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As usual, Reverend Rumpole lingered in the church foyer after the Sunday service, greeting his parishioners and enjoying their thought-free compliments on his sermon. His prudish wife, Joan, had joined him today as she sometimes did, and this, along with the subject of today’s message, “Finding the Key to Heaven”, made him a bit more tense than usual. He knew that Patricia, an older widow, would be among the last to leave and that she would make a comment as she left that would sound innocuous to anyone overhearing, but would be likely to cause his penis to give a little twitch and begin creating an obvious bulge in the front of his ministerial robe. He had spent the previous afternoon wearing a dog collar and licking strange fluids from her fingers.

Patricia attended church every Sunday, but Reverend Rumpole knew she wasn’t there for any religious purpose. Not unless she considered driving him mad with desire and self-loathing to be religious.

“I really enjoyed your sermon, Reverend Rumpole,” Patricia said enthusiastically. “Finding the key to paradise doesn’t seem so difficult when you have an expert to guide you.”

On Tuesday afternoon, as he did three times each week, Reverend Rumpole went to provide spiritual guidance to a parishioner in need. Every Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday afternoon that parishioner was Patricia. Even though he had met privately with her a hundred or more times by now, each time he arrived at her orderly apartment in the retirement complex, Reverend Rumpole resolved that this time they would stick to a discussion of her need for salvation and how, with a change in behavior, she could bring that about. As always, they began with a cup of tea at her kitchen table, but when he began to admonish her about God’s plan for her soul, she would effortlessly switch Reverend Rumpole’s train of thought to another track; one leading to a much different destination. The deliciously infuriating thing about her was not just that she knew all about his little weakness, but that each time she exploited it in a different way. One of the reasons he could never maintain his focus on her religious needs was that he was always astonished that she had worked out a plan for their afternoon that was new and thrilling.
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