











LIGHTNING ROD





By Ron Dondiego 











 It was a cool day in June when Jesse ran a comb through his slick, black hair.  He had the faucet running and his mind was a thousand miles away.  He was going fishing by the stream.  He loved the stream.  It was a weakness of his.  It was the only place he knew where people didn’t go too often, where he would be left alone.  He also loved the way the sun bounced off the rocks into the stream and the spray of water as it evaporated into the sunlight.  


     Jesse was essentially a loner.  He was bigger, stronger, and meaner than most of the kids at school.  He didn’t make friends easily.  In fact, if you even looked at Jesse the wrong way he might lay his hands on you and beat the living daylights out of you just for looking at him.  You might say that Jesse had a mean streak in him, or that he took after his mom, who was also known to be of a very bad temper.











     That day a fierce storm gathered on the horizon.  The sky grew turgid with dark, foreboding clouds.  It looked as if a twister was coming.  But it was just a severe lightning storm.  Jesse looked up at the sky.  He wasn’t scared.  But he gathered up his tackle box and his fishing rod and started to run for home.  He lived about a mile away.  So the storm eventually overtook him.  There were bursts of lightning bolts all around him.  Jessed tripped and fell several times over bushes and rocks.  When suddenly, he got struck by a bolt of lightning that streaked across the sky and hit him directly at the top of the head.  It thundered like the crack of doom.  Jesse fell into the mud like a dead body.  But he wasn’t dead, he was still half-alive.  And when the Troopers found his almost lifeless body, they thought that he was dead.  Mostly because he looked as white as a ghost and he was breathing inaudibly.  In a Catatonic state that was akin to death.


     Once they got him to the hospital the Doctors and Nurses revived him.  Upon regaining consciousness he cursed most viciously, hissing profane phrases that no one could comprehend.  “Satan has taken him,”  said one of the Nurses.  And maybe that was partly true, because Jesse was never the same after that incident.  He was worse than ever.  He hardly spoke after that and it was said of him that he was meaner than a rabid dog - but more like a wolf in the wilderness - was what people meant.











 Eventually Jesse grew into a man, a strong morose man, whose face wore a persistent expression of anger.  But no one knew why he was always angry.  


     Once, in High School, he got into a fight in the bathroom with another boy.  Jesse grabbed him by the head and banged the young boy’s head against the porcelain wall, till the blood ran from the boy’s head and he fell to the ground unconscious in a pool of his own blood.  Jesse was suspended from High School, never to return.  


     When he was old enough he got a job in a paper mill, but that didn’t last too long because he beat the living hell out of his supervisor for suggesting that he wasn’t working fast enough.  Jesse was touchy that way.  He never did like people telling him what to do, or when or where or how he should behave in any given situation.


     Even his own mother feared him.  She knew enough not to throw him out.  He was so violent at times that she feared he would kill her and burn the house down and say it was some kind of accident.  He was just that way.














     One day when he was about twenty-nine he went to the town’s brothel, wearing a long gray overcoat.  It was a rainy Friday night.  And the place was noisy with the sound of drunken customers who were swearing, and whore’s who were laughing at their dirty jokes.  For some reason, Amber, was free and drinking by herself at the bar.  Jesse walked over to her.  She was in a fowl mood.  “What the fuck do you want?”  She asked him.  “Just to buy you a drink.”  Jesse replied, with a deep suspicious look in his eyes.  But Amber was too drunk to pick it up.  And when Jesse popped the question to her about going up to her room, she said, “Why the fuck not.”  She had that kind of anger in her, the kind that eventually gets a girl like that into trouble.


     Once in her room, Jesse asked her to strip down.  She did so, not even thinking that the request was a little strange.  She’d been asked to do this many times before by her customers.  After stripping she sat on the edge of her bed and waited for Jesse to do the same.  The thing was that she looked so beautiful just sitting there completely naked on the edge of her bed.  Then Jesse opened up his gray overcoat and took out an axe and brought it down full force onto Amber’s head, splitting her skull wide open.  Amber died instantly, but that didn’t stop Jesse from hacking away at all of her major body parts.  But the strangest part of the story was that Jesse just sat in a rocker afterwards and rocked himself to sleep.  And that’s the scene the madam of the town’s whorehouse saw that morning after the rain had stopped, after most of the girl’s had gone to sleep and most of the customers had returned to their quiet, decent little church going lives.  The madam immediately called the Troopers and they took Jesse away.  











     Jesse lived on death row for five years and lost every appeal his lawyer made for clemency.  It was impossible to find an unbiased jury, because the news of Jesse’s heinous crime had spread to several counties.  Besides, he was just a cold-blooded killer and the earth would be better off without the likes of him.  Or so they thought in their heart of hearts.











     Jesse spent many lonely nights alone in his cell on death row.  But sometimes the pastor would visit Jesse.  He would ask him to pray with him, to pray for his immortal soul.  But Jesse would always laugh at him and tell him that there wasn’t any God, and people who believed in God were just fools or idiots, or else just plain dim witted. 


     On the last night before Jesse was to be executed Pastor Josh came to visit him.  He asked him if he “had made his peace with God?”


     Jesse looked at him as if he were insane, then said that there was no God.


 


     “But if there’s no God... No sin or redemption, than what we’ll have on this earth will be criminals and heathens,” said Pastor Josh.





     “I like that word heathen.  That’s what the white man called the Indians before they killed them and stole their country.  And they did these crimes in the name of their God, their white God.  It’s obvious.  You see, pastor Josh, I been studying here in this cell.  I read two books a week for five straight years.  I even read the Upanishads.”


     “The what?”


     “And all the books of the bible.  Even the history of Western Civilization.”


     “And your conclusion?”


     “It’s simple.  There ain’t no God.  And man is alone in the universe, void of a real purpose for being alive.  So he turns to money, to drugs, to sex, to religion in the end.  But it’s all just to escape this terrible reality of being alone.  And of not knowing why he’s alive.  Your books only left me with more questions.  


     “I murdered.  I’m an evil man.  Do you think I know why?  Genetics?  Shit, even science doesn’t have the answers, or Plato, or Jesus Christ, or Moses, or Buddha.  Hell, we’re all damned.  And that’s all the wisdom I’ve learned.”


     The Pastor shook his head incredulously.  And left Jesse’s cell in silence.  He was expecting some remorse the night before Jesse was to be executed, but he found the man to be quite unrepentant.  In fact, he even noticed a glare of defiance in his eyes, a glare that reflected the blackness of his heart.






































Part Two: Old Sparky











     The next morning was cold and damp and dismal.  There were drafts everywhere in the damp prison, and the sky was overcast.  There wasn’t a storm forecasted, but with this kind of inclement weather who could tell?


     The prison Guards found Jesse wide awake in his cell.  They went in to shave the top of his head.  


They asked him if he had any last requests.  He had none.  And so they began their walk to the death chamber where “Old Sparky”  the electric chair waited in a lonely chamber.  Jesse was completely silent.  You could almost have heard him breathing if it weren’t for the dark shadows that surrounded his face... Shadows that weren’t suppose to be there... Shadows that had their life more in Hades than on earth.  


     When they brought Jesse into the chamber there were several people waiting to witness his execution.  His was the last state that had such a cruel and unusual punishment.  All of the other states that sanctioned executions had switched over to death by lethal injection.  It was assumed that poison was a more humane way to kill a man.  It was a Christian country, but local politicians had found it easier to get elected if they backed the death penalty, however, the Supreme Court, still wavered 5 to 4 on “Old Sparky’s”  final conquest.  You see, it was doubtful that there would be another execution in this manner, because most states had been under pressure to rid themselves of this strange and odious invention.  Oddly enough, the first man put to death by “Old Sparky”  was also an axe murderer.  His name was William Kemmler and he was killed at Auburn Prison in New York in the year 1890 on August 6th for the murder of his girlfriend, Tillie Ziegler.  











     When they brought Jesse into the execution chamber it wasn’t cold.  There was a radiator in the room and it hissed out steam.  It made Jesse think of the steam that emanated from the dark regions of the human psyche.  It made him think of the pogroms he had read about in history books, and about the gas chambers of Hitler’s Jews.  It seemed to him at the moment that the history of man was one of blood and gore and inhuman torture - like the electric chair, invented by a dentist and pushed into prominence by Thomas Edison himself.  Death had many aspects when it reared its hideous face.  Jesse fancied that he saw death’s face as the Executioner strapped him into the chair and attached the leads to his head and his legs.  He became oddly calculating at that moment.  He wondered how great of a jolt it would take to kill him and how long would it last.  He looked now at the men and their lack luster faces.  They all looked like judges and lawyers.  Why this audience?  Why not the family of his victim?  Surely they would want to be there.  It seemed to him that they were the only ones with the right to witness his demise.  











     The executioner threw the switch and 2,200 volts at 12 amperes surged through Jesse’s body.  The lights of the room dimmed.  One of the witnesses read the word “Silence” above the chamber door.  And he thought that now Jesse would be silenced forevermore.  But that wasn’t the case.  When they took the black hood off of Jesse’s face he was still alive and he was smiling.  “You ain’t killed me yet.”  He blurted out to his chilled audience.  “You better try again.”  And they did.  They tried seven times more and on the seventh try the lights of the chamber went out... Something that had never happened before at an execution because “Old Sparky” usually was attached to its own generator.  


     Then the Guards, the Executioner, and the witnesses heard a wild shriek.  It was something ungodly... Something from the depths of hell, and it sent shivers up and down their spines, which made them fear for their very lives.  Then truly there was silence... A silence that seemed to last for eternity, though it was only minutes before the lights went back on.  











     What happened next was totally unreal.  Jesse Ridley was gone, indeed, had vanished from the chair.  The only thing left was the stench of burnt human flesh, and it was foul and nauseating beyond human comprehension.  Then came the sound of thunder; and lightning flashed outside the windows of the chamber, hitting a solid oak tree and splitting it right in half.  It sounded like the crack of doom.  


     The Executioner looked at the others and wanted to puke.  They all left the death chamber in a mad dash and ran through the corridors into the safety of the infirmary.  And then they heard it.  It was Jesse, for sure it was Jesse, and he was laughing.   And his laughter rang in all of their heads for several days.  But none of them ever spoke of what had transpired, and a missing Jesse was buried in a closed coffin on a wind swept morning on the 2nd of December 2010 AD.














THE END
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