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Redemption




Henry peered out the window at the dark façade of the building that loomed over the street just up ahead. Uneven asphalt crunched underneath the wheels of the cab, jostling him in his seat. Overhead, the sky was grey despite the hour, the roiling clouds pregnant with rain.

The day was inauspicious—had been from the moment Henry woke up to say his morning prayers. He wished that circumstances were different, but there were duties he had to perform, responsibilities to the church, and to God, that he had to see through. The work wasn’t pleasant to begin with. The auspices of the day suggested it might be even less so.

Henry reached into his collar as they drove past alleys filled with filth and the people who had no choice but to live there. He tugged on the thin golden chain that looped around his neck, pulling the necklace out to rest the pendant against his chest.

The onyx cross that dangled from the chain was smooth and cool to the touch as Henry rubbed his thumb over its glassy surface. He wished he was here to relieve the poor today, but alas his charge was a soul that needed even greater aid.

A strange thrill whispered across Henry’s skin as he pressed his lips to the onyx cross. It made his chest warm and his fingertips tingle. He’d oft wondered what that sensation was, had been too afraid to ask his superiors in the order for fear of rebuke.

It was not until he saw Father Anthony shiver upon performing the same ritual that Henry dared ask. Once his question was answered, he could scarcely believe he hadn’t figured it out himself. What could it have been but the favor of God? A reminder that he was now walking on the path of the true and the righteous, despite its occasional obstacles and difficulties.

Henry sighed, basking in the feeling. It was vindication, a sign that, despite his misgivings, he had made the right choice by staying the course. Under his breath, he murmured a prayer for strength because he felt lacking and he knew that God would provide.

The creak of leather upholstery drew Henry’s attention. His driver, Manuel, was looking at him through the rear-view mirror. Manuel scratched the back of his head, glancing briefly outside the window. “Are you sure about this, padre?” said Manuel. “I don’t like how this place looks. I can drive you back to the church, no problem.”

“Thank you, Manuel,” said Henry, as they pulled up to the front building. The sidewalk was desolate. A plastic bag scraped across the pavement, caught in the wind. “I appreciate your concern, but this is something I must do. God wills it.”

Henry slid his fingers down the seatbelt and unbuckled it. He smoothed down the front of his cassock with one hand as he reached for his briefcase with the other. He stepped out of the car, briefly shivering in the cold.

Taking a breath to center himself, Henry walked over to the driver’s side of the car. He stooped down to the window as Manuel lowered it. “Are you really sure you can’t put this off, padre? Or do this somewhere else?” said Manuel. “Just say the word and I’ll drive you back, no charge.”

Henry laughed. “I’ll be fine, Mr. Enrique,” he said. He held out a hand. Manuel shook it, grip firm. “It was nice meeting you. You don’t have to wait for me. I’ll send you a message when I need a ride back to the parish. Oh, and I’d appreciate it if you kept this between us, Mr. Enrique.”

Manuel stared at the hundred-dollar bill that Henry had left in his hand. He looked up at the priest. “No, padre, I can’t accept this,” he said. “It’s too much!”

“Mr. Enrique,” said Henry, saying the words deliberately, “I would very much appreciate your discretion.”

Manuel gulped. He glanced at the bill and then back at Henry one more time before pocketing the money. “O-of course, padre,” he stammered. “Do you have any idea how long you’ll be? I might, uh, take a few fares after this.”

Henry shook his head. “Sorry, I don’t know for sure. I’ll message you when I’m done. And don’t worry. I know you need to make a living. I won’t mind waiting.” He patted the chassis of the car twice before taking a step back from the curb and gave Manuel a little wave as the cab drove away.

Once Manuel drove out of sight, Henry turned to face the building. He remembered what had been, once. A house of debauchery and sin in one of the city’s most active districts. A nightclub that not only encouraged fornication out of wedlock, but a kind most contemptible in the eyes of the Lord. Now here it stood, empty and condemned, as was proper.

The corners of Henry’s lips twitched into a little smile, knowing that he’d had a hand in shutting not just this awful establishment down, but the entire district of degeneracy that had once surrounded it. He liked to think that he had saved at least a few souls from damnation for his part. Today, Henry hoped, he’d be able to save yet another soul, just as he’d been saved fifteen years ago, when he’d been young, misguided, and lost.
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