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Execute Him in the
13th Hour

 


It was the thirteenth day of the thirteenth
month of Jake Bradley’s stay on death row, in a time back in the
late 50’s. Now the thirteenth hour was approaching. It would be his
last according to the Governor’s decree. Anyone else might be
feeling unlucky and overwhelmed by the thought of the final
approaching moments, but not Jake.

No there was no ice water in Jake’s veins. It
was just that such thinking was not part of his fabric—never had
been.

Jake had strangled the young Latin lover of
his black haired beautiful bride only a decade earlier. He had
squeezed the life out of the trim handsome figure that had held his
wife so many times while he had been at work. A cancelled trip and
a hasty return home one day had revealed his wife’s infidelity.
There had been only one thing for Jake to do. The Latino’s end had
come easy for Jake. It was a fulfilling experience in fact.

Jake’s hands had seemed detached as he had
gripped the Latino’s neck and his wife screamed uncontrollably
behind him. Jake gently puffed on a cigarette and gazed into the
horror stricken eyes of his victim -- the smoke gently curling it’s
way away from Jake’s face as the spirit of the young lad eased
itself out of his body – his last cheating lovemaking days behind
him.

His beautiful cheating bride never recovered
from witnessing the act. They had put her away in one of those
places where her beauty would slowly drain from her like all the
sane thoughts in her mind—never to return.

There had been no regrets for Jake. It was
what had to be done. It was right. It was correct. Nothing to take
back. Nothing to feel sorry about. The judge had waited for a
somber regret filled statement to parade out of Jake’s mouth at his
sentencing but the judge had a long wait. No such tear-jerked
dribble would be forthcoming.

Ten years had passed since then – most spent
within the general population in this old Texas prison until all
appeals ran out and death row had become his home. Now in his
thirteenth month on death row it was time for Jake to face his
maker and pay for his sins.

That’s what the Judge had declared after a
bloated holier than thou statement at the trial, most of which Jake
had blotted out as he chewed on a toothpick feeling content about
his own justice which he had so efficiently meted out.

Jake puffed on a cigarette as he lay
expressionless on his bunk thinking back to that day. The bunk
securely chained to the cell wall with reliable rusty chains had
served as Jake’s bed, desk, classroom, time machine, meditation
chamber and amphitheater for the last thirteen months.

He had relaxed there as the sounds of the
other inmates had drifted up the corridor and stopped at Jake’s
cell, the last cell on the block. The gray damp dimly lit cubicle
with its eerie shadows had trapped the sounds and collected them –
like a living library of the history of life on the cellblock.

Jake would especially miss the sounds of
Manny and his guitar. It had kept him company these many months.
Manny, a black Musician from the Big Easy saw his promising career
come to an end twenty five years earlier when his fishing knife,
which he kept spotlessly polished in his guitar case, mysteriously
found its way into a rowdy patron’s gut one night.

Now Manny’s silky bluesy style entertained
the inmates. Like fine mellow wine, which had just splashed out
from a green bottle into a crystal glass, the inmates soaked it in
and it lit up their dark souls, if only briefly.

Jake had dreamed of the Big Easy as he had
listened to Manny over the past months. He envisioned himself
sitting at a small table in a smoke filled establishment with a
glass filled with two fingers of the finest bourbon atop it, and a
Bud chaser to keep it company, while he took in Manny’s soulful
sounds.

Those pleasant journeys to the Big Easy taken
in his bunk bolted to the wall with those reliable rusty chains
preserved with fine specs of green patina, had made it easier for
Jake. Yes sir, he would miss Manny.

Jake threw his cigarette down on the floor
and sat up. His gaze moved toward the cardboard box in the corner
of the cell, wedged in between his steel institutional toilet and
the wall. It held what was left of him now, his legacy. Soon it
would begin its journey to his brother John.

After his demise, he knew the prison
authorities would carefully examine the contents, then sanction it
fit to travel to John in Mississippi. He and his younger brother
John had never been close. They had spent their childhood mostly
avoiding each other. There had never been a bond. John had not even
made the trip for the execution. But it was somewhere to send the
box, somewhere to send his final belongings, even if John wouldn’t
open the box.

Some final items, mostly books, that still
remained to be packed, were still outside on the concrete slab that
was his floor, waiting for their turn to be placed inside the box.
Jake’s precious books lay scattered about a small plant that
resembled a milkweed plant--a strange looking growth with spindly
vines and seedpods.

Jake had done his best to pack the other
items in the box neatly. His old transistor radio, his sketchbooks,
two old Bogart movie posters, a mason jar filled with his marble
collection, and the other books. His books, along with Manny’s
soulful rhythms, had made the time pass by easier as he approached
the end of his miserable life, as the
judge had described it.

Jake had taken an interest in reading about
the supernatural during his stint on death row, probably in
defiance of the Priest, as Jake referred to him. Father Johnson,
the prison’s token religious representative, had made his weekly
rounds of the condemned on death row with some success at times.
Some of the inmates, before they took that final walk to sit in Ol’
Sparky and get zapped with the judicial juice jolt, claimed they
had been saved by him.

Jake didn’t put much faith in it nor the
Priest. The Priest had long passed his usefulness Jake surmised--if
he ever had any. The Priest was more interested in keeping score of
the souls he supposedly saved than in any useful endeavor.

Word had also gotten in from the outside and
spread among some of the inmates that the Priest had not quite
become completely celibate. Some said he liked little boys and had
taken some young parishioners under his wing.

Jake would always shake his head when the
Priest left his cell after a failed attempt to save his soul, and
pull a flask out of his coat when he thought he was out of
sight.

The Priest would unscrew the cap and put it
to his lips quickly to partake of a few drops of spiritual
enlightenment, and then continue on his mission to save the dark
souls that inhabited the dingy cubicles along the corridor of the
old prison.

Now in the 13th hour, Jake knew
the Priest would stop in one final time to try to score another one
for the Bishop—a final attempt to save Jake’s soul before his
rendezvous with Ol’ Sparky. Jake was actually looking forward to
seeing the Priest again, but not for any soul saving.

Jake ran his hand over his head, over a
freshly shaved bald spot. The day before they had shaved Jake’s
head so that he and Ol’ Sparky could get real close to each other
and share the jolt juice. Now that time was approaching--less than
forty-five minutes left, according to his watch.

A rustling of keys filled the air as George,
one of the security guards, approached the cell. George pointed to
the stone table in a corner of the cell on which an empty food tray
sat. “How was the last meal Jake?”

Jake took a cigarette out of the packet in
his shirt pocket and handed it through the bars to George. “Good
George. Can’t complain.”

“We aim to please Jake,” he said as he took
the cigarette and put it in his shirt pocket. “Too bad you have to
leave us. Do you have any other final requests?”

Jake briefly glanced back at the box. “Well
George, I’d be grateful if you make sure all my belongings are
packed in the box and sent to my brother.”

“You got it Jake. I’ll take care of it.”
George looked toward the end of the corridor. “Father Johnson is
here Jake. You wanna see him?”

“Sure, why not George. Show him in. I’m sure
he can use the company.”

“That’s funny Jake. You always did have a
sense of humor.”

“You too George. I’m gonna miss you.”

George turned toward the end of the corridor
and motioned with his hand toward his partner Mel at the other end.
“Okay Mel, bring him up,” he shouted.

Jake turned his back toward George and
listened as he heard the footsteps of Mel and the Priest approach
the cell. He could always tell the Priest’s steps—they were always
soft and unsure of themselves. He heard the cell door open and the
Priest enter. Jake waited until the cell door clanked closed again
and he heard George and Mel’s footsteps fade away. Then he turned
to face the Priest.



The Priest, a man in his mid fifties with a
placid expression and eyes that looked more appropriate peering out
from a rodent’s head, studied Jake’s eyes. Their eyes had met
before in opposing glances that had studied each other, more in
disdain than for revelation. They knew each was different from the
other--deep inside they disliked what each represented.

Jake starred back into the Priest’s eyes
briefly. “Father Johnson, it’s good to see you again. What brings
you here? Surely you must have more saintly surroundings where you
can grace your presence.”

The Priest looked annoyed. “I see that your
sense of humor has not abandoned you, even at this late hour Jake.
However, I think it is out of place.”

“Father, you’re like a vulture, dressed in
your black suit, just waiting and waiting and waiting. You’re just
missing feathers.”

“How’s that Jake?”

“You hover around here waiting to pounce on a
soul. Another one, anyone you can get that you can add to your
count. Another one to show the Bishop. It’s all a game to you isn’t
it? Being a Priest is a game to you.”

“You’re being absurd Jake. There’s little
time left. You shouldn’t be squandering it by taking you
frustrations out on me. Let’s pray together. This is your final
chance to confess your sins to me and ask for repentance. Let’s
kneel and pray my son. The Bishop will also pray for your soul when
I speak of your final confession.”

“Sorry Father. Like you said, time is short.
I’ve got some final packing to do.”

“You don’t want to leave this world without a
confession.” The Priest looked upward. “To cleanse your soul. To
ask for forgiveness.”

“Maybe I do and maybe I don’t. But I’ve got
nothing to say to you.”

The Priest looked back down and studied Jake
momentarily. “Have it your way Jake.”

Jake kneeled down to assemble his last
belongings. It was time to place the remaining ones carefully in
the box with the others. The time for their journey to John was
fast approaching. The thirteenth hour was drawing to a close.

Jake momentarily starred at his belongings
neatly arranged in the box. It was peculiar he thought, how things
seem to loose some of their purpose and meaning when they’re
sitting confined in a box. Their place was on a desk or hanging on
a wall with some dignity he thought. They needed their own space in
order to present themselves properly to the world and to be a
proper part of it.

“Not much there to show for a life, is it
Jake?” the priest said as he stood over Jake.

Jake turned back over his shoulder to look at
the Priest—he shot him a disdainful look. “You’re always keeping
score, aren’t you Father? It’s always a counting game with you. How
many Parishioners. How many saved souls. How many. How many. How
many.”

“You’re off base again Jake. I only meant
that a man’s life should amount to more than a few things in a
box.”

“Is that right. Well I’ll take this humble
box over anything you have to offer.”

The Priest kneeled down next to Jake. “It’s
just a box with an old radio, a ragged plant, a jar of marbles, and
some books. It’s not much Jake. Nothing important to mark a man’s
life here on earth with.” The Priest’s brow wrinkled as he
continued looking into the box.

He slowly reached in and pulled out one of
the books that caught his attention. “Now that’s an interesting
title: Fourth Order of the Grand Medicine Society
of the Anishinaabe—The Spirit Doctors.”

“Think so Father?” A smirk spread over Jake’s
face. “What do you find so interesting?”

The Priest looked at Jake. “I’ve heard of the
Anishinaabe. It’s an Indian Tribe that settled around the Great
Lakes. The third biggest in North America and the only that ever
defeated the Sioux. Some of its tribe members engaged in some
peculiar customs I understand. They had some sort of subculture
with different tiers—a Medicine Society. The Grand Medicine
Society. More like Witchdoctors than anything else.”

“Well you are widely read. I’m impressed with
your knowledge.”

The Priest strained to remember. “The Fourth
Order. The Fourth Order. His wrinkled expression suddenly turned
into a slight smile. “Now I remember. The Fourth Order is the
highest order. They were the most powerful witchdoctors supposedly.
Spirit Doctors—that’s what they called themselves. They were said
to have a special relationship with the spirits.

The heathens believed in the Supernatural,
the unseen world. To them everything had a spirit and a
voice—humans, animals, plants, elements—and they were all the same.
They thought they could transform one spirit into any other. The
Fourth Order. The height of absurdity for such a supposed noble
people. Thought they had powers to summon and control their godless
spirit friends.”

“How impressive that someone from your side
of things, so to speak, would have such knowledge about something
like that. Again, I’m very impressed.”

The Priest squinted his eyes in thought.
“When I was a senior in high school I had a history teacher who
fascinated with Indian cultures and customs. He told us all about
these Anishaabe and their rituals. I didn’t believe any of it. It’s
all nonsense of course. Heathens.”

“Really. I would expect a man like you to say
something like that.”

The Priest laughed and threw the book back
into the box. “You’ve been reading too much of this crazy stuff.
You don’t believe any of this do you?”

Jake turned and starred out the bars into the
corridor. “My great great grandfather was a member of the Order. A
historian named Walison interviewed him once on the reservation and
wrote down everything the old man had to say, in a journal.” Jake
spun and walked over to the box, dug down into it and pulled out an
old brown leather covered journal.

He held it in his left hand and slowly ran
his fingers across the cover in a caressing circular motion. “It
was never published. Just before my wife’s slight indiscretion. I
found it in my grandfather’s attic after he died. He had inherited
it from his father—the old man in the journal. Walison must have
given it back to the old man to keep.”

A gleeful expression spread over Jake’s face.
“The last thirteen months here have given me the opportunity to
study it carefully and do some research. He looked around the cell
and nodded his head. “Yes sir, this is a real fine place to do some
research and studying. Nobody bothers you much here.”

He whipped around toward the Priest and his
eyes widened. “I was fascinated how much Walison got out of him. I
guess the old man sensed he was near his own death and wanted it to
be put down somewhere. Walison just happened to come along at the
right time I figured.”

The Priest stood up. “A crazy old man’s story
written by a no talent wanna-be Journalist no doubt.”

Jake’s eyes widened further as he starred
intently into the Priest’s eyes. “That’s what I thought at first. I
thought this crazy stuff can’t be true. It’s not of this world.
Impossible.”

The Priest’s brow wrinkled again. “Exactly
what stuff couldn’t be true?”

“Controlling spirits. Calling them
up—beckoning them.”

“It’s not. It’s nonsense,” the Priest belted
back, almost challenging Jake.

“You’re right about them being called Spirit
Doctors.” Jake continued. “But they had another name too.”

“What other name? I never heard of anything
else.”

George came walking up the corridor before
Jake could answer. “Fifteen minutes left Jake. Better finish up
what’s left for you to do.” He bowed his head and then walked
away.

The Priest’s eyes had remained focused on
Jake. “You didn’t answer my question—what else were these heathens
called?”

Jake briefly looked down at the box and then
back up at the Priest. “Shape shifters,” he said.

The Priest laughed. “Shape shifters? They
were nothing but heathens in need of some good Christian
teachings.”

Jake smiled and looked down at the cardboard
box, which held his final possessions. “Did you say you liked my
plant Father?”

“Ah yes—one of your cherished possessions.
Actually, I believe I said it was motley.”

Jake stroked his chin. “So you did. So you
did. You know Father, living things like plants are said to have
spirits. You could offend my little plant with remarks like
that.”

“Gibberish Jake. What is that thing anyway?
You couldn’t find anything better than THAT to decorate this cell
with?”

“Actually it’s not for decoration. My great
great grandfather kept roots from a plant like that in his Medicine
Bundle or Medicine Bag as it’s come to be known. He sucked on the
root and could go into a trance to perform certain rituals.” A
gleeful expression came over Jake’s face. “It’s called Spreading
Dogbane, sometimes known as Werewolf Root.

Walison wrote it all down in his journal.”
Jake caressed the old journal again. “Walison wasn’t a would-be
Journalist you see. He just didn’t want his work published or to
get into the wrong hands. He gave it back to the old man. Things
changed when he saw the old man do it once.”
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