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by Janel States

Finding Normal

Like many high schools, the halls of Flagstaff 
High are chaotic, full of the uncertainty and elation 
of teenagers in the most vulnerable and powerful of 
times.

Katherine Pastor, one of four counselors at Flag 
High, is charged with the care of 489 of the school’s 
some 1600 students. It is a multifaceted, challeng-
ing job. Along with her capable department, she is 
college admissions adviser, academic adviser, and 
student council adviser. She gives civics lessons, she 
counsels, she negotiates the difficult realities of bul-
lying and harassment, of anxiety and depression. She 
is a shoulder to lean on, a high-five in the hallway, the 
one who catches students before they slip through 
the cracks, the one who expands students’ options, 
boosting her kids into college or other post-second-
ary opportunities. Her list of accomplishments as a 
school counselor are many and her value to the edu-
cation profession immense, and it is no small wonder 
that she was named National School Counselor of the 
Year in 2016. 

Pastor’s tenure at Flag High began 13 years ago, 
when the burdens of teenagers were much the same 
as now, although before “the challenge of the Smart-
phone and Snapchat,” she says. 

It was also before everything changed for Pas-
tor personally in a sequence of surprising moments 
that revealed an awful truth: a tumor had been qui-
etly growing in the back right quadrant of her brain, 
slowly applying pressure to cranial nerves until its 
presence could no longer be ignored. 

How one woman’s fight back from 
brain surgery changed her personal landscape, 

deepening her 
connection with others
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▬It is perhaps fitting that the San Francisco 
Peaks, standing at 12,000 feet and dominating 
the Flagstaff landscape, rise up behind Flag High. 
The Peaks are woven into the fabric of Flagstaff, 
anchoring the people here to the landscape. They 
are also a reminder of the inevitability of change: 
the four peaks that comprise the mountain were 
once one enormous volcano before a lateral 
eruption altered them forever. Pastor herself is 
an anchor for her students and a tireless force of 
change. But, now, on the other side of brain sur-
gery, she herself has also beenchanged by forces 
from within. 

Now, nearly deaf in one ear, Pastor has what 
may be permanent changes in her ability to pro-
cess simultaneous sensory input. Talking and 
moving at the same time, as well as flashing 
lights and sound, can lead to stroke-like symp-
toms – stuttering, raised heart rate, excessive 
perspiration – that last twenty minutes or more. 
She has an enduring intolerance to bright light of 
any kind. Her office, at the end of a narrow hall-
way in the counseling department, is darkened, 
the only light coming from a small window facing 
the west and blocked by the exterior wall of the 
gym, a few feet away. She does not go into the 
dances she used to chaperon, instead staying in 
the hallway. When her students express appreci-
ation, they snap instead of clapping. If an emer-
gency vehicle passes by, she puts her head down. 

In the aftermath of surgery, Pastor searches 
for answers, struggling to hold the contradictory 
nature of the tumor and its effects in the same 
hand, trying to understand the balance she must 
now strike for herself in this new world, and for 
those for whom she cares about deeply, her fami-
ly, her fiancé, her students, and of course, herself.

˜ ▬
Pastor grew up in Flagstaff, the eldest of two 

children in a family for whom hard work was the 
norm. Her parents, Bob and Shirley, were entre-
preneurs, usually running at least two business-
es at a time. The Pastors tied work and family 
together right from the start and when the kids 
were old enough, they were expected to lend a 
hand – no excuses – whether they were mopping 
newly-installed tile floors, working at the sport-
ing goods shop, or helping install gutters. Run-
ning these businesses was not without its chal-
lenges, but the Pastor’s wanted their kids to be 
strong and hearty, to be able to see beyond the 
short-term hardships and obstacles that spring 
up along the way to success.  

From the beginning, it was clear to Bob and 
Shirley that Katherine had her own internal, driv-
ing force. She was a perfectionist from the get-go, 
the kind of kid who cried if she broke a dish, who 
only wore certain colors together, who wanted 
everything just right. 

Then, when Pastor was still quite young, Shir-
ley’s mother was diagnosed with early on-set 
Alzheimer’s, and, at just 62, was placed in long-
term care. The dynamic of serious illness made 
a big impression on Katherine and her brother 
Jack. It was a time of great emotional hardship, 
and they learned quickly not to rock the boat and 
not to complain. Instead, they became a help to 
those around them. In the face of great grief, they 
learned great compassion, a lesson they would 
take forward into their adult lives. 

By the time she graduated high school, Pastor 
had three things in spades: an entrepreneurial 
and positive outlook, an unwillingness to com-
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lot like discrimination, and she was determined 
to change it. 

It was in some ways a move into the un-
known. What would it look like, she wondered, if 
all students across Flagstaff had an opportunity 
to explore their college or other post-second-
ary options? What would it look like to improve 
regional access to college fairs, not just access 
within the city? What would it be like if all school 
counselors had better access to professional de-
velopment? There was a lot to be done, and she 
and the three other counselors in her department 
were out to do it, take no prisoners, never say die. 
In 2010, Pastor won Arizona School Counselor of 
the Year. 

By then, she’d also met the love of her life, 
her now-husband Troy Lorents. She was incred-
ibly busy, but she was happy. In addition to her 
work at Flag High, she immersed herself in the 
Flagstaff community. She served on the board 
for the local YMCA, and she and Lorents both 
served on the board for the Flagstaff Master Cho-
rale, in which she also sang. She was so busy, 
she only noticed in passing when, on a trip back 
from England where she and Lorents had attend-
ed a wedding, her right ear began to feel a little 
stopped up. They had shared ear buds on the trip. 
Maybe she’d left them in too long or had the mu-
sic up too loud, she thought.

Gradually,  however, the feeling intensified, 
particularly when she had to fly for work or make 
the trip from Flagstaff to Phoenix, a drive that en-
tails an almost 6,000 foot drop in elevation in the 
space of 120 miles. The pressure change affects 
normal ears on normal days. For Pastor, it was 
becoming increasingly frustrating, and she made 

plain, and a desire to help others. As an under-
graduate at Northern Arizona University, she 
pursued a degree in Psychology, with thoughts to 
becoming a criminal justice lawyer, until she de-
cided crime scenes were not her cup of tea. With 
a life-long love of sports, she turned her sights to 
sports psychology, but before pursuing that, she 
landed a job with Northern Arizona University as 
financial aid counselor and student employment 
coordinator. She loved the college scene and de-
cided that higher education was the place to be, 
but when her supervisor was unable to attend 
a scholarship award ceremony at Flag High and 
asked Pastor to step in, she would be taken in yet 
a different direction. 

“Have you ever thought about counseling?” 
one of the school counselor’s asked her after the 
presentation. “We have two openings.” Almost on 
a whim, Pastor applied and began taking the few 
courses she needed to complete her Masters in 
School Counseling. With the assurance that she 
would have her degree by the coming fall, FHS 
principal Tony Cullen hired her. 

In a school of 1600 students, the work of a 
school counselor is never done. For Pastor, 
raised to always look for new opportunities and 
ways to improve, a career as a school counselor 
was a good fit. At the time, what Pastor brought 
to the table was unusual. Not many counselors 
had university experience and a thorough knowl-
edge of the scholarship application process, and 
what she found as the accepted norm struck her 
as resoundingly unfair. Attendance to college 
fairs was only offered to students with a certain 
grade point average, and not everyone was en-
couraged to fill out the Free Application for Fed-
eral Student Aid (FAFSA). To Pastor, it looked a 
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an appointment with her doctor. Flagstaff’s often-high pollen count could likely be the culprit, he 
said, and over-the-counter allergy medication might do the trick to clear her sinuses and, by ex-
tension, her ear.

It didn’t, and she resorted to home remedies. She chewed gum. She hung upside down. She 
drank water while hanging upside down. She tried an ear wax cone, twice. And then she just got 
used to it, in the way someone who has a bad knee gets used to the pain. “No one ever thinks, ‘Oh, 
I have a major situation,’” she says. “You don’t immediately think there’s something catastrophic 
going on. I was just doing my thing and not really paying attention.” 

In the fall of 2012, Katherine began to have additional symptoms. First, her ear began to ring, 
and then she began to have dizzy spells. “She’d do 
something cute, like jumping jacks, or she’d move 
to hug me, and she’d be gone, just briefly,” Lorents 
says, but she would snap back pretty fast and shake 
it off, as though nothing had happened. The spells 
were unpredictable. Pastor might have two in one 
week and then nothing for a long time, making them 
easier to ignore, but, eventually, she did return to 
the doctor, who suspected heart trouble and put her 
on a heart monitor.   

On a late December afternoon in 2012, Lorents 
and Pastor attended the Master Chorale Christmas 
party at Pastor’s parents’ home. The tall windows 
of the living room framed the San Francisco Peaks, 
spectacular with new snow, the perfect backdrop for 

a Christmas gathering. As Pastor helped lay out the food on a long table in her parents’ foyer, she 
suddenly felt something coming. She called out for her mother, who met her eyes. They were  fixed 
and glassy, and in the next moment, Pastor toppled over. Lorents caught her before she hit the 
floor. 

“These are getting worse,” Lorents said to Shirley and Bob. 

Pastor returned to the doctor after that episode, sure that the heart monitor she’d been wear-
ing faithfully would finally reveal the problem, but there was nothing. She was frustrated and dis-
appointed. Still, her indomitable nature did its part to disguise her condition. She did not complain. 
She did not want to be a burden. She was a problem solver, and there were plenty of problems at 
the school to keep her good and distracted, all the way through the rest of the school year, all the 
way through the summer of 2013. 

“No one ever thinks, ‘Oh, I have 

a major situation,’” she says. 

“You don’t immediately think 

there’s something 

catastrophic going on. I was 

just doing my thing and not 

really paying attention.” 



                     
 ˜                          

Back at school in the fall, Pastor stood at her 
secretary’s desk in the counseling office, going 
over the day’s schedule, when, again, she fell. Her 
secretary leapt up, catching Pastor’s head just be-
fore it hit the corner of the desk. The office staff 
and student aides helped her to the floor while her 
secretary ran for the nurse. They helped Katherine 
into a wheelchair and called Lorents, who imme-
diately took her to urgent care. Once again, Pastor 
was told she had a sinus infection. This repeated 
diagnosis didn’t seem unlikely. She had to admit, 
all of her symptoms – the plugged ear, the ringing, 
her facial pain, her general feeling of being unwell 

– all of it pointed to a sinus infection. But when, af-
ter the Homecoming Dance just a couple of weeks 
later, she told Lorents that her ear would not stop 
ringing, Lorents had had enough.  

 “There’s a kind of person who doesn’t want 
help,” Lorents told her. “And that’s you. But you 
need help. You need a second opinion.”

Lorents called the office of Dr. Tamarah Fra-
tianni, an ear, nose and throat specialist. Kat re-
sisted, saying she had too much to do, but finally 
capitulated. “It’s not selfish,” Lorents told her. “It’s 
self care.” When Fratianni recommended Pastor 
get an MRI of her head, Pastor again resisted. The 
family was about to take their annual trip to Disn-
eyland, and she was busy at school. Couldn’t the 
MRI wait? But Lorents would have none of it. 

After the MRI, not able to wait for Pastor’s next 
appointment with Fratianni, Lorents picked up her 
images and took them to a friend who happened 
to have imaging software. Although the software 
was limited in its capabilities, the two did their 

best to construct a 3-D picture of Kat’s brain. It 
wasn’t perfect, but it was enough. There, in the 
right rear quadrant, was something that looked 
like a space, a void that was not mirrored on 
Pastor’s left side. Lorents’ heart sank. 

It was, in fact, an acoustic neuroma, a non-ma-
lignant tumor the size of a walnut, sitting on her 
eighth cranial nerve, which travels between the 
brain and the inner ear, aiding in the transmit-
tal of sound and balance. They would learn that 
the tumor had been there for at least two years, 
growing slowly, beginning to apply pressure to 
her brain stem. It was never ear buds, elevation, 
heart trouble, or allergies. 

It was a dark secret to hold, and Lorents 
didn’t know how to tell her what he knew. He 
simply couldn’t come up with a plan. The af-
ternoon after he read the report, he and Pastor 
were running errands, picking up snacks for the 
Disneyland trip. He held the report in his lap. 

“What’s it say?” Pastor asked. Lorents didn’t 
respond.  “Stop talking . . . Stop talking . . . Stop 
talking,” Lorents prayed silently. He knew he 
couldn’t lie about it, but he didn’t want to have to 
tell the truth of it, not yet. But Pastor persisted.

“Well, it’s not like . . . what are they going to 
say . . . that I have a tumor, or something in my 
brain?” she asked. 

Lorents looked at her, unable to deflect so 
direct a question, tears welling up in his eyes.   

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Pastor said. 

Then she said, “Why are you telling me this 
in my car? Why are we talking about this in my 
car?”  She pulled over, and they sat on the side 
of the road, crying together.
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manent facial paralysis, complete hearing loss, 
death. 

Lorents, on the other hand, looked up ev-
erything, trying to become as knowledgeable 
as possible. Everywhere he went, he carried a 
red folder full of research. It had a dual purpose, 
helping him both retreat into the factual in order 
to reduce the burden of fear, while also enabling 
him to better connect with Pastor’s doctors. 

“We were in their care, and we wanted to stand 
out, to be Troy and Kat,” he says. “We wanted 
it to be emotional, because it was emotional for 
us.” Still, he was careful what he said to Pas-
tor. He did not tell her they would put screws in 
her head in order to attach her to a metal halo 
during surgery; he did not talk about the vari-
ous surgical options and their associated risks. 
Calm and positive was better.

Pastor kept working, letting her upcoming 
brain surgery fill a spot on her calendar between 
events at the high school. She would work, she 
thought, and then have brain surgery, and then 
work. A private person not used to talking about 
herself, she didn’t know whether she should tell 
her coworkers and students or not. She worried 
about how they would react, if they would treat 
her differently.  And what did she want?  Did 
she want a going away party? Did she want ev-
eryone to cry with her? Where was the value in 
that? 

Finally, a week before surgery, Pastor stood 
up in front of her student council. As an educa-
tor, she had always felt the need to perform at 
the height of her abilities, even when she was 
having a terrible day. She was their counselor, 
the one they saw when they needed help, the 
one with all the answers. And then suddenly, 

 “You’re going to need to tell my parents,” she 
said, finally.

The Game Plan

At the time of Katherine’s diagnosis, Bob Pas-
tor had coached baseball at Flag High for nearly 
twenty-five years. For him, the answer to Shirley’s 
question was simple; they had to have a game plan, 
and it was the plan that would make it possible for 
them to move, day by day, through the process of 
brain surgery. 

“We prepared, we got on the bus, we went 
down, we put our uniforms on, and we played,” he 
would later explain. “You might say, ‘I’ll just not do 
this,’ but if you don’t do it, you die, and that’s not 
an option. You try.”

With a referral from Dr. Fratianni, Pastor saw 
Dr. Mark Syms, a Phoenix neurotologist, who was 
on the board at Barrow Neurological Institute. 
Syms recommended she be seen there, and she 
was placed under the care of Dr. Robert Spetzler, 
a world-renowned neurosurgeon who specializ-
es in tumors like Pastor’s. Pastor’s team would 
ultimately consist of five neurosurgeons. It was 
both intimidating and calming: frightening to un-
derstand the magnitude of a surgery that required 
five specialists, the best in their fields; reassuring 
that there would be five specialists, the best in 
their fields. 

Acoustic neuromas are rare, affecting only two 
in every 100,000 people, according to some esti-
mates. Pastor knew no one who had had one, and 
there were no support groups in Flagstaff.  Inter-
net research was out of the question, full of ter-
rifying stories of unexpected complications, per-



“Fifty years ago, a surgery like 

Katherine’s would not have 

been possible. Fifty years ago, 

we would have lost her.”
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standing in the Career and Counseling Center she 
helped build, she was the one in tears, crying with 
her students, unable to answer their questions, 
facing the great unknown. It was the first time 
Pastor had to show her vulnerability to those for 
whom she wanted to be strong. It would not be 
the last. 

On December 9, 2013, after a fitful night in a 
nearby hotel, Pastor got up at 3:30 a.m. to pre-
pare for her 5 a.m. check-in at Barrow. Her mother 
called from the room next door, and, as they had 
done in the morning for many years, they prayed 
together. Pastor showered with special medicat-
ed soap, laughing a little at the label: “Apply ev-
erywhere except face and hair.” Her surgery, of 
course, was in her hair, so that would be a chal-
lenge. Only then, did the magnitude of what she 
was about to do hit her. When she and Lorents met 
her parents in the hotel hallway, she put her head 
on her father’s shoulder and began to cry. “I don’t 
want to do this,” she said. Bob put his arm around 
her. “It’ll be okay.”  It was Katherine’s last moment 
of hesitation. This was it. It was game day.  

In some ways, the day of surgery was an 
immense relief. The waiting, the worrying, the 
weight of the continued and intensifying symp-
toms had worn everyone down. Now, at least 
things would be different. The Pastors were 
also keenly aware that, in the broad scheme of 
time, Katherine was fortunate. “Fifty years ago, 
a surgery like Katherine’s would not have been 
possible,” Bob Pastor says. “Fifty years ago, we 
would have lost her.”

 Pastor was shown to the waiting room; 
there were six cubicles, curtains drawn. At the 
nurses’ station, there were ten three-ring bind-
ers, each with a patient’s name.  Lorents later 
learned that Barrow sometimes did fifty-five 
surgeries per day, a staggering number. 

Eventually, one of the Barrow’s fellows came 
in, a muscled young man in scrubs. “He looks 
like he just rode in on his bike,” Lorents thought. 
When he later said as much to Pastor, she re-
sponded, laughing, “Who? Dr. McDreamy?” 

With the results of Pastor’s recent, exten-
sive MRI in hand, the fellow told them that the 
team would perform sub occipital acoustic neu-
roma surgery, accessing the tumor from behind 
Pastor’s ear. It was their best chance to pre-
serve her hearing, although there was still a 
risk of damage to either that or to the seventh 
cranial nerve, which controls facial expression. 
Distinguishing nerves from the rest of the brain 
is no small feat; to the untrained eye, Lorents 
says, it all looks the same. Removing a neuroma 
from the tangle of nerves surrounding it is no 
laughing matter either. The surgeons likened it 
to removing a walnut completely enmeshed in 
household twine without damaging any of the 
twine. It would all come down to physics and en-
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gineering, where they would cut, what they would 
remove, how they would put her back together. 
The staff wrote Yes on Pastor’s head with a pur-
ple marker at the surgery site. It smeared a little, 
looking instead like a “cool, tribal tattoo.” 

One by one, her fellow patients were rolled 
back to surgery. “It’s like a bullpen in here,” Bob 
Pastor said. Everyone was there: her parents and 
Lorents, her grandparents, her aunt Suzie, her 
friend Jenny. She wanted to make the most of 
this time with them, but conversation was difficult. 
They were all together, and yet she was alone. She 

was alive, but she felt like she was dying. 

When the nurses finally came for her, wheeling 
her down the hall, she looked back one last time to 
her family. Seeing her “little face turn to them like 
when she was a little girl,” says Shirley Pastor, is 
one of the toughest things in memory.  

Into the Wilderness

The Barrow’s staff brought Pastor’s family in 

Pastor didn’t look good. 

Blood from her four-inch 

incision dotted her pillow 

and her eyes were covered 

with a towel to protect her 

from the light.

to see her, two by two, shortly after surgery.

Pastor didn’t look good. Blood from her four-
inch incision dotted her pillow and her eyes were 
covered with a towel to protect her from the light. 
She moaned with the pain, gripping the recovery 
nurse’s arm. “Don’t leave me,” she said.  She 
was vaguely aware of her family, but she could 
not open her eyes. The Pastors and Lorents felt 
helpless: wanting to relieve her pain but in no 
position to fix anything; wanting to stay with her, 
but only allowed five minutes before being sent 
back to the waiting room, where the families of 
all the patients were camped out, towels and 
sheets draped around seats for privacy, puzzles, 
cards and television for distraction. 

Still, the news was good. “It couldn’t have 
gone any better,” Spetzler told them. Her nerve 
was intact; the neuroma had popped out, clean 
as a whistle. Not all tumors are so accommodat-
ing. They can be very gooey, growing around the 
nerve much like cancer. Never shy about shar-
ing her faith, Shirley Pastor gave thanks for the 
successful surgery, and that the tumor came out 
the way it did. The family rejoiced that, if nothing 
else, they were through that part of it.  

Pastor was moved to intensive care as 
soon as a bed came open. She could only feel 
a blinding pain, made worse with the light, and 
hands on her, rousing her from sleep and get-
ting her on her feet. 

“You’ve got to walk, now, Katherine,” some-
one said. The light was troublesome, and she 
could not get her bearings. Someone eased 
her back in bed, tucking her little stuffed Emma 
dog she’d taken into surgery under her head to 
stabilize it, laying the towel back over her eyes. 
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understand why. Other patients, even older pa-
tients, seemed to be doing better. “That guy must 
be eighty and he does laps around me,” she said 
to Lorents about a judge from Wyoming, who’d 
also had an acoustic neuroma removed.

When he overheard the nurses talking about 
Pastor’s progress, Lorents began to worry. If she 
did not make it to the end of the hallway, a dis-
tance of sixty feet,  by the time she left ICU, she 
would be sent to an acute rehab facility. Their 
stay in Phoenix could be a lot longer, and a lot 
tougher, than any of them anticipated. 

He went to Pastor’s bedside and leaned down 
to her left ear. “You have to walk. You have to 
make it to the end of the hall, and then you can 
go home.” His words came to Pastor as though 
through a fog. What was her problem? Dr. Mc-
Dreamy had told her she’d be home in three days, 
and right now, home seemed very far away. 

Before surgery, Pastor could not have imag-
ined the depth of her upcoming struggle. She 
was a natural leader, used to stepping up and 
finding solutions, and in the days after surgery, 
that person seemed to be moving farther and far-
ther away. She could not keep her balance, and 
was still unable to walk on her own. She had daily 
physical therapy, given small tasks like keeping 
her eye on an “x” on the wall while moving her 
head, which left her dizzy and exhausted. The 
nausea was unremitting, along with her extreme 
sensitivity to light, movement, and sound. She 
threw everything up, from the hamburger and 
Pepsi her grandmother ordered for her, to juice. 
An avid runner before surgery, she felt like she 
was wasting away, caught in a transformation to 
which she did not consent. Friends and family or-
bited around her, and, not for the first time, Pastor 

Her hair had been beautifully braided by her OR 
nurse before surgery in an effort to help her 
keep as much of it as possible, but she had been 
lying on the braid and it hurt. Everything was a 
jumble of the awful and the odd, with isolated 
moments of awareness cutting through the pain 
and nausea. Family moved in and out, but Pastor 
could make no real sense of it. She surfaced for 
a moment of awful reality, when the patient next 
to her began to scream, a heart-wrenching, ter-
rifying cry of pain and confusion, and then died, 
the family hysterical with grief.

 “Oh my God,” she thought in half-exclama-
tion and half-prayer. “This is real life and death 
right now. This is terrible,” and then she was 
back under in a half-awake state, her body in its 
own state of disbelief and shock, fighting to get 
back to normalcy.

Her days in ICU passed in waves of pain and 
nausea. She could only drink juice, and only with 
her eyes closed, and still she vomited constant-
ly, Lorents and her mother running buckets back 
and forth to the bathroom. She was dizzy, her 
throat sore, her mouth dry, her body aching from 
the IV lines and the metal halo they’d screwed 
into her head. The surgery site was itself was 
horribly swollen.

As soon as possible, brain surgery patients 
are put on their feet to jumpstart their brain ac-
tivity. Over and over again, she was strapped 
into a into a giant walker, so tall that she had to 
stand on the tips of her toes, her arms up high, 
almost as though she were holding onto some-
one’s shoulders. She could not stand the light 
and kept her head down as she shuffled forward. 
First, she made it a few steps, then she made it 
to the doorway, but it was hard, and she couldn’t 



would hold a contradiction within herself: a deep 
love of having them around and the intense de-
sire for dark and quiet. 

Her family and friends managed in their own 
way, struck with their own experience of this 
hardship yet always aware that Pastor was in 
the toughest spot. Lorents balanced his intense 
desire to be near Pastor all the time with his re-
alization that her parents needed to take the lead 
in her care. He found solace in driving, where he 
could cry and regroup and come back stronger. 

“Sometimes, I look back and I just don’t know how 
we got through,” he says. 

Each day offered up its horrible challeng-
es but also its blessings, and the Pastors found 
ways to connect with all the people around them, 
making friends in the hallways, taking coffee, 
scones, candy, and cards to the nurses. They 
were grateful for the care of the people around 
them and built a small, if temporary, communi-
ty in this group of strangers. When Lorents had 
a chance encounter in the downstairs gift shop 
with a soldier who had a beautiful golden lab in 
tow, he invited him back to Pastor’s room. They 
sat together as Pastor petted the dog, the soldier 
recounting stories of his military service. “Thank 
you for listening,” he said, finally. “I needed some-
one to talk to.”  

The Mountain

After seven days in the step-down unit, Spet-
zler and his team decided Pastor should return 
home “for better and faster healing.”  Back in 
Flagstaff, Pastor moved in with her parents. Now, 
just ten days after surgery, she was making slow 
and steady progress. She continued physical 

therapy, working on thought and muscle coordi-
nation, and although her hearing loss was still 
profound, the ringing in her ear had stopped, and 
she was walking better on her own. 

One morning in late December, she came out 
from her room for breakfast, standing for a mo-
ment in front of the large picture windows to look 
out at the Peaks. New snow covered the forest 
and the sky was a brilliant blue against the spar-
kling white landscape. Yet, Pastor couldn’t see 
straight, as though there were some obstacle to 
her vision. 

“The light is hurting my head,” she said to her 
father. She sat down at the kitchen bar, and he 
brought her the aviator sunglasses Lorents had 
given her for the ride back up to Flagstaff.  She 
put them on as her mother put a fruit cup, now 
Pastor’s standard breakfast, in front of her. She 
picked up her fork and tried to bring a piece of 
fruit to her mouth, but she couldn’t do it. She 
tried drinking her orange juice but it dribbled out 
of her mouth. It was as though her wires were 
crossed. Suddenly, she was very tired. When one 
of her physical therapists came by later that day 
to give her a cranial massage, she asked him to 
work on her face because “it didn’t seem right.” 
After the massage, she fell asleep on the floor in 
front of the fireplace. When she woke up, it was 
hard to blink. When she tried to tell her parents 
something was wrong, it was hard to get the 
words out. 

By that evening at Flagstaff Medical Center, 
the right side of Pastor’s face was frozen into 
place, and she could no longer close her eye.  A 
CAT scan revealed nothing, so the doctors at FMC 
contacted Barrow. “Something like this could go 
either way,” the doctors there relayed. “Some-
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times it’s just swelling and sometimes it’s not. 
When you open up the skull, you don’t always 
know how the brain is going to react.” 

Wracked with uncertainty, Shirley called 
again the next day, and this time, got a far more 
reassuring answer. “Let’s go over this one more 
time,” one of the neurologists told her. “She 
wasn’t like this after surgery, correct?” 

It was likely just swelling at the surgery 
site, he said, which was pressing on the cranial 
nerves. The swelling would come down, though 
it might take some time. Back at home, sitting at 
the kitchen bar, cracks in Pastor’s resolve began 
to show as she shook her head, crying. No matter 
what anyone said, these changes felt permanent.  

“I know it’s not fair,” Shirley said. “I know it’s 
not. But we’ll get it sorted out.”

˜▬
Life slowed to a crawl. Getting up and dressed 

in the morning took Pastor an hour and a half. She 
had to let her modesty go so her mother could 
help her shower and dress (rotating between 
three pairs of sweat pants with one “fancy” pair, 
Pastor jokes, reserved for the grocery store.) As 
an adult, it struck Pastor as awkward to contin-
ually ask for her parents’ help, but she had to 
decide it was okay.  And she was bored. People 
gave her crossword puzzles and word searches 
to help pass the time, but she couldn’t do them. 
They were like physical therapy in themselves. 
An avid college football fan, Pastor had planned 
to watch all the bowl games, but that, too, was 
out of the question. The light of the screen and 
the motion of the players were too much for her 
brain to process. Instead, she turned her chair 

toward the kitchen and listened to the games or 
to the Food Network. Every now and then, she 
would try to work a little, answering a few emails 
or checking transcripts sometimes under her 
covers so her mother wouldn’t see. She felt hor-
ribly guilty. Counselors don’t have substitutes, 
and the others in her department were looking 
after her students.  She had her father take her 
to a student council meeting so the kids would 
know she was still thinking about them, still sup-
porting them, but she couldn’t stay long. 

On most afternoons, Lorents would come over 
after work. If the day was nice, he’d take Pastor 
out on the front porch where she could sit in the 
sun, and he’d tell her about his day.  Once in a 
while, he’d let her drive her car, but just to the 
end of the driveway. As often as he could, he also 
went with her to physical therapy, doing the exer-
cises alongside her, happy when her personality 
emerged even amidst exhaustion. Given the task 
of hitting a ball and saying a color, Lorents would 
say “blue” or “red,” while Pastor said “salmon” 
or “teal.” For ice cream, he’d say “chocolate” and 
she’d say “pistachio almond fudge.” Back at the 
house, Lorents and Pastor would often go over 
the exercises again, trying to speed her healing. 

The physical challenges she now faced were 
just the tip of the iceberg, though. When she was 
in public, she couldn’t help but notice that people 
were treating her differently, the patch drawing 
immediate attention.  When she checked in for a 
doctor’s appointment, the receptionists would 
speak to her mother, not to her. When she was in 
the grocery store, people would look at her and 
then look away. 

“I’m right here,” she wanted to say. “I know I 
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can’t drive and I need people to help me walk, but 
I’m good. You can talk to me.” 

Other than Lorents, Pastor was allowed one 
visitor per day, but, in truth, she did not want to 
see a lot of people. She was worried about what 
they would think. When she and Lorents drove 
over one day to see her principal, Cullen could 
not hide his shock at her appearance. Later he 
would tell her that he’d thought she would never 
be coming back. 

Pastor knew how hard it was for people. They 
didn’t know what to say or how to act, so she 
wanted people to see her when she was better, 
when she didn’t “look broken.” Inside she was 
still fighting, still capable, still Katherine. 

“This isn’t going to knock me down,” she said. 
“This won’t define me. Let’s move on.”

The Other Side

By the fall of 2015, Pastor had been back at 
work for a year. She still had lingering limitations. 
Bright lights and loud noises adversely affected 
her, and sometimes she felt like the tumor was 
coming back and her hands would move invol-
untarily to the spot where it once was. But it was 
just resonance, the old feeling of an unwelcome 
presence in her brain.

    In the time between surgery and her return 
to work, she had been continually amazed by the 
support of her family, friends, and FHS staff. Over 
and over again, people stepped in to help when 
she least expected it. Even the counselors of Flag 
High’s cross town rivals, Coconino High School, 
were on hand to help. It was strange that in her 
absence – yet because of how much they cared 

about her – the department had pulled together, 
becoming even stronger.  

On December 3, 2015, while working at her 
desk, Pastor received a message. There was a 
problem in the cafeteria, and she was needed im-
mediately. When she arrived, there was no crisis, 
only an announcement made by Cullen over the 
PA: Pastor had been named 2016 School Coun-
selor of the Year. She fell to the floor for a mo-
ment and cried, then stood to hug Cullen. 

In some ways, the award seemed the culmi-
nation of something much larger, a piece of an 
intricate puzzle that Pastor could only see in part. 

“Your whole life you do what you’re supposed to 
do and you work really hard, and most of the 
time you don’t get recognized for what you do,” 
she says. “I was just doing what I was supposed 
to be doing. I wasn’t out to win awards.”

 Shirley Pastor, however, saw a greater hand 
at work in her daughter’s life. “How can we say 
anything besides this side of grace that she’s 
been able to everything she’s done?” she asked 
Bob. “I’m not surprised she was chosen.”

As part of an article about her award for the 
American School Counselor Association, Pas-
tor was asked to talk about her greatest chal-
lenge. The question took her by surprise, and she 
looked through prior issues of the magazine to 
see if anyone else had ever had to answer that. 
They hadn’t, and Pastor wasn’t sure she wanted 
to. She wanted the award to be about the work of 
the school counselor, not about her struggle with 
an acoustic neuroma. In the end, though, she did 
answer it. That struggle was now a part of who 
she was, both inside and outside of the award. 

 Pastor traveled with her family, Lorents, and 
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Cullen to Washington, D.C. in January 2016. It 
would be a whirlwind of events over the course of 
several days, including a ceremony at the White 
House with First Lady Michelle Obama presiding. 
Pastor did not want to admit to her continuing 
vulnerabilities because she was the winner, and 
winners were supposed to be strong. But her 
achievement and her ongoing physical needs 
would have to occupy a spot together, whether 
she wanted them to or not. At an event where 
there would be a multitude of photo opportuni-
ties, Pastor could not withstand flash photogra-
phy. In a place where hundreds had gathered for 
the celebration, the constant movement might be 
too much to process. Lorents ran interference 
whenever he was able, finding her quiet spots to 
regroup if she began to glaze over or stutter. “It’s 
not unlike the lights coming up in a movie the-
ater,” he explains. “It takes a normal brain just 
a few seconds to adjust to that. It takes Kat a lot 
longer.” 

On the day of the presentation, Pastor and 
her family sat backstage with the other finalists, 
people for whom Pastor had immense respect. 
In just a few moments, Katherine would be on 
stage at the White House to deliver a speech for 
a room of hundreds, representing these people 
and her profession. The pressure was intense, 
and the First Lady hadn’t even arrived. When she 
did, Pastor was star-struck. She felt like a teen-
age girl on a newsreel, she said, screaming for 
The Beatles. Obama was tall and beautiful and, 
in a way that took everyone by surprise, down to 
earth.

“We hug at the White House,” Obama said to 
Pastor, embracing her, and then said, “I feel so 
embarrassed. I know so much about you.”

Pastor’s family stood in what was felt like a 
wedding receiving line, and Pastor introduced 
them. Obama hugged Shirley with genuine affec-
tion. “Hello, Mom,” she said. She put everyone so 
much at ease that Lorents found himself joking 
with her, calling her Michelle rather than Miss 
First Lady, which he now recalls with some em-
barrassment of his own. 

Once the introductions were done, Pastor and 
the First Lady talked for a few moments about 
the role of the school counselor. “[Obama] is just 
a brilliant mind and really, really cares about the 
work educators are doing in our country,” Pas-
tor says. “I believed her when she talked.  She 
wasn’t just regurgitating something her speech-
writer wrote. It was in her heart, and you want 
to follow someone like that. I was ready. I was 
thinking, ‘Yeah! Let’s do this!’ It was like I was 
having a girl moment with the First Lady of the 
United States.” 

Pastor’s student, Wyatt Whitegoat, would be 
the first to speak. The night before, Whitegoat’s 
nerves were getting the better of him, and Lo-
rents and Pastor had taken him down to the hotel 
conference room to practice. 

The conference room was dark, but there was 
a podium and just enough light to see by. Lorents 
found two hotel employees and asked them to sit 
on one side of the room while he himself sat on 
the other, so Whitegoat could look between them. 
Pastor held her cell phone over his speech for 
light. “Miss Pastor is the model of what makes a 
great counselor,” he read. “Kind, energetic, mo-
tivated and caring.” He thanked her for the way 
she had shaped his life and the lives of so many 
other students. Pastor began to cry.
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“Stop crying, Ms. Pastor,” Whitegoat said, “or 
I’m going to cry.” 

But it was a profound moment. Here was this 
young Navajo man, a Gates Millennium Scholar, 
with a multitude of opportunities opening before 
him. But that hadn’t always been the case. When 
Whitegoat first entered Flag High, he lived at the 
boarding school, one hundred miles from his 
family on the reservation, and he’d had trouble 
adjusting.

Pastor held back her tears as he finished his 
speech, and the employees stood up and cheered, 

“Muy bueno!” One of them told the group proudly 
that he had a daughter who was about to go to 
college; she’d be the first in their family. It was 
another seemingly small moment that would 
grow into something larger, the five of them 
standing together in an impromptu community. 

“I’m sorry I was a pill, Miss Pastor,” Whitegoat 
said to Pastor.  “I didn’t care. I was always late. I 
didn’t do my work.”

“I was nervous for you. But I’m not nervous for 
you anymore,” she said. 

Pastor was beyond proud – proud of her stu-
dent’s success; proud to be able to say that in 
small town America, really great things can hap-
pen; proud of her department’s programs – but 
she was also humbled by the multitude of bless-
ings surrounding her in the face of what she had 
endured.

When Obama took the stage, Pastor couldn’t 
help but think that this was it, the pinnacle of 
her professional career. Obama listed Pastor’s 
many accomplishments, what she’d done to im-
prove access to post-secondary opportunities for 

all the students of northern Arizona, what she’d 
done to make sure students completed their FAF-
SAs, how she’d improved access to professional 
development opportunities for school counselors 
across the state of Arizona. She talked about the 
difficulties school counselors face, lack of funding 
and extremely high counselor to student ratios, 
despite their deep, positive, and proven impact 
on student success. When she talked about Pas-
tor’s fight back from brain surgery, Pastor kept 
her eyes fixed on Lorents and her parents in the 
front row, hoping she wouldn’t lose it on stage. 

Even now, when Bob Pastor is having a bad 
day, he watches Pastor’s speech, Michelle Obama 
standing behind his daughter, punctuating her 
words with affirmation: “Mmmm… Hmmmm! 

“Mmmm…..Hmmm!”

The Changed Landscape

There  is a certain before and after to Pastor’s 
story, her diagnosis, surgery, and recovery held 
like a bubble between – unpoppable and surreal 

– bookended by her family, her fiancé, her job at 
Flag High. 

 “I’m definitely not the same person I was be-
fore my surgery on December 9,” she says. “For 
better or worse, it changed me.”

During her year as national school 
counselor, she traveled extensive-
ly, speaking around the country to 
school and advocacy groups. On 

more than one occasion, she encountered situ-
ations that triggered her symptoms. Once, after 
she and Cullen ran to catch a plane, she nearly 
collapsed at the gate. She called Lorents from 
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the airport bathroom, stuttering and stumbling, 
her heart rate at 115. 

Pastor and Lorents call this altered landscape 
the new normal, arising from change which came 
on suddenly and decided to stay.  Perhaps it is 
that suddenness that affects her the most. There 
was no evolution, simply Katherine before and 
Katherine after. 

“I’m glad for things that have happened in my 
life, but I don’t wish them on anyone,” she says. 

“I’m not going to say, ‘You really should try that.’ 
But it makes you put your life in perspective and 
see what’s really important and what’s not, and 
what you can do and what you can’t.”

It is that perspective that she tries to bring to 
her students, an attitude that encourages them 
to persevere. “A lot of people talk about grit, and 
I see that in my students every day at the school,” 
she says, although the students sometimes have 
a hard time seeing it in themselves. “We can help 
them. We have the potential, with the right re-
sources, to impact every single student on cam-
pus.”  

Now, even as she advocates for those stu-
dents, she also advocates for a better way of con-
necting with others. “It’s a human nature thing, 
particularly in American culture, to do more with 
less all the time and work on the weekends. But I 
have a choice of how I spend my time.” 

Instead of going faster and doing more, Pas-
tor is going deeper. “I’m definitely not the same 
person I was before my surgery on December 9. 
For better or worse, it changed me,” she says. 

“Now I try to be purposeful when I talk to people, 
when they’re telling me something important. No 
matter who you’re with you focus on them and 

give them your attention, because that’s what ev-
eryone deserves. 

“When someone asks you how you are, it 
should be more than ‘I’m fine,’” she says. “If 
your day is terrible, just tell me. You can tell me. 
Whatever your story is, I’ll listen to it, and I’ll ap-
preciate it, because it’s your story, it’s happened 
to you, and it makes you who you are.” 

Compassionate connections are funda-
mental to Pastor’s story. In her vari-
ous moments of great trial, communi-

ty – often forged with strangers and shared with 
loved ones – helped her through the hardest 
times. The small acts of kindness – the nurse 
who carefully braided her hair, the soldier who 
visited with his golden lab, the hotel staff in the 
ballroom – take their rightful place as moments 
of great impact. In the vast and ever changing 
social landscape, kindness can be the difference 
between success and failure, and for Pastor, lis-
tening is one such kindess. Perhaps it is no won-
der, then, that this is her work – the work of the 
school counselor – to listen to her students and 
help them achieve to the best of their abilities no 
matter what circumstances they have been giv-
en. On the other side of  acoustic neuroma, Pastor 
is moving on, reaching higher and going deeper, 
both changed and unchangeable. 

15

 


