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Without Thy grace we waste away,

Like flowers that wither and decay.
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From ‘On Jordan’s Bank the Baptist’s Cry’ 

by C. Coffin, tr. J. Chandler 
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“Do they enjoy it?”

Fr. Jacob lifts his lined face and looks at me. Part of the reason I like him is that he doesn’t insist on talking all the time. Often he just bows his head and prays for me. But I’m feeling unusually chatty today. Perhaps it’s knowing this is almost the last time I’ll see him. 

“Who?” he asks.

“The victim witnesses.”

“Ah.” He purses his lips. “Some will tell you that they expect to. Most just talk about closure. That word comes up a lot. Unfortunately, I fail to see how watching a healthy human being with many decades of life ahead of them walk into a room under their own steam, only to be turned before their eyes into a lump of dead meat that needs wheeling out, can ever bring real healing to anyone.”

Unbidden, a smile tugs at the corners of my mouth. “Don’t you think it’s rather insensitive of you to speak like that to me?”

Fr. Jacob shakes his head, blue eyes twinkling back at me, though mostly he looks very serious today. “To you, Carl? Are you bothered?”

I snort slightly and shake my head as well. “No. Not remotely.”

Fr. Jacob sighs, the twinkle disappearing. He stares at me, and there’s something on his face I haven’t seen before. Despair?

“Cheer up,” I tell him. “Plenty more inmates for you to talk into joining your club.” That’s why he’s on edge today. He wants my soul for his God, and he hasn’t got it. Baptism, that’s what he wants me to want. “You’re supposed to be retired, anyway.”

He was already only a part-time chaplain when I arrived three years ago, and I’m the only one he’s still visiting. This last year he’s been getting frailer and frailer, and I’m pretty sure he’s sick, really sick, but if I ask how he is, he just smiles, says, “As well as anyone almost four score can expect to be,” and changes the subject. Clearly the two of us are in a race as to who can meet our maker first. I’m fifty years younger, but it looks like I’m going to win, after all.

“Other people have time,” he’s saying softly. “You haven’t, and if anyone ever needed more time, it’s you. I sometimes think that’s what I hate most about this punishment. It takes away time and with it all hope of repentance.”

I don’t want to start all this again. Not today. “Repentance is for people who’ve done something wrong,” I say harshly. “If there is a God—and you’ve far from convinced me—he’ll see things my way.”

“And if He doesn’t?”

“I’m confident he will.”

Fr. Jacob gives a really deep sigh this time. “Carl...” he sounds anguished. “Murder is a really grave sin. And you have committed it many times over. How can I make you understand before it is too late?”

“You can’t, so stop wasting your breath. You’re starting to sound like Pastor Garrett. You know Pastor Garrett?”

Fr. Jacob gives a crooked smile. “Yes, I know him.”

“Well, he shows up once a month and shouts at me for an hour. Rants, waves his arms, strides up and down. Tells me I’m going to hell fifteen times for every one time he tells me God loves me. I’ve been counting. Not much else to do when he gets going. So don’t you start telling me I’m evil filth too.”

“Evil? No. I think of you more as a wounded child, alone and helpless in a dark wood. But don’t think that lets you off the hook. God provided everything necessary for you to find your way out, and you ignored it all. So I am very afraid for you, my friend.”

For the first time unease twists in my stomach. “Afraid for me?”

“Afraid for your soul.”

I stare at him. He’s never ranted at me. Never raved. Never preached hellfire and damnation. He’s spoken about God’s love and—when he understood that I don’t believe love exists—he discussed rational proofs of God. It’s all been quite interesting, intellectually speaking. Okay, he’s told me how grave my sins are many times, but...with all his poor deluded talk of love, I’ve always assumed...

“Father...” There’s an odd cold prickle down my spine. “Do you... Do you think I’m going to hell?”

He looks back at me, an odd expression on his face. “I cannot know where you are bound. I do not know what is in your heart, in your conscience, what is between you and God.”

“I didn’t ask you to say if I am; I asked you what you thought.”

He’s silent for a long, long while, this time. Finally I read the expression on his face: mingled horror and dismay. He must’ve thought I knew the answer to this question already. I keep silent, waiting. 

“Well, if you do want my opinion,” he says, when it’s quite clear I really do, “You have murdered at least twelve people, in cold blood, for money. You have shown not the slightest remorse. The fact that you consider your own life just as unimportant as those of your victims shows consistency, but cannot excuse you. So yes, I very much fear you are going to hell, Carl Jarrold.”

—-+—-

I blink in the evening light and lift my head. I’ve come close to dozing as I run over the memory of my last, disturbing, conversation with Fr. Jacob. The setting sun pours into the small cell they brought me to yesterday evening, after Fr. Jacob had gone. At least two guards are watching me at all times over the cameras. I suppose they expect me to rush to the window to watch the sunset, while thinking melancholy thoughts about it being the last one I’ll ever see. 

I almost snort out loud, at that. Why does everyone, from Fr. Jacob to the prison guards, find it so hard to believe that I really don’t care? Why would I?
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