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Echo Mountain

 

“I can’t see!” It’s ironic that my first thought was, God
does not want me to reach the top of this mountain.

Gravity seemed to increase its pull on my body, or at least just
on my insides. My blood turned as cold as the ice to which I clung
and fear chilled me deeper than the wind. My footing hadn’t
changed; my grip hadn’t changed; but my sense of security had
suddenly vanished. I was in a cloud of confusion, isolated by
sudden and inexplicable blindness. And I was afraid.

I was facing death for the first time and all I could think was,
What was the point of any of it?

“What are you yelling about?” Riley called down after me. I
could tell from the relaxed sound of his voice that he was already
standing on the solid ground atop Eveliina Ridge. Luckily his voice
was close, which meant I was close. But that was a small
consolation at the moment.

I clung desperately to my ice ax and made my best effort to
resist shifting my weight in the slightest. I cried out again, “I
can’t see anything!” This time I knew Riley could hear the panic in
my voice. There is an unwritten code that people follow in high
altitudes – no whining, no panicking. I had decided to accept that
code as soon as I grabbed my gear and put on my crampons, but I had
not anticipated mysteriously losing my eyesight while dangling from
the side of Echo Mountain.

From the ridge above, I could hear Riley laughing. I couldn’t
believe it. I knew he hated me, but I figured an emergency such as
this would bring out some sympathy in him, some “Christ-like love
for his fellow man.” Wasn’t that the type of thing he preached
about?

“I guess when you were listing edemas yesterday, you forgot
Corneal Edema,” he said laughing.

“What are you talking about?”

“Have you had laser surgery on your eyes?” he asked.

“Who hasn’t?” I replied.

“I haven’t,” he countered, rather self-assured. “High altitudes
can cause corneas to flatten and thicken, particularly if you had
one of the earlier methods of laser eye surgery.”

Great, I said to myself, I always have to be first
on my block to get everything!

“Don’t worry though, I can guide you up. There is a large patch
of blue ice just three feet to your left. That should be solid
enough to get you up here pretty easily.”

He wants me to go…up? I just want to go back down.
“No,” is all I said.

“C’mon, we can do it together.”

“Yeah, right! And why should I believe you? You’ll have me trust
in a weak footing and I’ll fall to my death.”

“All your life you have trusted in weak footings. I’m asking you
to try something solid for a change.”

“This is no time for a sermon,” I snapped at him. Again my voice
was a little too panicked, but I couldn’t help it. “Just promise me
that you will help me get up there.”

“I swear on the soul of my father, Domingo Montoya, you will
reach the top alive,” he proclaimed with a slight Spanish
accent.

“What?!” I asked, confused.

“Never mind,” he laughed. “I want you to dig your ax into the
ice where you hear my tapping.” Then I heard Riley gently tapping
the ice with his ice ax. He must have been on his belly dangling
his arms over the edge – that, or I was much closer to the shelf
than I thought.

“I can’t,” I whined cowardly.

“Why not?”

“I can’t see!” I exclaimed. Seriously, why are you not
getting this? I just went blind, you idiot.

“Haven’t you ever heard of Erik Weihenmayer?” he asked
patiently, obviously trying to calm me.

“No!” I spat.

“He climbed Mt. Everest blind,” he said.
“Everest…blind.”

Again I heard the tapping.

“Okay,” I grumbled and reluctantly began to climb. I dug my ax
into the spot where I heard Riley’s tapping, and sure enough, it
held. The feeling of strength returned to my body and my chest
swelled with the thrill of ascension, moving forward, reaching
higher. With a few more calculated moves and what felt like an
eternity of concentration, I had almost made it to the top. Then I
heard the slightest sound, a tiny pop. It was the shortest warning
possible that the ice below my right foot was about to break.

My foothold gave way.

My body began to fall and my brain began to panic. An emptiness
shot through my body – that hollow feeling that comes over you when
your car begins to hydroplane on a wet road, when you feel the last
waning grip of your tires and the last remaining chance of
maintaining control just…slip away. The force of my body
shifting would surely break through the ice supporting my fingers
and my ax.

Again I wondered if any of it mattered.

Suddenly my momentum was stopped. I felt a hand grab the front
of my jacket. It was Riley. In one long sweep, he pulled me off the
face of the mountain and onto solid ground. I was amazed by his
strength. Once I was standing on my own two feet, he led me to a
place where I could sit and collect myself. Discovering that sudden
death was not imminent after all, I realized that I might have
overreacted. I was glad I could not see Riley’s face, so I didn’t
have to look at him.

“Will my eyesight come back?” I asked meekly.

“I don’t know.” He laughed. “Ask the mountain.”

 

***

 

“Ask the mountain” is a popular expression in the small town of
Lahja. Owing its entire existence to Echo Mountain, Lahja is an
unusual place in the world. Our modest economy mainly comes from
tourist dollars, hired guides and hiking expeditions. When the jet
stream eases up enough for a short window in the spring and the
fall, the notorious mountain becomes climbable. During that time,
Echo Tavern is always bustling with tales of defeat from the
old-timers, sagas of death and peril from the young, and of course,
ambitious promises from the next wave of adventurists detailing
just what they will ask the mountain when they get to the
top. Wealthy corporate-types looking for one more conquest bustle
into town, always asking the same question: “Is it true? Is the
mountain legend true?” All are prepared to lay their money down for
a chance to make it to the top and a chance to find out for
themselves.

Most people never reach the top.

It’s not fair to call the people of Lahja superstitious – after
all, we’ve grown up with the legend of Echo Mountain. Our faith in
the mountain legend’s veracity is as deep and as natural as other
people’s faith in God. However, if you ask people who grew up in
the secular town of Lahja about their personal faith in God, they
will likely shrug and flippantly tell you to “go ask the
mountain.”

Once, a man who made it to the top said the words, “My wife is
cheating on me.” How desperately that man wanted to hear an
echo…but he didn’t. I don’t know why a private investigator
wouldn’t have been easier. Perhaps the man just wanted to be
certain. PI’s can make mistakes; the mountain never does. That man
divorced his wife without another shred of evidence. When the judge
in Lahja heard it was the mountain that had revealed the adultery,
he awarded the husband the house and kids. The mountain is always
right and no one doubts it.

Rumor has it that one man, anxious to cash in on the
Mega-Millions Pick-Six Lotto, stood and read every possible
combination of the six numbers needed to win, and added the words,
“are the winning numbers.” He started with 1 2 3 4 5 6, just
waiting for the sequence that did not echo. After all, you can’t
just ask the mountain a question and expect an answer. Some of the
tourists make their way to Echo Mountain thinking that’s how it
works, but that would be absurd. No, you have to stand at the
summit and state a fact. Then the mountain will tell you if what
you said is true or false. If it is false, the statement will be
echoed loudly by the mountain. If it is true, there will be no
sound at all.

The mountain’s penchant for repeating only lies has earned it
the nickname, The Majestic Prevaricator, which is taken
from the title of a traditional Lahjian poem about the
mountain:

 

With teachers terse and tomes didactic,

the pedagogy of man draws nigh,

But no greater truth can be extracted,

than from the one who is counted on to lie.

 

Most people forget the arcane language of the first half, but
every schoolboy in Lahja can recite on cue, “no greater truth can
be extracted, than from the one who is counted on to lie.” In
defense of the mountain’s reputation, its supporters often
rationalize, “Echo Mountain only lies to you after you’ve lied to
it first.”

Over the years, the mountain has been asked many things ranging
from the personal to the global. Stories have been told of the
mountain accurately predicting wars and famines, presidential
elections, and even World Cup Soccer victories. As for the guy with
the lotto numbers, he was afflicted by HAPE due to remaining in
high altitude for too long. His frozen body was found a year later
in Kirsikka Valley. They say the numbers circled on the note in his
pocket matched the winning numbers in the Mega-Millions
archives.

But so far, amazingly, no one had prompted the mountain to
address the most important question of all – does God exist? It was
my plan to be the first. My goal was to stand on that summit, with
Riley behind me, and have one of us proven right and the other
proven wrong.

 

***

 

“How does it feel?” I had asked Riley the day before, while we
were still at Base Camp. A cold metal table marked the center of
the small camp. Raking rays of light slipped through the windows,
illuminating the steam that came off the surface of our stew. Riley
and I faced off on opposite sides.

“How does what feel?” he asked as he blew on his spoon.

“Realizing that your faith is not as strong as you thought it
was,” I challenged.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean – this is a dangerous mountain. Have you ever
heard of something called the Death Zone? The Death Zone is
anything above 20,000 feet. The atmosphere gets so thin that human
bodies can’t handle it. You can get HAPE – High Altitude Pulmonary
Edema – where your lungs fill with water, or HACE – High Altitude
Cerebral Edema – which causes your brain to swell and quickly leads
to a coma.” I shrugged dramatically, “I don’t know how you could be
rescued from Echo Mountain in a coma. And let’s not forget about
hypoxia – it’s caused by too little oxygen to the brain. It makes
you feel euphoric and giddy at first, but then robs you of all
common sense and good judgment. On Echo Mountain, poor judgment
equals death. On Echo Mountain, one mistake can cost you your
life.”

Riley just smiled at me and shook his head. He knew what I was
doing. “The Death Zone is over 25,000 feet,” he corrected me, “and
you are just trying to psych me out. Now what does any of this have
to do with my faith?”

“Well I was thinking, if your faith in God is so strong, why do
you need a second opinion from Echo Mountain?”

“I don’t. I am only coming with you to make sure you don’t lie
about the results,” he told me.

“I don’t believe you. You want to know the mountain’s verdict
just as much as I do. There’s no way you’re not curious.”

“No really, I’m being perfectly honest with you. In fact, I’ve
already been to the top and I didn’t say a word about God.”

“You’ve been to the top?!” I was shocked. “What did you ask
it?”

“The truth is, I was so exhausted from the trip, so devastated
by the frostbite, so delirious from the altitude, that I didn’t
care about what I asked because I knew I would never reach the
bottom to report it. Climbing down a mountain is much harder than
climbing up. When people die on mountains, they die on the way
down. So I fell on both knees upon reaching the summit, completely
distraught, and I uttered ever so quietly, almost to myself, the
truest expression of my hopelessness, ‘I am going to die on this
mountain.’”

Riley’s tone was so serious and his expression so dire that I
felt my heart contract. I had to break eye contact with him. I
turned my head and I laughed, “Now you are trying to psych
me out!”

“Yep,” he confessed, smiling proudly. Then he added, “But every
word is true. That’s really what happened. I didn’t even mean to
say it. They say that a man standing at the bottom of Echo Mountain
will never know what he will say at the top. I said simply, ‘I am
going to die on this mountain.’”

“Did the Mountain echo back?”

Riley looked away. He muttered, “I’m still alive, aren’t I?”

That night after dinner, anxiety over the next day’s climb was
making it hard to keep my food down. I knew Riley felt it too, but
he was playing it cool. I lay on my back staring blankly at the
ceiling. The perimeter of my cot drew a narrow rectangle just
barely large enough to frame my body. There was room at the camp
for a larger bed, but Lahjians have always had a strange
fascination with rustic charm. Riley was spreading out his sleeping
bag when, from the corner of my eye, I saw him look over at me. He
asked, “There is one thing that I don’t understand about you – even
if there is no God, what’s wrong with people believing that there
is?” He sat down on the edge of his cot, facing me. The sun had
gone down and the only light was a dim bulb with a feeble metal
shade. It hung over our heads in the air between us.

I turned to look at him. “You mean, what’s wrong with people
believing in a lie?” I asked, a bit astonished by the question.

“Well, consider the children fortunate enough to have received
the precious gift of faith,” he began.

I recognized the expression on Riley’s face; he was about to
start preaching.

He said, “They believe they are loved eternally and
unconditionally. But you want to tell them there is no
such love. They believe they are connected to all of God’s
children; in fact, they are all brothers and sisters. Meanwhile,
the best you can offer is that all of us humans have similar DNA.
They believe that although justice may be slow or sometimes missing
in this world, there is a perfect justice in the universe. But you
want to tell them that lawyers and judges are our best hope. They
learn not to fear death because Christ has promised us victory,
even over death. But you want to tell them their days are numbered
and that Grandma and Grandpa are not holding hands in
Heaven. They believe prayer has the power to give them strength,
patience, and even guidance. You tell them they are powerless and
that fate is an unstoppable despot.”

It was fun watching Riley get all worked up. When he finished, I
raised myself to an upright position and smiled at him. I professed
kindly, “I think you’ve got me all wrong. I have no desire
whatsoever to tell people there is no God. I wish only to tell them
the truth. Now, if the truth happens to be the fact that God does
not exist, then that is what I will tell them.”

“The truth is that important to you?”

“Yes.”

“So what happens if the answer comes back different than you
want it to?”

“It won’t,” I answered sharply.

“What if it does?”

“Then I will be happy that I discovered the truth.”

“Really? Then you would get down on your knees and pray to
God?”

“I can guarantee you that won’t happen.”

“But if it does?”

“If the mountain indicates that there is a God, then yes I would
believe. And if believing leads to praying, then yes I would
pray.”

“No you wouldn’t. I’ll tell you what you would do. You would
determine on the spot, right then and there, that the mountain
legend is not true after all, even though you had faith enough in
it to risk your life for its ruling. It will prove itself false in
your eyes by contradicting what you consider to be the
truest truth – that there is no God.”

“Not true,” I told him. “I am very open to discovering all my
beliefs to be false. I welcome the news. I rejoice in it. No, it’s
Christians who are closed off to new ideas.”

“Really? You ever hear the one about the atheist who went to the
doctor and said that he was dead?”

“Something tells me that I am about to,” I jeered.

“Okay, so there is this atheist who goes to the doctor and… ” he
paused distracted, as if trying to remember the parts of the
story.

“… And says he is dead,” I said, trying to help the guy out.

“Right… he says he is dead and the doctor says, ‘No you’re not.
You’re alive.’”

“Fascinating,” I said flatly.

“But the man doesn’t believe it, so the doctor asks him, ‘Do
dead people bleed?’ and the man says, ‘No.’ Then the doctor quickly
pricks the man’s finger and, sure enough, there comes a drop of
blood… You know what the atheist says then?”

“Tell me.”

“He says, ‘Well, what do you know, dead people bleed after
all!’”

I laughed. “That’s cute, but that’s not it.”

“Then what is it?” he challenged.

“Well, okay… ” I said hesitantly, trying hard to organize the
thoughts in my head. “Well, how about this? A Christian
goes to the same doctor, okay?”

“Okay.”

“He says to the doctor, ‘I’m dead.’ So the doctor pricks him
with a needle and he bleeds. The doctor gets excited and exclaims,
‘See, you are not dead; dead people don’t bleed.’ The Christian
says, ‘Dead people do so bleed,’ completely comfortable
with the contradiction. The doctor is shocked by this and exclaims,
‘But if you are dead, how can you bleed?!’ Then guess what the
Christian tells him?”

“What?”

“He says, ‘That is not for us dead people to understand!’”

Riley laughed warmly. “Did you just make that up?”

“Yes,” I said proudly.

“You’re very quick.”

“Well, I’ve debated a lot of Christians.”

“But there is only one problem. If in your version believing
you are dead is analogous to believing in God, the Christian
would never go to the doctor in the first place. God’s grace is not
death, it’s life. Christians do not want to be cured of
their faith.”

“They should.”

“But they don’t. They need their faith.”

“No, they only think they need it. They’re just being
gullible.”

Riley exhaled hard. His eyes narrowed and he said pensively,
“I’m just wondering if you know about pain. I mean if you really
know about pain. In my life I’ve seen…so much pain.” His words were
sincere, a bit melodramatic, but sincere. “Did you know that I
dropped out of med school?”

I shook my head slowly, but said nothing.

“That was before I came to Christ,” Riley continued. “I was so
young and so cocky. I was at the top of my class, Ivy League
school, the smartest person in every room…and that’s not to mention
my drop-dead-gorgeous fiancée.”

I quickly shot a look at his ring finger. No, I didn’t think
he was married. “You were engaged?” I asked.

“Her name was Allison Abrams…Ally.” Riley said the name
Ally so softly I almost didn’t hear him. He continued, “I
really think she might have actually loved me once…” He looked up
at me and smiled ironically, adding, “And I am certain
that her mother did. Her mother was more proud of me perhaps than
even my own mother. ‘Young doctor’ she liked to call me even though
I was still in school, ‘brilliant young doctor!’ She would always
introduce me to all of her friends using one long sentence with no
pause, no breath, and no comma, ‘This is my daughter’s fiancé he’s
studying to be a doctor.’” Riley chuckled, then his mood changed
quickly. “She used to get these unbearable headaches. You talk
about pain! Her head would pound relentlessly and none of her
doctors could identify the cause. The throbbing would keep her up
all night holding both sides of her head as if it were about to
explode. The moans and cries of pain would wake young Ally, who was
powerless to do anything about it. There was no point in taking her
back to the emergency room – nothing they had ever given her seemed
to help. Ally would hold her mother in her arms as she sobbed,
nightgown drenched in warm tears and cold sweat, having no recourse
other than to watch her mom suffer. Finally, Ms. Abrams would
simply pass out from exhaustion, having cried out every last ounce
of energy she had, only to do it again the next night…I wonder if
you know about pain like that.”

He waited for me to respond, but I didn’t feel like humoring
him. I just sat quietly, curiously examining him. In the silence we
could hear a slight hum emitting from the tired bulb above us.

“Or what about the people who carry that same type of incurable
pain, not in their heads, but in their hearts? What about people
who have tried their whole lives to escape their demons, still
carrying the scars of a horrifying childhood…fathers who abused
them, mothers who abandoned them…victims of rape, victims of
molestation…caught in the vicious cycle of abuse, the spider’s web
of addiction…Do you know about that kind of pain?”

I cleared my throat and answered vaguely, assuring, “I know
about pain.”

“Well, what would you like to tell these people? What hope could
possibly be offered to them aside from the hope of Christ? What
hope?”

“What would you like to tell them?” I shot back. “That
everything’s okay? That the invisible man in the sky loves
them and that makes it all better?”

Riley blinked his eyes a few times, looked at the ground, then
back up at me. He said, “I would like to tell them that they are
precious and that one human life is worth more than the entire
universe of material, worth more than all the plant and animal life
on Earth combined, worth more than the purple mountain majesties,
and more than the oceans white with foam. I would like them to know
that they are, every one of them, children of God. And that is a
sacred thing.”

Agh. I put the palm of my hand against my forehead.
“Okay…okay, I get it. You want me to admit that they’d be happier
if they believed in God; well, maybe they would be. And maybe I
would be also, but-”

“Then do,” Riley interrupted.

“It doesn’t work like that! We don’t get to choose our beliefs,”
I said. I paused a moment here, allowing that to sink in, and then
said, “We determine something to be true or false based on the
evidence. Our knowledge is the product of our observation, assisted
by our reason.” That was the first time I noticed: I’d say
the word reason with the same tone that Riley used for the
word Christ. I continued, “The difference between you and
me is I don’t pretend something is true just because it feels good.
Proving that something is beneficial does not prove that it is
true. Proving something is beautiful, salubrious, or even glorious,
does not prove that it’s true.”

“Fine.” Riley spread his hands. “But then why tell people? Why
have you published all those books about it? Why proselytize
hopelessness? What you do is the exact opposite of the doctor in
our parables. You take people who believe they are alive and
convince them that they are dead. For what benefit? To prove you
are smarter than them? Where is the victory in what you do? What
does victory look like for you – a chorus of desolate followers
crying that they are all dead and it was your great leadership that
showed them they are? Why do it?”

 “Because they are! They are dead!” I raised my
voice. “And I respect them enough to tell them that they are. You
suggest that we treat them like gullible children. I want to level
with them: there is no eternal life; there is no eternal love.
There is no magical elixir to cure their every ailment. No hope!
Life is hard. To live is to suffer. You think I haven’t suffered,
too? But I believe that people can be adult enough to handle the
truth. We may hurt, but we are not fools! Our hearts are
broken but our eyes are wide open. My way is to confess to the
people that there is no miracle cure, but your way is to give them
a placebo.”

Riley laughed.

“What’s so funny?” I asked, even though I could tell he wasn’t
laughing on the inside. It wasn’t that kind of a laugh. It was a
heavy, regretful laugh filled with pain. Yet for some reason, I
still chose to be offended by it. “Why did you laugh?” I
demanded.

He let out a long sigh, “All this talk about doctors and
placeboes…and pain…” He trailed off. He pulled both his knees up to
a protective position and placed both feet on the cot. I wondered
if he was going to let me in on his thoughts or not. Finally he
said, “I thought I was so smart…back then. I had everything that
the world’s standards told me that I needed to be happy, but I
wasn’t. I used to take every opportunity possible to show off my
scintillating intellect…until one final opportunity that I
couldn’t resist. I drove to Ally’s home one night to pick her up
for a date. While waiting for Ally to come down from her room, her
mother and I began to talk about the medication she was taking. She
was detailing to me her daily medication ritual when she mentioned
a drug called Damitol that she had begun using to stop the
headaches. Of course I had heard all about her headaches and I’d
even heard that they found a miracle drug, but no one had
told me the name yet. I only knew how happy Ally had become, how
happy she was that she no longer had to watch her mother suffer…
but somehow that didn’t stop me. I looked straight at her mother
and said, ‘There is no drug called Damitol.’”

My head jerked up and I glared at Riley. I suddenly felt like I
knew where this story was going.

He placed his feet back on the floor and rested his elbows on
his knees. He continued in a voice that was low and solemn, “She
smiled impishly and snapped back, ‘Oh yes there is, smarty-pants.’
I could tell that she felt a touch of elation from knowing
something that I, the brilliant young doctor, didn’t. I
resented seeing it. ‘It’s a new drug,’ she insisted. ‘You just
haven’t heard of it yet. It just came out three months ago and I
haven’t had a single headache since. I have a bottle of it right
here.’ I looked at the bottle she produced for me. I took a pill
out to investigate it. I checked the label and the prescription
code. I knew right away what it was – a placebo, the kind
prescribed to appease hypochondriacs. I couldn’t help myself. I
took a long deep breath and repeated, ‘There is no drug called
Damitol. This is only a sugar pill. It’s a ruse! There is no
medicine in here whatsoever. All your doctor did was prescribe you
a placebo.’

“Of course she argued with me up until the moment that Ally came
downstairs and we left for our date. When I walked Ally to the
front porch at the end of the night, I had entirely forgotten about
the conversation with her mother. I went to kiss Ally goodbye and
from inside the house, all the way from the back bedroom, we heard
the old woman’s terrible howls of pain.”

Riley made an involuntary motion to put a finger in each ear,
but his conscious mind stopped his hands once it noticed what they
were doing. There were no earplugs to make the howling stop. It was
already inside his head.

He said, “The next morning my drop-dead-gorgeous fiancée showed
up at my front door. Her eyes were bloodshot from crying. There
were dark bags under her eyes and I doubted that she had gotten
even one wink of sleep. ‘Brilliant doctor,’ she said bitterly, then
gave me back my ring. She mumbled softly, ‘You are just too smart
for us…I think we are better off without having someone so
amazingly intelligent in our lives.’”

Riley looked down at the same naked ring finger I had glanced at
before. He looked up at me and continued, “I am not claiming that
belief in God is a placebo; you believe that. But if you
do believe that, why would you want to be the one to take it away
from them?”

The light hummed as we studied each other, motionless. I was
tired and we had a mountain to climb in the morning. I said,
“Listen, all this talk won’t make much difference when we discover
the truth tomorrow.”

“You’re absolutely right,” he said confidently.

 

***

 

“Yes, your eyesight will come back,” Riley finally told me as I
sat blind and anxious on Eveliina Ridge. “And I wasn’t laughing
because you were about to die; I was laughing because I knew you
wouldn’t.”

I simply nodded; there was a more pressing matter on my mind,
“What are we going to do now?”

Riley said nothing. I had only been blind for a short while, but
I imagined that the idiot shrugged. We sat in silence.

My mind tried hard to shake the question I had asked while
dangling blind, but couldn’t. What was the point? The only
answer I could think of was: To get to the top. For no
other reason than it was my quest at that moment, all that mattered
to me in life was reaching the top of Echo Mountain.

I exhaled one long, troubled sigh. Immediately after, I heard
Riley sigh too. I knew Riley was as driven as I was. Both of us
stewed for a second, resenting the fact that we would have to turn
around and head back.

He released an irritated groan and said, “Well, I guess, the
only thing-”

Riley stopped abruptly. We heard a low rumble and I jumped to my
feet. The air seemed to vibrate and my insides suddenly took on
that hollow, helpless feeling again. I could hear Riley step toward
me. It might have been my other senses trying to compensate for my
debilitated sight, but when Riley moved closer, I swear I could
feel his horror and panic. I could feel his raw fear. All at once,
the random colors I could see through my disabled corneas turned to
white. The temperature dropped drastically. It felt like the wind
passed through my body as effortlessly as an X-ray. It chilled the
marrow in my bones.

A blizzard stormed up the side of the mountain and had
completely overtaken us.

I reached out to Riley. The last thing I needed was to be
separated from him now. Likewise, he reached out to me. Our arms
met and we instinctively pulled each other in close, relying on the
other’s body heat for survival. My cheek brushed his cheek and
Riley said something ironic, “I can’t see.”

“You can’t see?” Having never been in one before, I
didn’t understand how thick the blizzard was.

“No, I can’t see my hand a few inches away.” He held out his
hand to confirm his own statement, but quickly brought it back
where it could be warmed by our bodies. Another second and he would
have lost the use of that hand forever.

After a few chaotic moments, we had completely lost our
orientation. The snowfall became so thick it had darkened the sky.
We didn’t know which way pointed back to Base Camp.

The pain from the cold was agonizing, magnified by the
terrifying realization that we were going to die. Having both grown
up around Echo Mountain, we knew the logistics pretty well – there
was no hope of rescue. We were destined to become nothing more than
another urban legend: the town’s most prominent atheist and the
town’s most devoted Christian dying in each other’s arms!

The agony was too intense. At first it felt like icicles were
being shoved into my ankles, as well as every joint on every finger
and every toe. I could feel the temperature of my hands and feet
dropping drastically. I knew that my body’s natural defenses had
just written them off, sacrificed them in order to divert blood
flow to my necessary organs. I could feel the skin on my hands
constricting as my blood vessels began to close. Then finally I
could not feel them at all. “I can’t feel my hands!” I cried out in
the same panicky voice from before. “I can’t feel my feet!” I
added.

“We have to keep moving in place. Keep your limbs moving.”

It was difficult to keep moving my legs because they were being
rapidly buried in snow. I was unaware of how much time was passing;
there was no way that I could know. I could feel myself losing all
strength. My body was no longer able to warm itself. It felt like
the remaining embers in my chest were slowly fading. We were
starting to freeze, literally freeze. I reflected with contempt on
all the times I had used that word figuratively.

“Okay, now it’s official,” I told Riley. “God does not want me
to reach the top of the mountain.”

“Because God wants you to have faith?” Riley responded weakly,
baffled.

“No, God does not want me to disprove His existence, so He made
me blind and then sent a blizzard to make you blind, all so that I
could never discover that He does not exist.”

“But if He does not exist, how could He do all those
things?”

I thought about this perplexing philosophical challenge.
“Because He’s God,” I answered. At that point I realized
that I was delusional. I wasn’t sure if this conversation was
actually even taking place. I could feel myself drifting. I
felt…warm, suddenly warm. Drifting…

 

***

 

I was a little boy, safe in my warm bed, covered up to my nose
in a billowy white down comforter, and completely dry. I looked at
my hands. I delighted myself by wiggling each finger effortlessly.
I threw off my covers…I was barefoot. I joyously watched as I
wiggled my little toes. They were not only thawed, but were
callous-free, young and perfect. I stopped when I saw Captain
Courageous, my childhood toy, on the shelf where I used to keep
him.

“Captain Courageous!” I yelled. “I thought you were… ” but I did
not finish. I ran over to him and hugged him. I said in a high
pitched child’s voice, “I am so happy you’re alive!”

“It’s not alive!” My father’s voice came from behind me.

I turned to face him. It’s curious that my reaction to seeing my
father again was not quite as cheerful as seeing Captain
Courageous. I tried to think; I wanted to use my adult brain, but
the only response I could come up with was a childlike one – the
very reaction I had actually given on that day. I said, “He is so
alive! He talks!” And then I proudly pulled his string.

“We must have courage!” the doll said.

My father laughed at me, belittled me. “You just pulled its
string. It only talks when you pull the string. You’re alive –
where’s your string? You don’t need a string to talk because you
are real. He’s fake!”

“He’s not fake; he’s my friend. I pull the string to let him
know that I want him to talk. He can’t talk all the time or else
grownups will find out that he’s real. But he can’t stay quiet,
because then I would be lonely. So he told me to pull his string so
I can let him know that I need company.”

“It’s just a pull string!” he shouted. “It’s fake. It’s a
toy.”

“He’s real. He’s my friend.”

“Stop being so gullible!” he snapped at me, then forced Captain
Courageous from my weak hands. I watched as my father pulled out
that stupid knife he always had clipped to his belt, unfolded it
and shoved it in the base of the Captain’s back. The knife sliced
effortlessly through the toy’s cloth skin. Cotton padding spilled
out from the frayed incision as Captain Courageous was being cut
open like a fish. My father removed a small black box from his body
and pulled on the string. The box, not the lifeless body, delivered
one of Captain Courageous’s old familiar sayings: “You are
never alone as long as you’re with me.” Then he dropped all
the carnage at my feet.

I wanted so badly to cry, but I didn’t. My father was right. It
was only a toy.

 

***

 

“Don’t fall asleep!” Riley yelled. “If we fall asleep we’re
dead. If we fall asleep we die from hypothermia.”

I struggled to regain consciousness. I felt disoriented,
confused. Did I wake up from a dream? Am I in a dream? “I
have to tell you something,” I said, my voice quaking as my whole
body shivered. “My father ruined Santa for me. He tore me open and
removed my voice. I was alive before then. But he’s not gullible…
and now Captain Courageous will never make it into Heaven.”

“You’re not making sense,” he told me. “It’s just the
hypothermia. Just keep-” He abruptly stopped talking.

“Riley?!” I called to him.

“Just keep moving your arms and legs.” He finished his sentence,
but his voice had changed. It was low and weak and he sounded like
he had lost all hope. I could feel that he had stopped moving his
arms and legs despite his own warning for me to keep moving. “I
just realized something,” he said bleakly. “When I stood at the top
of Echo Mountain before, my exact words were, ‘I am going to die on
this mountain… ’”

“Yeah,” I interrupted, “and it echoed.” I tried to focus. “Echo
means false! The mountain only tells lies,” I yelled to him.

“No, it did not echo! I never said it echoed; I just let you
assume that. It didn’t echo. It knew. The mountain knew I
would die here. I always wondered how I survived the trip back
down. I thought perhaps I had said it so quietly that the mountain
didn’t hear me, but now I know it heard me. I even concluded that
the whole legend was wrong. I thought I was the first to ever
disprove it. But now I understand. The mountain is never
wrong.”

“No!” I protested, reaching over to try to move his limbs for
him. I tried to shake him. “No! You will not die! If it didn’t
echo, then you’d better make plans to come back to this mountain a
third time because you’re not going to die today.”

There was silence. Just to keep moving my limbs required too
much effort. It was getting harder to talk. The pain of frostbite
was excruciating.

“Riley… ” I called to him.

“Riley… ”

Distantly, I could hear Riley’s voice. It was soft and slow. It
sounded like it was coming from the air. His words swirled around
me like the snow from the blizzard; it chilled me. It was his final
prayer. He asked God to forgive him for all he had done, and he
asked God to watch over me.

Then Riley went silent. I tried calling his name one more time.
I could not see him, nor hear him. My hands were too frozen to feel
anything. The parts of my body that were next to his felt no warmer
than the parts that were covered in snow. We were both being
buried. I felt so weak.

I wondered dimly how I had once thought I had death so well
figured out.

I fell asleep.

 

***

 

“Wake up!”

I thought I heard someone say wake up so I opened my
eyes.

“Wake up. The storm is over!” I could recognize Riley’s voice,
but my eyes were still not working. I was completely buried in
snow. I could feel him grabbing me underneath my armpits and
pulling me up. Once again, I was impressed by his
strength…especially after all we’d been through. Night had fallen
and it was dark. Riley’s headlamp shone bright, but all I could
make out through my distorted corneas was a strange soft glow.

He said, “Come on, we’ve got to make it to the top.”

“What?” I asked surprised. “We’ve just been in a blizzard. We
need to go find help. We need medical attention.”

“No,” he said. “We need to reach the top.” He had a new energy
and excitement about him that amazed me.

“You’re crazy.”

“No, this is important.”

“Riley, there was a blizzard. It’s over.”

“It’s not over!” I could hear he was getting frustrated. Finally
he confessed what was on his mind. He said, “You told me that if
the mountain says God exists, you will drop to your knees. If you
die before you get to the top you will never get a chance to know
God.”

“Riley, I am not afraid of Hell. I don’t believe in Hell.”

“I am not talking about Hell; I am talking about a chance for
once in your life to know, feel, and love God. Let’s go. I can
guide you, just like before. I can short rope you and drag you
there if I have to.”

“Are you strong enough?” I asked as I felt him tying a rope
around my waist.

“You will just have to trust me,” he said and we proceeded to
climb to the top of Echo Mountain.

At first I was weak, stubbornly attempting to raise my willpower
from the dead. I was hasty and chose a footing that didn’t hold. I
fell and began to slide, but felt the rope go taut. Riley did not
budge. He never lost a hold of me. Soon we were working as a team.
He shouted verbal descriptions down to me and tapped out the exact
spots that I could grab onto. In addition, he provided a glowing
sphere of light from his headlamp leading the way, beckoning me. I
could hear the lack of reverberations from above us, behind us, and
below us. It was the sound of vast, wide-open space. I knew we were
getting closer. The exhilaration that flowed from my heart worked
to thaw my body. The sense of purpose thawed my will.

As we crested one final ledge, I sensed something was different.
I could hear the unshackled wind all around me. I could feel empty
space exploding in all directions. I knew that we had reached the
top. “Riley, you did it! Riley, you’re amazing!” I exclaimed.

Over the peak, I could now make out the subtle colors of a
burgeoning sunrise, soft blends of a red and orange sky contrasting
a dark and brown earth. It was like someone had taken a fresh oil
painting and blurred all the colors. The wind was stinging my face
and my heart was pounding with ecstasy. I could not hear where
Riley was, so I dared not move. I was sure I was mere inches from
the ledge. Then suddenly, the sun cracked just past the distant
range on the horizon. Its rays, like a switch had been flipped,
filled the entire valley with light. And just like that, I could
see.

“I can see!” I yelled and turned around excitedly. “Riley, I
can-”

I froze.

I had not seen Riley since before the blizzard. I had not seen
him the entire time he led me up from Eveliina Ridge. I had not
seen him at any time after his final prayer to God. Standing before
me, I saw Riley looking back at me. He had the most glorious smile
and a pair of glowing white angel wings. He wore no headlamp. He
confessed, “I did not want you to die before you had a chance to
know God – know Him through the beauty of His creation, know Him
through overcoming trials, know Him through the generosity and
compassion of others… and through friendship… and through love. I
did not want you to die without knowing the power of God’s
forgiveness and grace.”

I fell to my knees. I was instantly crying. I felt the greatest
peace and joy in my heart that I had ever felt. I reached out and
grabbed both of Riley’s hands in mine. And when I touched those
hands, the hands of an angel, my joy and peace multiplied. I looked
out at that beautiful view from the mountaintop, looked at the
radiant angel before me, and I said, “I feel it!”

Riley smiled softly. “I have brought you this far,” he said as
he motioned over to the summit. Then he disappeared.

I turned my head to look behind me. There was only one set of
footprints in the freshly fallen snow. I looked down at the trail
we had climbed. There was only one set of tracks in the ice.
Eventually, my heart rate began to slow back down and my gloved
hands – which were now palms down in the snow – began to feel cold
once more. I lowered my body in exhaustion, planted both elbows on
the ground, and rested my head in my hands. For the first time in
my life I spoke directly to God. In my head and in my heart I
cried, Oh Lord! Thank you! Oh thank you, thank you,
God!

Then something jolted me, like a sewage pipe bursting and
flooding my mind with waste and putrid water. It occurred to me,
This is hypoxia! Nothing more. Euphoria is a symptom of
hypoxia. And hallucinations are a symptom of hypothermia. I saw a
hallucination – no different than any other climber trapped in a
blizzard. They always see angels! Ha. And I’ve always
laughed at them. I thought about it some more and solved the riddle
of my eyesight returning. I remembered making pinhole cameras out
of old shoeboxes in school; with only a tiny pinhole aperture, no
lens is needed. The sunlight off of the snow had forced my pupils
to close so tightly that everything was in focus again. It makes
sense; it would be a miracle if it didn’t happen.

But how did I make it to the top if I couldn’t see? And could
euphoria from hypoxia really feel so… meaningful? There’s the
edge, I said to myself. I can settle this right now. Just
walk up to the edge and say something stupid like, ‘God exists.’
The echo will prove it is a lie. It will prove no miracle happened
today. You were just a hallucinating fool like the rest of
them.

But I hesitated.

Quit being gullible!

Suddenly, I knew one thing to be true: if I walked up to that
ledge and confirmed that there is no God, I would never be able to
reclaim the feeling I had just felt – the peace and acceptance.
When I die, I’ll go to Heaven. My sins can be forgiven. God loves
me no matter what. Jesus loves me just the way I am.

Gullible fool!

But could I really reclaim it? Could I really believe in
something with no proof? No science? No reason? No. It’s not in
me. I wish it were. I was too proud. I was too afraid of being
mocked by men like me, men like my father. Other people are lucky,
but it just wasn’t meant for me. I could never believe in
God. “I could never believe in God.”

It happened so fast. I wasn’t even certain if I had said it out
loud or only in my head. But even though I had mouthed it so
quietly, the echo of what I had just said came back crystal
clear.

The mountain confirmed it was a lie…a lie I had believed for too
long. I turned around to make my way back down.

 

***

 

I can only image what I must have looked like when I staggered
through the door of Echo Tavern, frostbitten, wind-ravaged, and
alone – the complete opposite of what I felt inside. There was no
strength left in my wretched legs to push me up, rather an
invisible cord, a lifeline, pulling me from above.

All commotion in the Tavern magically stopped. The air hung
still in a second of silence before being interrupted by the sound
of chair legs skidding across the floor. Every man there was
suddenly on his feet and gathered close around me. They were
anxious to know how I survived the blizzard, anxious to know what
happened to Riley, but most of all, they were anxious to know if
there is a God.

I smiled broadly. “There is,” I told them.

You could see the letdown on their faces.

As forcefully and as passionately as I could, I told them what
had happened. I told them about Riley’s death and his final prayer
for my soul. I told them how the storm came to an abrupt stop and
of the conditions I should never have survived. I told them about
Riley’s angel and how he had called me his friend. I told them
about the acceptance and the forgiveness. I told them that I had
been blind, then suddenly could see.

“Hypoxia,” someone called out.

“Hypothermia, probably,” cried another.

“I doubt he even made it to the top,” said a third.

And as fast as they gathered around me, they dispersed, never to
concern themselves with the question again. All of them had been my
best friends as an atheist. All of them had joined my mockery of
the faithful. Left alone and ignored, it occurred to me – these
people are a lot like Echo Mountain. If I had lied and said there
was no God, they would have repeated it over and over.

But their response to hearing the truth – silence.

 

###










New Section


Note to Reader: If you loved this story, please check out my
novel, Don’t Ask – the story of America’s first openly
homosexual Marine. It is pro-God, pro-America, and pro-troops. For
more information on this work and others, please visit my website:
bkdell.com. You can find me on
the first page of every search engine by searching “conservative
fiction.”

If you loved this story, tell someone about it. Write a review
on Feedbooks and post a link to that page on your Facebook wall, or
on Twitter. Come join my Facebook page: 
B.K. Dell Conservative Fiction. Tell me what you thought of
this story or start up a conversation. You can also find me on
Goodreads.com
where you can write a review, read other reviews, click to be a
fan or even a friend.

Thank you for reading my work!

God bless you.

-B.K. Dell
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