decimation aids in diluting the agony spawning in my chest. 

I tune out most of his proposal, calculating that reiteration will be like a broken record for the coming months. Prior to the kangaroo court dispenses their articles of judgment. We pretend to center our circle with a cleansing prayer. They, too, are discharged from my presence. With a flick of her wrist, I am freed from Emma’s side. Like a schoolchild late for a bus, I spring. The muggy July air greets me at the steps, allowing me to breathe. Emma clutches my shoulder as I reach the driver's side of my Escape. 

“I’m headed back to Denver soon. Thought I might offer you lunch out.” 

It is unwise to refuse such an invite, so I accept with a nod. We walk around the corner from the stately church to a small-town diner where small-town business people, farmers, and families mingle. Many acknowledge me, lightening my essence with their warm discourse. We convene at a small table near the window, tucked out of the way of the rest. A red gingham tablecloth and paper napkins on the table, with a sunflower nestled in the back by the wall. We rest in the worn-out old chairs and chat over the menus. 

Emma speaks to a couple of elderly ladies from Larry’s church in the booth next to us. In comparison, I converse with a parishioner of mine named Martin. He stops to talk to me on his way back to the field. His chief words are thanks for attending his brother’s funeral in Nebraska. I remind him of our upcoming visit to his farm this Saturday. The man in his eighties who buck bales with the twenty-somethings leaves with an extra spring in his step.

“Why did you go to another state for a service?” She questions. “Did you preside?”

“No.” I sip on my tea.“Martin phoned last Tuesday. Our hour-long conversation revolved around old memories and family stories. There was nothing of importance, to be exact. Before Martin hung up, he casually mentioned the loss of his brother in North Platte the previous week. The internment had been set for the following Saturday. He never point-blank asked me to go, but I understood by the conversation he needed support. His expression walking in...was worth everything.”

She glares at me like I grew another appendage.

“Were you compensated for the drive?”

“Why would I need compensation? It’s a short two-hour drive from here. So, I used a half-day to do something for a parishioner who desired a silent witness. Such events are part of our job description.” 

“In your logbook, you reported no such event. You cited a family visit, sermon creation, Bible study construction, working on papers for your probation and ministerial classes, and finishing up Sunday service setup.” 

“Yeah. I got up early. Worked on my Bible study coursebook. Took
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