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  This book is dedicated to anyone who has allowed themselves to truly feel. The good, the bad, and everything in between. It is also dedicated to those who have shut themselves off from all feeling, and found peace in being numb. Do what works for you, it’s your life.








  
  1 Samuel 15:23 (NKJV) “For rebellion is as the sin of witchcraft, And stubbornness is as iniquity and idolatry. Because you have rejected the word of the Lord, He also has rejected you from being king.”

Proverbs 7:11 (NKJV) “She was loud and rebellious, Her feet would not stay at home.”

Proverbs 17:11 (NKJV) “An evil man seeks only rebellion; Therefore a cruel messenger will be sent against him.”

Isaiah 1:19–20 (NKJV) “If you are willing and obedient, You shall eat the good of the land; But if you refuse and rebel, You shall be devoured by the sword”; For the mouth of the Lord has spoken.”

Isaiah 30:1 (NKJV) ““Woe to the rebellious children,” says the Lord, “Who take counsel, but not of Me, And who devise plans, but not of My Spirit, That they may add sin to sin;””

Jeremiah 5:23 (NKJV) “But this people has a defiant and rebellious heart; They have revolted and departed.”

Ezekiel 2:8 (NKJV) “But you, son of man, hear what I say to you. Do not be rebellious like that rebellious house; open your mouth and eat what I give you.”

Hebrews 10:26 (NKJV) “For if we sin willfully after we have received the knowledge of the truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins,”








  
  Chapter One
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As I sat in the wooden pew and listened, I found my mind drifting elsewhere. I had been having a sort of existential crisis for several months and it didn't seem to be anywhere near resolution. I knew that my release was the catalyst. It's hard to re-evaluate your entire belief system. Values aren't exactly something that can just be erased and rewritten. 
My focus shifted back to reality when the sermon was interrupted by a commotion to my left. A skinhead pulled out a shank and jabbed it several times into another man's throat. As soon as the man's screams subsided, the pastor continued as though nothing had even happened. 
Back-up guards ran in and subdued both men. A trail of blood followed them out, and it was all over in less than four minutes. 
"The Scripture tells us in Ephesians 4:32 - Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.”
I wasn't sure if it was a coincidence or a response to the violence that he had chosen that particular passage. Part of me felt a bit disheartened that attempted murder was fairly common in the chapel. There were no cameras and everyone was welcome. Maybe I felt it more concerning that over the years I had become immune to it. Just another day at Sweich Correctional. 
I sat back and tried to shift my focus back to the pastor. Religion was half of my crisis. My entire life had been devoted to making my way outside of the binds of society. Making a living by offering goods and services to people who otherwise couldn't find them. There had always been a part of me that held values. Guns and drugs were my specialty, but human trafficking or home invasions had never been in my wheelhouse. 
I never wanted to hurt people, or at least people who didn't deserve it. When you mess around with Outlaw shit, there is always collateral damage. Since my incarceration at Sweich, the idea of God had given me a new perspective. It was my first long stretch inside and I learned that too much time with your thoughts could generate some madness. For the first time in my life, I was questioning some of my choices. Not because I was in prison, but because I was wondering if I could ever be a better person. But really, what is a better person? A robotic puppet that dances to the tune of society?
I turned my attention back to the pulpit and tried to absorb the message. There was a lot about forgiveness, but also a lot about vengeance. Once things wrapped up, the pastor came around and gave us all a blessing. It was my least favorite part of the service. He placed his hand on your forehead and said, 'Bless you, child.’ Which always seemed weird to me. 
As he approached, I tried to prepare myself. He left shoe prints in the blood from the assault. I couldn't help but wonder how someone who wasn't a prisoner could ever get used to things like that. Perhaps the lord was just as jaded as me. I tried to conceal my reluctance as his hand reached out and touched my forehead. "Bless you, my son."
I forced a smile the best I could and gave a nod. Once he moved on to the next row, I stood and headed back towards my cell block. The arguments of other inmates were muted as I walked. I figured I had two or three days left inside and my mind was elsewhere. Life for an ex-con is typically designed to fail. Getting any kind of legit work with a criminal record was next to impossible, and my sheet was long. I knew I couldn’t go back to my previous employer and didn’t know what else to do. 
I made it to my cell and went and sat on the bed. 
"Still doing that church shit, eh Blackstone?"
I had shared a cell with Lefty for about eight months. He was in on a bid for armed robbery. Stand-up guy as far as cons went; I trusted him, but not completely. I didn't trust anyone completely. I lay down on the bed. "Yeah, well." I pondered for a minute. "Lefty, you ever get sick of this life?"
His head appeared from the top bunk. His dark hair covered his eyes. "You ain't thinking of offin' yourself, are ya, Blackstone?"
"No man. I don't mean living, I mean living the way we've always lived. Do you ever think about trying the straight road? See how the other half lives?"
He locked eyes with me for a brief second and then let slip a guttural laugh before disappearing back to his bunk. "Sure man, maybe I could be a janitor or an astronaut." He laughed again. 
I stayed silent for a minute. I wasn't surprised by his reaction, but a little discouraged. 
He broke the silence. "Look, man. I get it. You're getting out soon. Every time release day comes, we promise ourselves we're going to do better. Every time it's the same story. We get out, try to walk the line, and trip over all the red tape. People not only expect us to fail, but they bank on it. Prison is a good business, and repeat offenders keep the money flowing. They will never let you go straight, you'll be back in for jaywalking within a month."
I sighed heavily. Part of me knew he was right, but another part of me wasn't ready to give up so easily. Facts were hard to ignore, and so was history. I hadn't made it any longer than eight months without being in some sort of jail or institution since my marriage had collapsed and I began my full-time position as a gangster.
Lefty’s head appeared above me again. "Look, man, I'm not trying to be a dick. If you want a shot at going straight, I say do what you want. How serious are you about the church thing?"
"I'm trying to figure that out. Some of it makes a lot of sense."
"Alright, well, church is always associated with getting your life back together, even though some of those motherfuckers are more crooked than anyone in here. I got a contact if you're interested."
I found myself curious. "Oh yeah? I might be. What's the contacts game?"
"He's a priest. He runs a church about an hour from here."
"Why would a priest have any interest in a con like me?"
"It's kind of a two-way deal. He gets to show the public that he's all about second chances. You know, like Jesus. Anyway, hiring you looks good on him and he may ask you for the occasional favor. Something a bit more in your wheelhouse. All the while, you get a legitimate paycheck and a place to live. Imagine telling your P.O. that you got a job in a church."
I sat up in my bed. The idea sounded promising. "What kind of favors?"
"Like I said, the religion market is crooked. You won't even know when you're doing them. If he asks you to drive a truck of Bibles to another church, you drive the truck. You don't open the bibles to see if they have been hollowed out and loaded with fentanyl."
"Aren't churches already pretty rich?"
"You ever seen a Catholic church? Everything is made of gold and the congregation is shrinking as the boomers die off. They started back in the eighties with little things. I don't know a lot about it, but it's lucrative. Think about it, they already get out of taxes. Who's going to audit them?"
I was a bit surprised. I had never thought about it before. It made sense. I wasn't sure if joining something that I knew was shady would really help me get my life in a new direction, but a bed and a cheque sounded like a good start. And it would be hard for a P.O. to throw me back in lockup for missing a meeting if I was giving back to society by doing the lord's work. 
Our conversation was interrupted by a trustee bringing our lunches to the cell. I accepted the two trays and nodded. Another glorious prison meal consisting of mass-produced barely edible rations. I suppose it was at least nice to have some food. "Another gourmet meal in paradise, eh, Lefty?"
Lefty hopped down from his bunk. "Yeah, well, you knew this place wasn't the Ritz before you committed that armed robbery." He gave me a half smile before picking up his tray and peeling the lid off. 
I had eaten so many of these disgusting meals that I had grown accustomed to them, but for some reason, the sight of those mashed potatoes made me seriously debate what I was going to do. I wasn't sure I was even capable of going straight. I had half-heartedly tried a few times before, but changing everything about yourself is not an easy task. 
I knew that I would be released any day. You never knew exactly when, but you always had a pretty good idea. I did my best to keep to myself and I found myself analyzing all the details about prison. Paying attention to it and really asking myself if I wanted to keep going back for longer and longer bids for the rest of my life. Without my old job, I would have no protection, and surely wouldn’t last long trying to be independent. 
I kept up with church and tried to give it a bit more merit. I wanted to know how it may feel to make it my life and my work. I asked Lefty for as much information as I could about his contact on the outside, and though he didn't know a lot, he made it seem like a good opportunity. 
After three days I got the notice. A guard showed up at our cell. "Pack it up Blackstone."
I had already given away most of my canteen and left everything else for Lefty. We shook hands, and he gave me the info for his church contact, Father Forsythe. When you leave prison, you never make a big deal out of it. You don't want to gloat about getting out. It upsets the guys with a lot of time still in front of them, and frankly, it makes you look foolish when you show up again a month later. 
I went through the discharge procedure and got back the clothes and personal items I had been arrested with. I got back my lighter and my wallet. Of course, it was empty. "Proceeds of crime" is what they would say if they ever even admitted that they took my cash. Crooked bastards. 
The guards went through their regular spiel about how they will see me back real soon. They always liked to remind you that you were a career criminal on your way out, just in case you had any thoughts about trying to be a better person. The whole system is set up for you to fail. 
Still paying closer attention than I normally would, all that really happened was that I got even more motivated to prove them all wrong. Of all the times I had been released from somewhere, that was the first where I really thought about the implications of some of the parting words of the guards. 
I felt the usual sense of concern when I was let out of the gate. I had no money, no ride, nowhere to go. Normally, one of Fibonacci’s guys would be waiting out front to pick me up, but on that day, I was banking on hope. I was able to muster up a little, just a shred. I could feel that it was going to be different. It had to be. 
I walked down the road, tasting fresh oxygen and being completely unsupervised for the first time in over eight years. Instead of the usual desire to get my hands on drugs or women as soon as possible, I was focused instead on finding a phone. I felt in my pocket and pulled out Father Forsythe's card. All I could do was hope that my instincts were right and that things would be different. 






  
  Chapter Two
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Ifound my way into a restaurant. There was a young woman behind the counter. I gave her a smile and asked if I could use the phone. I got the impression that she could tell I wasn't having the best of days. "I'm not allowed to let customers use the phone." She pulled her cell phone from her pocket. "If it's quick, you can use mine." 
I accepted the phone with a smile. I felt like it was a good omen. The first person I came across on the outside trusted me and had compassion for me. She had no idea that I had just been released from Sweich penitentiary less than an hour before. I thanked her and dialed Forsythe's number. 
"Hello?"
"Hey, is this Father Forsythe?"
"It is. Who's calling?"
"This is Jack Blackstone. I got your number from Lefty. I was hoping to meet with you. He said you may have a position open?"
"Ahh, yes. Where would you like to meet?"
"I'm at Chubby's restaurant. Any chance you could meet me here? I don't have a ride at the moment."
"Be there in thirty minutes. You'll recognize me. I'm driving a Lexus."
"Thank you. Look forward to meeting you."
I hung up the phone and returned it to the woman behind the counter. I thought to myself how the old me would have probably made for the door with it, even though I was fresh out of the joint. I sat down at one of the tables and looked out the window. It felt strange to take the first few steps down a new path. It was also hard to ignore that, with my new state of mind, good things were already happening. A stranger helping me out, and then the pastor coming as soon as I called to offer me a job. It was hard not to feel like it was somehow meant to be. 
My thoughts kept me busy for the short time it took before Forsythe arrived. I watched his Lexus pull up and park near the door. I started to feel nervous, which was a strange feeling for me. I never got nervous. I watched a man step out, who was undeniably the man I was looking for. He wasn't dressed in his garb or anything, but he looked like a priest. He had a chubby face and round features and wore a rosary around his neck. 
As he approached the building, I gave him a wave through the window, which he acknowledged with a smile. I watched him go through both sets of doors and enter the building. He approached me as though we had been lifelong friends. 
"Hello. Mister Blackstone I assume?" He reached out to shake my hand. 
"Great to meet you, Father Forsythe." I accepted his gesture, trying my best to seem professional.
He looked me up and down. "You want some breakfast? I'm sure you haven't had a decent meal in a while. I know you're broke. It's on me."
I was a bit taken aback. One more thing to add to the list of positive things that I wasn't expecting on my first day out of prison. "I would love that." 
He nodded and went over to the counter to order some breakfast. I wasn't sure what I was supposed to do. I decided to wait at the table instead of going up with him. I couldn't remember the last time someone had bought me breakfast. It was a bit of a strange feeling and I found myself shifting around in my chair while he waited for the order. 
He came back with two breakfast specials. He placed a hot coffee in front of me. "Wasn't sure how you take it, it's just black."
I nodded. "Thank you." It's hard to explain how good a real coffee tasted after a prison stay. 
"So, how long were you in?"
I looked up. Apparently he was a straight-to-the-point kind of guy. I was glad that I didn't need to come up with small talk. I wasn't very good at it with normal people in the first place, let alone a man of the cloth. "Eight years."
His expression didn't change. "That's a long time. What did they get you for?"
I felt a knot in my stomach. That was a question that was a bit out of line, but not having been in the system, I wrote it off as ignorance. "Armed robbery." I took a deep breath. "But I don't want that life anymore. I want to try to do things right this time."
He smiled. "So, you called me?"
"Yes. Can you help me?"
He picked up his bacon and egg bagel and took a bite. I followed suit. I was starving for a real meal. There was a moment of silence and I could feel his eyes on me. Normally I would interpret that as sizing me up, but I consciously changed that thought. I needed to train my brain to be less paranoid. 
He placed his sandwich back down. "I think I probably could. Lefty says you're a stand-up guy. I trust his judgment."
I felt a wave of relief sweep over me. It was actually going to be my chance at a real life. I tried to keep a flat affect. I had trained myself to try to conceal my emotions. I wasn't sure at that point if I was willing to let go of that part of myself. "Awesome, I really appreciate that. What are you thinking?"
"Well, I have a room on the church property. You could stay there until you get on your feet. I'm guessing you don't have anywhere to go?"
"No, Sir."
"Right. So, in exchange for that, you could work with the church. Cleaning up after sermons, making some deliveries for me. You have a license?"
"I think so. Might be expired by now, but that should be an easy fix."
"Good. Alright, well, that's settled then. When we finish our breakfast, I'll take you over and get you set up with your new living quarters."
I was trying to figure out how I felt. The whole thing seemed so easy, and though he seemed like a genuine guy, I felt my intuition nagging at me. I knew I wanted to start a new life, and it seemed like a good starting point. The fact that I was homeless and broke may have also been a contributing factor. I nodded in agreement with his offer. 
We spent some time finishing our breakfast, mostly small talk. I was desperate to convince myself that the guy had genuinely good intentions. It was in my nature to question things, and not to trust people. If anything he said set off my instincts, I chose to ignore it. I think he knew as well as I did that he was my only viable option in light of my circumstances. 
Once we were done, we went out to the parking lot. I think he was expecting me to say something about the car. 
"She's nice, eh?"
"Yes, Sir." It was alright. In my time, I had owned fancy cars. Usually all they did was elevate your ego and wave to the cops every time you drove by them. 
"Careful getting in. This car is my baby."
I didn't want to encourage the conversation. I can't stand when people talk about their cars like they are children or spouses. I smiled and nodded and took extra care while opening the door and climbing into the passenger seat. I sank into it like it was a designer chair. After all that time on a hard mattress and metal chairs, I actually kind of hated the feeling. "Wow, super comfy."
He gave a smile and a nod before turning the key. As soon as the engine started, his smile intensified. "Purr baby, purr." He shifted it into gear and we started driving. 
"Automatic, eh?" I secretly had a tendency to judge people who drove expensive cars that had an automatic transmission. I wasn't a car guy, but if you're getting something fancy, it has always been my opinion that it should be stick.
"Yeppers." He smiled like he took my statement as a compliment. 
I watched the scenery as we drove. The city was still a shit hole. Normal people look at the facade and buy into it. Coffee shops, gyms, restaurants. Normal people see infrastructure and a growing economy. I see a virus that replaces forests and farmland with greed and depression. I see a society that I still have no desire to be a part of. I swallowed hard. How could I convince myself to join the herd?
"Something on your mind?" Forsyth had been staring at me. 
I ran my hands across my face and gave my eyes a deep rub to try to reset my thoughts. "Do you think that God can really save me? Keep me from going back to prison?"
He gave me a smirk, not quite a smile. "Well, son. I can promise you that as long as you're working for me, you will stay out of prison. Can God save you? I suppose that's between you and God."
He stared at me for a second, almost as though he wanted to watch me process what he had said. He was right. Any salvation that I was going to find was going to be internal. I gave him a nod so he would take his eyes off of me and put them back on the road. 
The car became silent, and he turned on the radio. Some kind of gospel station. I tried to listen to the words, but it was so hard to let myself offer them any merit. It sounded like the perspective of someone brainwashed with religion and didn't give themselves any credit for anything. 
"Thank you, God, for helping me breathe one more day, forever in your debt." 
I noticed that Pastor Forsyth was singing along. I couldn't tell if he was feeling the words or had just acquired a skill of playing the part. Knowing that the job had one foot in the underground, I think I was just a little skeptical about the whole thing. He caught me watching him sing. I gave the best forced smile I could muster. 
We drove for another fifteen minutes or so. It felt like a lot longer, but I did everything I could to remain grateful and not seem uncomfortable. He was a bit of a hard read; something about the whole car ride made me feel like he knew something I didn't, or like he was making me feel awkward on purpose. It was hard to say, but I definitely felt something. 
We drove a bit out of town; I was a surprised to see a gigantic church with nothing around it. The Catholics always knew a thing or two about showing how much of their congregation’s money they were willing to spend on impressing Jesus. The architecture was beautiful. A few small pointed roofs and a ton of stained glass. The closer we got, the more awesome the building became. 
He noticed me staring. "Home sweet home, Jack. What do you think?"
"Just from here, I can tell that it's beautiful."
"It sure is. Wait until you see the inside." He parked the car in a space that was reserved for him. When I got out, I was really taken aback by the massiveness of the structure. The amount of detail that was placed in every element. The amount of money the place must have cost. 
"I know it's a lot to take in, but quit staring and follow me."
I shook my head and saw that he was out of the car waiting for me. He locked the doors, and the car beeped. We headed towards the side of the building. He didn't speak, and he kept a few steps ahead of me. I wasn't sure how to feel. I was anxious and excited. I was on guard and petrified. I was every contradicting emotion with a core of attempted optimism. It was time to find out what was next. 






  
  Chapter Three
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We approached a door that looked relatively plain compared to the rest of the church. He pulled out his keys and slid one into the lock. He didn't look back at me, even as he held the door for me to follow him. After only knowing the man for less than two hours, my instincts were already telling me that he wasn't good. 
I'm sure you may be reminding yourself that I am probably classified as a career criminal, but someone can be employed by the cartel and still be a good person. A job is a job, and you do what you have to do, but a job doesn't define you as a person. If your job entails faxing letterhead and filing reports, you become efficient. If your job entails finding new ways to get drugs or guns across the border, it's the same thing. I was efficient. 
Anyway, I knew I wasn't in any kind of position to be asking any questions or getting my back up. Without Forsythe, I would have likely ended up back in jail within a week, so I followed him. We were standing in a hallway with a cement floor and doors on either side. I noticed the one on the right had some sort of security device on it that needed a card or something to open it. 
He pointed at the locked door. "That leads to the soldier’s section. It is off limits for you until I know you're onboard."
"How will you know that?"
"I have good intuition. That's how I'll know. You'll know when you get a card that opens it." He opened the second door on the left. He had his back to me again, and I took it as a sign that the door conversation was over. 
He led me into what looked like a small studio apartment. It had a kitchenette and a couch. It was bigger than my jail cell, but certainly didn't have any of the elements of charm or elegance that the church boasted from the outside. 
"This will be your quarters." He pointed at the kitchenette. "You share a kitchen and a bathroom." He turned and looked at me. "Your relationship with your co-worker is professional. Platonic. Understand?"
His statement got me curious, but I wanted to tread lightly. "Absolutely. I don't believe in mixing work with personal affairs. Always gets complicated."
He squinted his eyes a bit. I could tell he was trying to read me, figure out if I really meant what I said. The truth is, I didn't really know if I meant it. I knew it was a true statement, but sometimes things tend to happen against your better judgment. The fact that he had to warn me only made the whole thing more interesting. 
He opened a door to the left of the room. "This is your sleeping quarters." 
I looked inside. That room was not much bigger than my cell had been, but the bed looked more comfortable. There were plain white walls and a small end table beside the bed. Otherwise, it was pretty much vacant. I nodded as though I was impressed, but I wasn't. 
I followed him to a door on the other side of the room. He knocked three times. "Amy!" He kept his eyes lowered and got a look of impatience after only a few seconds. He knocked again, louder. "Sister Amy!"
The door opened, and I saw a woman's head poke out. "Hey, Pastor, all apologies."
He shook his head, locking eyes with her. "Amy, this is your new roommate, Jack."
I put my hand in the air in a slight wave. She was definitely pretty, from what I could see. She had blonde hair a bit past her chin. Forsythe referred to her as "Sister" but I wasn't sure if she was a real nun. She had a small gold earring in her nose and a couple in her ears. 
She gave me a quick glance. "Nice to meet you."
"That will be all." He turned his back to her, and she closed the door. He put his attention back on me. "Alright, Jack." He pointed to the kitchen cabinets. "There is some food in there. Once you settle in and start earning some money, you will be expected to buy your own, but for now, you can eat whatever is here."
"Thank you again, Father." I forced a bit of a smile. I knew he was doing me a favor, but I still wasn't completely sure what the cost was going to be. The way he treated me and the way he treated Amy seemed painfully obvious. I wasn't sure if it was because she was a woman, or because she already figured out that she had no choice but to take it. 
He smiled and put his hand on my shoulder. "No need to thank me. I'm sure you will find that this arrangement will work out for the both of us." He gave me a slight nod before turning to leave the room. "Settle in. Your first day of work will begin at six am tomorrow, so make sure you're well rested."
"I'll be ready."
He already had his back to me and soon disappeared out the door without another word. He left behind a trail of arrogance. Energy that made my stomach turn and my hackles go up. At least they would have if I had fur. There was something about him that I instantly hated. Ignoring red flags was easier than ignoring parole violation and a third-class prison bus back home.
I took a better look around the room. It was small, but it was fine. There was a couch and coffee table in the sitting room and a small table in the kitchen, but not much more. I decided I might as well eat. I rummaged through the cabinets, looking for something easy. I found a box of cheese pasta. Simple enough. 
I filled a pot with water and waited for it to boil. I caught myself watching it. I began to wonder why he hadn't given me a tour of the entire church. I thought about what I was going to be expected to do the next day. I tried to put my finger on what it was that made me feel so uneasy about Father Forsythe. The water started to boil. Apparently, that can happen when you watch it. You just have to be patient. 
I poured the dry noodles into the water and let it boil a bit more. I drained it and added the powdered cheese. How do you make cheese into powder? Probably something I didn't want to know. I stirred it and poured the whole thing into a bowl. I stood by the sink and ate it on my feet. I eat fast, always have. I used to joke and say it was because of my time in the orphanage, but the truth was, I somehow saw it as a weakness. Probably one to talk to a therapist about. Add it to the list. 
I placed the bowl in the sink and went and sat down on the couch. I took a deep breath and tried to gather my thoughts. I was interrupted when I heard Amy coming out of her room. She seemed to have a much more confident attitude than she had when Forsythe was demanding her attention. 
"You better be doing your own
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