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Epilogue


Prologue

Evil Returns to Wellfield

August 24th, 2005

11:45 AM

The man takes his break.

He is permitted outside once a day, at least for now, while it is summer, while the weather is cooperative. In the winter, it’s a different story altogether. He never gets to go outside. It’s much too cold.

And today—what a nice day it is! The man can feel the sun’s warmth against his face as he is ushered into the open-unit courtyard. Alongside him is a nurse. She leads him gently by the arm. Smiling warmly. Walking slowly in thoughtful consideration of the man who has a lame leg, a portion of his skull missing, and only one eye.

He looks around at the manicured courtyard. It is penned in by four three-story buildings that make up the Pine Oak Institute for the Mentally Insane. There are many trees here. Some of them have pretty flowers. Their leaves bustle lightly amid the gentle breeze. Beneath the trees are park benches where many of the patients sit and talk to themselves.

The nurse leads him to one of the benches. He sits down. She smiles again, says, “Lunch in forty-five minutes, David.”

The man, David, smiles. He likes her. She is pretty.

The nurse leaves David. But he is not alone. There are guards here in the courtyard. Large men that wear white pants and white shirts with ID cards on them. They watch all the patients, some more than others. They barely pay any attention to David because he has been here for seventeen years and has never caused any trouble.

After some time, a voice calls to him: “David.” It is soft. Whispery.

He looks around, but sees no one.

“David,” the voice says again. He realizes that it is coming from inside his head. He’s scared because he’s never had this problem before. Some of the other patients have, but not him.

David looks down. There’s a large blackbird on the walkway, a few feet away. It is looking up at him. David squints his one eye at the bird. The bird hops closer. Again the whispering voice fills his head: “It is time, David.”

“Time for what?” he asks out loud, brow furrowed.

“The man who killed your parents,” the voice in his head says. “The man who made you like this…his blood is returning to Wellfield…to the house.”

Although David feels frightened, he also feels a surge of excitement, of…sudden strength, and power. He’s been waiting for this moment since his first days in Pine Oak’s crisis stabilization unit, seventeen years ago.

“Go to the house, David.”

David twists his head; the bones in his neck crack. He eyes the bird curiously. Then, nods. “When?” His voice cracks.

“Now.”

“Mr. Mackey?”

David rips his gaze away from the bird. He looks up. The nurse is there, staring down at him. She looks concerned.

“Are you okay?” she asks.

David nods.

“I thought I heard you talking to someone,” she says.

He points to the walkway. “I was looking at the pretty bird.” He looks back down. The bird is still there. Only now it is dead. Maggots writhe in its eyes, and on its head. Its feathers are thin and ragged.

The nurse shakes her head. She smiles insincerely. “Come, David. Let’s go inside. It’s lunchtime.”
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“There you are, Mr. Mackey,” another nurse says. This one is a man. He is younger than David, who believes himself to be 100, but is really only 31. David looks up at the nurse with his one eye. The nurse smiles at him. All the nurses smile. The guards don’t, though. They never do. They are very serious.

The nurse places a tray down on the lunch table. There are other patients nearby, but none of them talk to David. They don’t talk to anyone but themselves. Unless, of course, they get angry. Then they yell at everyone.

On the tray is his lunch, a tuna fish sandwich, a plastic cup of Jell-o, and some tea biscuits with pats of butter. Usually, David eats everything. But today he isn’t hungry. He is thinking of the bird, and the voice it brought, telling him to go to the house. To wait for the man’s blood to arrive.

So while no one is looking—they don’t pay much attention to David because he has never caused any trouble—he removes the plastic butter knife from his tray, and tucks it into his pants.
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David is allowed restroom breaks at any time. There is a bathroom in his room. He shares it with an old man who groans all night, and swats invisible mosquitoes all day.

After lights out, he gets out of bed. He goes into the bathroom and shuts the door. He removes the plastic butter knife from his underwear (he’d hid it in his mattress during shower time), and begins to gently rub it against the steel bolt connecting the drainpipe to the sink. The rigid plastic begins to whittle. He makes certain to collect all the shavings.

He continues this activity for two days, never staying in the bathroom for more than a few minutes at a time. Eventually, he files the plastic knife down until the point is razor sharp. He then works on the edges, whittling both sides so they too are keen enough to slice.

He hides the knife back inside his underwear.

And waits.
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He hasn’t slept at all. He’s waiting for the night nurse to make her rounds. At night, there’s only one nurse and two guards on duty on each floor of the open unit ward. They spend most of their time watching television, or reading books.

He pretends to sleep. Finally, he hears the nurse come into his room. He hears her adjusting the groaner’s sheets. She then scribbles something down in his chart. Soon thereafter, he hears her leave the room.

He removes the knife from beneath his mattress. He touches the point and pricks his finger. Sharp as hell, he thinks.

He gets out of bed, tiptoes across the room. He peeks out into the dim hall. Sees no one. The nurse, she must be in one of the other rooms. He limps down the hall as fast as he can, all the way to the guard’s station. The night guard, a muscular man with black hair and glasses, is seated at a desk. He is reading a magazine with pictures of pretty women inside. His back is facing David.

He suddenly turns, eyes wide as he spots David.

David leaps forward and plunges the knife into the guard’s right eye. The guard staggers to his feet. His arms raise. He tries to scream, but can only wheeze. He falls to the floor with a heavy thump. David reaches down, yanks the knife out. Blood gouts out onto the floor, black and oily. He removes the security card clipped to the man’s belt.

Limping, he races to the Plexiglas security door. Swipes the keycard. The door clicks open and he moves into the reception area.

From behind, the nurse screams. He looks back. She is at the far end of the hallway. She has a hand over her mouth. Her eyes are bulging.

David runs to the front doors. They are locked. He swipes the keycard. They make a buzzing noise before granting him access to the outside world.

He races outside, across the dark and empty parking lot, his limp no match for the hurrying footsteps pursuing him.

The voice returns to his head: “Go to the house…”

Halogen lights on the outside of the building ignite the parking lot. Now it’s as bright as a baseball game at night. An alarm tolls. He can hear sirens in the distance. A white security vehicle appears from around the side of the building. It speeds across the parking lot, toward David.

Tires screech.

A man cries out; there is a loud, horrible cracking noise.

David turns. Under the bright security lights, he sees a guard rolling across the blacktop. When he comes to a stop, David can see that his legs are twisted into ‘L’ shapes.

The security vehicle stops; there’s a splotch of blood on the hood. Its front bumper is dented. The man, only a few feet away, is writhing on the blacktop in agony.

“Go to the house,” the voice repeats in his head. He looks up and sees a lone blackbird flying overhead, seemingly guiding the way. A feather drifts lazily down toward him. He catches it in midair.

David Mackey looks at the feather, smiles, then gazes up at the circling bird one last time before fleeing into the dark woods surrounding the Pine Oak Institute for the Mentally Insane.


PART ONE

THE DEAD, LIVING

Now, upon the first day of the week, very early in the morning, they came unto the sepulchre…and they found the stone rolled away, and they entered in and found not the body of the Lord Jesus Christ…

Luke 24


Chapter 1

August 24th, 1988

5:00 AM

It began with four bells, each tolling simultaneously throughout a large farm home commonly known in town as the Conroy House.

They rang once, their vibrations sounding much louder than usual, signifying a singular event. Thirteen seconds later, they rang again, stirring those in the house from their fitful slumbers.

This early morning, a quarter moon beamed proudly in the sky, the winds blowing gently from the southwest, carrying with them the cries of blackbirds now searching for the day’s first worms. Rainclouds had dominated the skies the first two weeks of July in the summer of 1988, leaving everything in Wellfield gray and wet. Two days earlier, the power had gone out, and in parts of town the houses were still dark. The outage had only affected the Conroy House for twelve hours, an event soon thereafter considered to have been a small grace from God.

At the tolling of the third bell, at exactly twenty-six seconds after the onset of the first, a man of forty-three years of age sat up in bed. He swung his feet over the edge of the quilted mattress and placed them in the perfect white circle painted on the oak flooring. The sweat-matted sheets drifted away from his naked form. He clasped his hands together, then closed his eyes and silently recited two prayers, the first to the Lord Jesus Christ, the second to the Lord Osiris. His lips moved gently against the hushed words escaping his throat, parched tongue parting them between verses, helping to absorb the determined vibrations of the tolling bells.

At the conclusion of his prayer, the man stood in the circle. He set his sights on its intricacies, at the outer border and running queue of hexagrams, then at the inner border and the many sacred names of God etched into the bright paint. Upon each magnetic pole of the circle, pentagrams jutted: from the center of each, white candles rose like the stripped branches of ash trees. At the top of the circle, painted on the floor directly before him, was a triangle with the name of OSIRIS divided up, three letters at the lower right point, two at the left, and an ‘O’ at the uppermost point that faced south.

The bells continued to toll.

He raised his gaze and aimed it out the window overlooking the wide stretch of land leading to the barn. A lone blackbird fluttered into the still picture and landed on the sill, one oil-drop eye ignited by the faint moonlight, peering in at him. It cocked its head once, twice, then pecked a gentle message against the corner of the window, making a sound not unlike the soothing carve of a paring knife on soft wood. The bird hopped along the sill, then flapped its still-damp wings and flew away, leaving behind a sole black feather: a gift from Osiris.

At the thirteenth toll of the bells, the man, unsmiling, paced heel-to-toe about the circumference of the circle, knowing that in three of the other bedrooms, a woman, a girl, and a boy, were carrying out the same exact procedure. He performed sixteen revolutions, then stepped away and paced to the window. He cracked it open and removed the feather from the sill.

After closing the window, he stepped to the bureau, where he struck a wooden match and lit a white candle. A yellow flame rose four inches high, its point flickering energetically, releasing a thin black line of wavering smoke. Alongside the candle, he lifted the pyramid-shaped top of a brass censer. Inside, loaded from the evening before, was a cone of sandalwood. He placed the feather alongside the cone, then lit the incense and inhaled the escaping aroma as if sniffing from a pot of steaming soup.

Still counting the toll of the bells, he waited until they struck thirty, then opened the bureau drawer and removed a leather parchment. He paced back to the circle, lit the four candles, then knelt inside the circle, hands resting lightly on his lap, palms facing upwards and holding out the parchment like an offering. He relaxed his shoulders, facing his head toward the triangle. He began to breathe more slowly, inhaling deeply through his nose, holding the air in his lungs until the bell tolled thirteen seconds later; then, exhaled for the same stretch of time. He repeated this process until he achieved a rhythmic state of reflexive breathing.

Concentrating solely on the spirit of Osiris, he unfurled the parchment and placed it down flat inside the triangle. He read the sigil etched in black ink on the worn leather, clearing his mind of all unwanted thoughts and worries. He repeated the spirit God’s name for the toll of thirteen bells, his voice chanting in unison to the voices of the woman, girl, and boy performing the same ritual in their prospective rooms.

Following the tolling of the thirteenth bell of which he repeated the God’s name, he recited a prayer, his voice drawing out each word in a string of monotone notes: “I beseech thee, O Spirit Osiris from the vast astral plane, by the supreme majesty of God, to allow the child Bryan Conroy an association to our purpose, so that he too may benefit from your empowering gift.”

As his words ended, the bell tolled again.

The Conroy house immediately grew hot. Beads of sweat formed on his brow. He closed his eyes, and in his shuttered sights, a warm glowing sphere appeared. He reached out for it, fingers extended like tiny tree branches. The light of the sphere seeped toward him in a thin tight line, as though it were composed of liquid. It ensconced his grasping fingers, quickly filling his body, snug and comforting, his legs, body, and head fully absorbing its fluid offering.

Once the light saturated his body, a slow vibration filled him, his body wholly accepting of the powerful beat. He could hear it in his head, his ears, each encompassing cadence taking on a tonal contour that eventually formed into lucid echoes. His ears popped with every echo, and he could see two dark misty spheres now settling in the space alongside his head.

Windows to the astral plane.

The dark spheres expanded, faint gray holes appearing at their cores. He could hear a cadence emerging, like the distant footsteps of a great and powerful giant that approached in perfect unity with the vibrations in his body. The man’s lips moved on their own accord, his voice a long flat line of pronunciation as he repeated his prayer to the spirit God Osiris.

The golden light before him expanded, as did the dark spheres alongside him, whose gray focal points had expanded now to swallow up their once near-black states. A doorway appeared in the golden light, a glowing blue image on its flat metallic-like surface. The image took on a definitive shape of curved lines atop an inverted triangle, bisected by a crooked arrow.

Slowly, the doorway opened. The pounding vibration exploded out from the darkness beyond—from the realm of the astral plane, into the physical plane.

The man gazed into the swirling black eddies, a storm of whistling winds that backed the slow, thunderous pulse. From within its murky depths, he could hear the spirit’s message clearly, each word spat out one syllable at a time, embedded within a single booming pulsation.

“Benjamin Conroy…proceed with the ritual.”


Chapter 2

September 7th, 2005

12:56 PM

Despite the persistent rain and pain-filled thoughts that had kept him company on the bus ride into New England, Johnny Petrie was still able to unearth a bit of excitement in his heart—his stomach fluttered with invisible butterflies, his skin tingled with nervous anticipation. It was all so bittersweet: he’d spent most of his eighteen years, at least those of which he could recall, in Manhattan under the roof of a brownstone on the Upper East Side, 88th between Lexington and Park. Now, to see this: trees and mountainsides displaying their browns and greens in never-ending arrays; the hidden sun whose filtering daylight still managed to illuminate the moist environment. Despite its simplicity, it was such a grand feast for his city-bred eyes. Just south of Providence, on I-95, he’d caught sight of a raccoon or possum that’d met its fate beneath the tires of some unassuming vehicle, but even this was something new and exciting to behold. The country, yes, that’s what this was, and he cursed himself—his parents—for never having gone further north than Westchester County before.

Dear God, my parents, he thought, tears filling his eyes.

Regrettably, there’d never been any good opportunity until now. Mary Petrie had kept a very short and tight leash on her boy throughout his growing-up years. With the city being a dangerous place and all, Johnny was forced to keep to the paths and schedules granted to him, attending (and eventually graduating) from St Anthony’s Catholic school (obedience school, if you asked him), instead of PS 35 which was more than ten blocks away—it might as well have been on the other side of the world. All summer he’d been made to continue his Catholic Studies at St Anthony’s, and he respectfully complied despite his pleas to obtain a more formal education in college. On the weekends he was allowed recreational time in Central Park, but only if Mary or Ed had come along, or if he’d had an adult chaperone joining him, preferably a God-fearing parent of a well-known school friend. Mary Petrie had done everything for Johnny’s own good, at least in her own mind, treating him with all the love and protection a child could expect from a parent. That, and so much more.

So much more…

He thought of his mother, of how she would remind him every time he protested her protection: Remember, Johnny, everything I do, I do for you. Parents know much better than their children. God created us to steer you from evil, to teach you from right and wrong. To protect you from the evils of the world…it is my sole purpose to do so, praise God. Despite his mother’s idiosyncrasies, and religious zealousness, he loved her…he would always love her, realizing now, after spending his entire childhood and teen years controlled by her repressive discipline, that she did everything out of fear—a fear she was incapable of understanding.

But then he wondered: Is she really incapable of understanding her fears? There is so much more to the story she’s not telling me, so much hurt, so much pain. She has spent her entire life trying to keep me from learning about it. No, she does understand her fears, and has been keeping them locked away in the dark her entire life. Now, dear God, they’re out in the open, and she is too terrified to face them, to reveal them to me.

Ironically, Johnny had spent his entire life obeying his mother’s every demand because he feared her. So, in a convoluted, roundabout way, he was able to empathize with her—he could see the odd direction from which she had come all these years. But, there was one chief difference between them: Johnny had finally found the strength to confront his fears, and was able to flee them, something Mary Petrie had never been able to achieve, in spite of her support from Jesus, and the doctors, and the church groups.

I’ve fled my fears…that, and so much more…

So much more…

The bus shifted lanes, jarring him from his thoughts. It passed a sign that said, ‘Dover, Exit 43’. Johnny kept his gaze out the window, nature’s scenery blurring as he recounted the events that had changed his life—his parents’ lives—less than twenty-four hours earlier…

September 6th, 2005

3:38 PM

He returned home from the library (the only place he didn’t feel guilty about sneaking off to without his mother’s knowledge) and retrieved the mail from the clouded glass box in the lobby. He took the stairs three flights up instead of riding the elevator because the old man from 4F that smelled like cauliflower had just gotten in, and Johnny didn’t really want to bear such an undying torture. Once on the third floor, he entered the two-bedroom apartment and tossed the mail on the kitchen table, never once thinking to look at it because nothing ever came for him, except his monthly delivery of Catholic Digest—one of the few periodicals both Ed and Mary approved of. He went into his room, dropped his knapsack on the bed, and changed into a pair of shorts and a tee-shirt, thinking of how he might take pleasure in the next ninety minutes before his mother returned home at five o’clock. Maybe read the copy of Wells’ War of the Worlds he had checked out of the library, or watch the talk show that came in on the UHF channel his parents didn’t know about. It was a daily ritual, this time alone where he could take part in some of the simple pleasures of life (God forsaken sins, if you asked Mary) before he was made to contribute to the whims and ways of his mother. He’d have to perform his chores—every eighteen year-old was expected to do something—either taking out the trash or helping with dinner; but Mary pushed the envelope with Johnny, making certain that the bathroom was free and clear of the germs that’d undoubtedly festered while the house was empty; or, the shelves in the fridge, God forbid if some errant crumbs made their way out of the bread bag. And then, after dinner, Johnny would be forced to perform his bible studies, sitting at the kitchen table in plain sight so that his mind wouldn’t stray. ‘There’s more than enough to keep you busy until bedtime’, Mary would say, regardless of whether he had assignments or not. And then she’d add, more than once, and don’t forget to say your prayers before you go to bed!’

He went into the bathroom, washed up, then pulled open the medicine cabinet and experienced the same disheartening feeling he felt every day when performing this routine act. The new bottle of the day was something called Lexapro, but Johnny had no idea what that was used to treat, not yet anyway. It was set alongside a few dozen other bottles, the end-results of Mary Petrie setting aside her paralegal duties at three o’clock every day, so that by three-fifteen she could be seated in the waiting room of some non-discriminating doctor’s office on the Upper East Side in hopeful search of that magic pill to cure all her woes. Johnny had performed a bit of research on his mother’s tribulations, writing down the names of the scripts from the tiny brown bottles—Valium, Darvocet, Xanax, Celexa, amongst many others—then searching them out on the web in the library. What he discovered was that mom had a considerable number of personal issues, ones she never elected to talk about, at least with Johnny. Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, Generalized Anxiety Disorder, panic attacks (he’d never seen her in a state of panic, so he wasn’t quite sure what that was all about), Attention Deficit Disorder, amongst some other serious sounding mental ails. Johnny had wondered if there was a pill she could take that would alleviate her ‘iron-fisted control disorder’ and ‘over-zealous Jesus-worshipping disorder’.

He pulled out a bottle of Ibuprofen (one of the many over-the-counter bottles segregated to the lowest shelf in the medicine cabinet hierarchy), popped the top and dry-swallowed two pills, a preventative measure to ward off the headache he’d be bound to develop upon Mary’s return home.

He closed the medicine cabinet and peered into the mirror, frowning at the face staring back at him: meek and mousy, skin peppered with acne; hair, short and curly, already receding at the hairline, the promise of baldness perhaps six or seven years away. He rubbed his eyes, then paced out of the bathroom, the wood floor creaking noisily beneath his footsteps.

He unzipped his knapsack and removed his textbooks, thinking now of his father, an act not so commonly performed. He peered over at the photo of his parents sitting on the nightstand—a decorative choice on the part of Mary; It matches the portrait of Jesus on the wall, she’d once said—taken by Johnny himself a few months ago, just moments before they’d all attended his mother’s co-worker’s funeral. An odd time, Johnny had thought, to snap a picture for prosperity. Ed Petrie was a big man, now losing the dark curly hair he’d passed along to Johnny; this single feature, however, was where their similarities ended. In contrast to Johnny’s wiry frame, Ed boasted a gut like a medicine ball that exploded over the waistline of his pants, making it damn near impossible, Johnny thought, to ferret out his privates in order to take a leak. His shirttail was always out—as it was in the photo—and he was always in need of a shave. He held a job—a union job, he would brag—as a longshoreman on pier 121 directly below the Brooklyn Bridge. He drank often, and smoked even more.

Ed was a big pushover when it came to Johnny’s mother, giving in to all of her idiosyncrasies and religious outbursts with calm replies such as ‘Yes dear’, and ‘Of course, hon’. He’d rub his eyes at her every word, most likely hoping to find her gone when he opened them. Of course, she’d still be there in all her bible-slinging glory, reciting the Lord’s Prayer, or the Twenty-Third Psalm, and he’d find no choice but to give in and grant her the freedom to run the household under her restrictive guidelines, as long as he was able to go to work twelve hours a day, Monday through Friday, and watch the latest sporting events at Glen’s Tavern on the weekends. Ed had spent most of his time avoiding the wrath of Mary. And, avoiding Johnny.

Johnny’s relationship with his father was trifling, their conversations kept to a bare minimum. Sometimes weeks would pass without them uttering a single word to one another; the fact of the matter was that Johnny only saw his father on the weekends, at some point between noon and three after Ed woke up, before he headed out to Glen’s Tavern on 2nd Avenue and 64th Street. It’d seemed obvious to Johnny that Ed Petrie had never really wanted a child in the first place—the man was a huge lazy ne’er-do-well that only showed attention to his son when he returned from The Food Emporium with arms full of groceries (strangely, Johnny would be allowed to the grocery store by himself, but Mary would always preface the two-block walk with a firm “Don’t get lost” followed by an emphatic sign of the cross; it seemed that having food in the house was quite worth risking their son’s life for). Oddly enough, Johnny was always pleased with the smile on his father’s face when he handed over the bags of food.

He tore his eyes from the picture, then dug out the H.G. Wells book from his knapsack. He tossed it on the bed and went back into the kitchen where he took out a quart of milk from the fridge and chugged it straight from the carton, an act, according to Mary, worthy of eternal damnation.

As he chugged, his eyes darted over to the kitchen table where a light beige envelope peeked out from between the pages of a drug store circular. He could see the return address clearly, printed in a dark, old-style font:

Andrew Judson, Attorney-at-Law

14 Main Street

Wellfield, ME 12789

There he stood, quart of milk in hand, staring at the envelope and wondering what a lawyer from Maine might want with his parents. Soon, however, he quickly came to assume that the letter had been accidentally mishandled, that it had gotten caught up in the circular and was really meant for someone else in the building. He put the milk back in the refrigerator, then stepped toward the table. Looking at the envelope, he felt strangely tentative, as if approaching a cockroach with a paper towel in his hand. He stopped, reached forward and pinched the corner of the envelope, breaths escaping his lungs in quick, sudden bursts.

He wondered incredulously: Why am I so damn anxious? Is it because I’m snooping into something I really have no business in? Or is it something else? Perhaps I’ve inherited some of my mother’s ills? Lord Jesus Christ, come strike me dead!

He slipped the envelope out from between the ad pages, realizing instantly upon peering at the address that these curious apprehensions he felt were surprisingly justified, rooted by something intuitive he couldn’t put into words.

The envelope…it was addressed to him.


Chapter 3

August 24th, 1988

5:17 AM

Benjamin Conroy opened his eyes. The golden light hovering in the air before him slowly vanished, like a shot from a movie projector turning in on itself. Once gone, the circles of gray mist alongside his ears performed the same magical feat. At the tolling of the next bell, he slowly stood up, keeping his feet at the core of the circle, flat against the floor, eyes pinned to the flames rising from the candles centering the pentagrams. He folded his hands together, feeling the beads of sweat running down his naked body as he silently recited a prayer of thankfulness to Osiris.

Flexing his muscles, first in his arms, then his legs, he stepped free of the circle, to his right, between the two pentagrams. The aroma of sandalwood incense filled the room, its rising smoke creeping out of the censer like lengthening tentacles. The candle on the bureau tossed its glow against the smoke-coated walls in quaint, nimble flickers. He stood before the bureau, listening to the vibrating hum of silence between the bells, feeling his nerve endings idling in heated anticipation, and the eager beat of the blood in his ears. For a moment longer he peered longingly into the candle’s flame, then opened the bureau drawer where he removed a hooded black robe that had been folded in thirds. He immediately donned the robe, all the while keeping his tear-filled sights on the flame, its golden depths drawing him in, deep into its comforting warmth. He tied the braided sash around his waist, the perspiration on his body melting into the warm cotton fabric of the robe. Then, he pulled the hood over his head, drawing the sides close against his ears. Inside the drawer, he pulled out a small black book, its worn leather releasing a bitter odor—of dry autumn leaves burning in the distant fields. He opened the book to a page scrawled with hieroglyphs and sigils, and silently recited the ancient prayer. Once the prayer was complete, he spread the robe at his chest. He dipped his finger into the censer, dousing it with ash, then gently ran it along the wrinkled scar tissue on his sternum.

“Bryan,” he whispered. “May your soul live with us for all of eternity.”

He squeezed the book in his hand, the leather comforting beneath his grasp despite the feeling of something heavy turning in his midsection. He turned and exited the room, then stood in the hallway, peering ahead as he awaited the next toll. The sun had begun to climb up over the horizon, sending elongated shadows down the hall, through the front window—the sheer curtains had been drawn, but were mostly inefficient in blocking the pervading light. A bell rang. He looked both ways, up and down the hall, then went left. Hands groping the wall, he reached the first door, which was left ajar, and at the toll of the next bell, pushed it open.

Here, in this room, the curtains were black, and fully drawn. The light, it did not break through at all. The lingering mouth of darkness invited him, cool and welcoming, establishing a faultless milieu for the sacred cause.

He stepped forward into the room, closing the door behind him. Looking forward, he regarded his wife Faith, she kneeling naked in her very own circle, hands upturned against her knees, beaded sweat glistening beneath the toss of candlelight rising from the quartered pentagrams. He gazed about the room and smiled, seeing it perfectly prepared for ritual: the circle, drawn to precise circumference and etched with the many names of God, her personal triangle positioned on the floor alongside it in the southern hemisphere, its apex pointing south. Within the triangle, a line of hexagrams ran like soldiers along the edges, sandalwood smoldering in a censer at its heart, a sole candle burning alongside. At her knees lay a leather parchment containing the seal of Osiris, wrapped in black silk. Beside it, two small chalices, one containing water, the other salt, both offerings to the spirit of the Lord.

Benjamin approached the circle. Faith’s crystal blue eyes stared straight ahead, toward the curtained window. Within the walls, the bells tolled. Immediately thereafter, a dull pecking sound surfaced at the window, Faith’s unwavering stare fixed to it as her lips trembled in soundless prayer. Benjamin spread the curtain, and cracked the window.

On the sill was a single black feather. A gift from Osiris. Thank you, my Lord. He retrieved the feather, then closed the window. He returned to Faith and knelt down facing her. Gripping the feather between two fingers, he lifted the lid of the censer and placed it inside. Both husband and wife inhaled the pungent odor that developed.

He took her hands in his and allowed his eyelids to close, his heart now beginning to pound at the initial state of perfection the ritual had brought. He called out to Osiris, his voice a monosyllabic string: “Come, thou all-powerful Lord Osiris, who exists amongst the Gods in the astral plane, and governs the Realm of Resurrection and Everlasting Life, I conjure thee to bestow upon Faith Conroy your influence of spiritual rebirth, so that she may purely and honorably engage your powers for the purpose of ancestral afterlife, with utmost earnestness and commitment.”

Upon his utterance of the final word in the spell, a bell rang. Benjamin grabbed the candle positioned at the outermost point of Faith’s triangle, and dropped it on top of the parchment containing the sigil of Osiris. It immediately burst into flames. They held their hands over the flame, both repeating out loud, “To your service I dedicate water to cleanse your body, and salt to feed your blood, oh infinitely powerful Osiris, in hope that you may find this an acceptable offering for your bounteousness.”

They broke their grasp, at which point Faith grabbed the chalice of salt and Benjamin the water. At the same instant, they overturned their offerings onto the flame, extinguishing it. Benjamin opened his eyes and gazed at his wife, she naked and glistening with a passive grace in the flickering gloom. He forced himself to cage in the smile of satisfaction attempting to pry his lips wide.

So far, things were going perfectly. God bless…

A bell tolled, signifying the next stage of the ritual. Using his index finger, he rubbed it in the wet mess of ash between them, held it up as though displaying a harmless injury, and nodded. Faith closed her eyes and stuck out her naked chest.

On her sternum, directly above the breastline, was a mass of scar tissue exactly like her husband’s. Benjamin pressed his finger against the bottom of the scar. He slowly traced the shape—a loop up, curving over, and then back down, leaving a trail of wet ash upon the ridges of gnarled flesh.

He pulled his hand away and admired his work.

“Osiris is with you, Faith,” he whispered, standing up.

She nodded, then stood and put on her robe, which had been folded on the bed behind her.

The bell tolled.

Joining hands, they both exited the room.


Chapter 4

September 6th, 2005

4:03 PM

Downstairs on the second floor of the apartment building, someone began playing Jimi Hendrix at a high volume, sending vibrations up into Johnny’s feet. The beat of Purple Haze fought hard against the chilling strike of nerves that assaulted the rest of his body. He made a deep-breathed effort to ignore his thumping heart, and his shaking hands, and tucked an index finger into the corner of the envelope and ran it across the top, tearing the paper along the crease. Inside, a letter folded in thirds peeked out. It was in the same beige color of the envelope. He licked his dry lips, and removed it.

He found himself hoping that the letter would be an odd piece of junk, part of a mass mailer directed to future college students (of course Mary had no intention of sending their boy to college; no, her grand plan was to send him to work so he could play his part in supporting the everyday foundations of the Petrie family, thank the good Lord for my boy’s presence; needless to say, Johnny hadn’t worked a day in his life yet, with all the religious studies imparted upon him). He peered at the envelope again and saw that it had been manually stamped—no presorted marker here. This letter, whatever its contents, was deliberate, and meant for him.

Dropping the empty envelope to the table, he unfolded the top third of the letter. Centered on the paper was Andrew Judson’s heading, printed in the same old-style font. Below, just above the fold-line, was a date: August 25th, 2005.

One day after Johnny’s 18th birthday.

And all he kept saying to himself was how his mother would have two fits if she knew he’d opened a piece of mail without her prior consent; she would have never let him read this letter—despite it being addressed to him—without first opening it up herself and inspecting its contents, and you safely can bet that if this had happened, then Andrew Judson’s letter would have never passed before his eyes, regardless of the subject matter. For once, Johnny Petrie was thankful for his mother’s after-work ritual.

Still, he peered around nervously, into the bedroom, and then beyond the grimy kitchen window toward the fire escape, feeling fearfully paranoid, and yet intensely curious at the same time. This envelope is addressed to me. To me. He grinned uncomfortably, wondering why in God’s name he was behaving so irrationally, why he felt like such a criminal. No one’s watching me. I’m not doing anything wrong.

Tell that to your mother, Johnny. If she saw you now, she’d wind up and fling the wrath of Jesus at you harder than a Roger Clemens fastball and make you spend the entire night reading passages from the bible about how ‘Thou shalt not steal’.

“Screw it,” he murmured, quietly of course, just in case his mother had decided to come home early and had an ear cocked to the door trying to secretly ascertain his personal sins through the grinding assault of Foxy Lady.

He unfolded the letter, and his eyes fell upon the words. At once, his head spun and a dry mustiness seemed to fill the room. He shuddered, licked his lips again. His lungs grasped for air, and a little sound escaped his lungs as he read the letter to himself:

Andrew Judson, Attorney-at-Law

14 Main Street

Wellfield, ME 12789

(207) 555-0300

 

August 25th, 2005

 

Mr. John Petrie

479 East 88th Street

New York, NY 10017

 

Re: Refunding Bond and Release

Perry County Surrogate Court

 

Dear Mr. Petrie,

 

In the Matter of the Estate of one Benjamin Conroy, it is my duty at this time to name you, Mr. John Petrie, residing at 479 East 88th Street, New York, NY, as the sole living heir of Mr. Conroy’s estate, which has been willed in your name. As indicated in the last rites of the deceased, you, Mr. John Petrie, are to receive the entire estate bequeathed to me as executor, minus legal fees and death taxes. The value of the inheritance is estimated at two million dollars lawful properties of the United States of America, to be paid by myself, directly to you.

 

I urge you to contact me immediately upon receipt of this letter, so that we may arrange for the properties to be legally and rightfully transferred to you in full and final satisfaction.

 

Sealed with my seal and dated on the 25th of August, 2005.

 

Andrew Judson, Attorney at Law

Johnny felt incredibly scared. Of what, he couldn’t ascertain. He read the letter again, and then again, feeling his heart and blood and nerves doing battle inside his body. He closed his eyes and told himself to calm down, that there was nothing at all to be scared of. Being chased by a mugger, or beat up by the school bully, these were things to be scared of. Not getting a letter from a faceless lawyer telling you that a wealth in fortune awaits. Really, even Jesus would agree that this was a good thing.

Benjamin Conroy…

But he was scared. Scared of his mother, and of how she would react to this letter of promising fortune, of how she would offend him, screaming, It’s a letter from the devil. He’s playing a trick on you! Burn it Johnny! Burn it, so you can be saved from an eternity in the fires of Hell! And then she would tear the letter from his hands and crumple it up, but she would also stealthily slip it into the pocket of her housedress where she could retrieve it later and try to figure out what all the mystery was about. And upon eventually reading the hogwash about Johnny receiving an inheritance…well, she would then charge out of her bedroom with her dress flying out behind her like a flag in the wind, gripping the letter in her claw--like hand and laughing at him for thinking that it was anything more than a piece of useless junk mail. You know, a scam to bilk the meager savings out of hard-working Christians. An unethical attempt to convince the ‘good people’ that if they don’t make some sort of donation toward the ‘retrieval of their good fortune’, then the earth’s rotation would double and launch everyone and everything on the planet far off into the darkest reaches of the solar system, later adding that somehow those damn cockroaches would find a way to survive.

No, he couldn’t let her read it. It’d be like forfeiting a baseball game without once stepping up to the plate.

Downstairs, Jimi Hendrix sang about a girl named Mary, and how the wind cried her name. Johnny read the letter again, knowing that he couldn’t allow himself to be scared, not one bit—not of the letter, not of Mary or Ed Petrie, not of whatever measures or actions lay ahead. There were only two possibilities: a quick return to the unremarkable routine that was his life, or a revolutionizing prospect of fortune, and the resultant life that followed. Regardless of the outcome, however, he knew that he needed to be strong and confident and mature, like the eighteen-year-old he was. Again he told himself that the letter might turn out to be nothing more than a scam, a piece of scrap for the trash. If so, then he would need the capacity to shrug off the last ten minutes of his life as nothing more than a passing draft of useless information.

But, should it turn out to be authentic…

Still, he remained cautiously skeptical. Really, how could this letter could be genuine? Although he didn’t understand some of the legal lingo, it did clearly state that he, Johnny Petrie, was a direct heir. That would make him a family member, or at the very least a close friend or relative to this person he’d never heard of.

So, who was Benjamin Conroy, and why did he presumably leave his fortune to Johnny? He didn’t have to think about it very long: never in his life had he ever heard of the man.

He gazed at the door. Waited, studying the calendar with the portrait of St Luke that hung from a single brown thumbtack. Downstairs, Jimi stopped singing. An odd silence filled the apartment, as though the environment was readying itself for the extravaganza that was about to become of Johnny Petrie’s life.

Holding the letter, he paced to the phone hanging on the wall next to the refrigerator. Gazed at it for ten seconds.

Then, reached for the handset…


Chapter 5

August 24th, 1988

5:39 AM

Benjamin led Faith to the end of the hall, where they made a left turn, passing the entrance to the bathroom. They stopped and gazed along the corridor at the three closed doors that beckoned them like warm fires on a cold day, then silently acknowledged that the first door on the left, Elizabeth’s room, would be their next stop. The toll of the bell rang out, then faded as they paced hand-in-hand to their daughter’s room. They gazed at the carved and painted ‘E’ that hung on the door, green ivy and yellow daisies winding about the shape, spring-warm and inviting. When the bell rang again, Benjamin gripped the knob, and they went inside.

Here, the bell’s resonance hung in the air like a mystery. They both took deep breaths, drawing into their lungs the thick, spicy aroma of sandalwood.

They peered at the scene before them.

The room was dim, but not too dark. The curtains were open. Dusky light shafted in through the window and pooled on the polished oak floor. Candlelight flickered across the walls, faint but still alluring. The Monet print next to the sliding closet shimmered, its river seeming to flow, its trees seeming to sway, looking like a window into another world. Elizabeth’s stuffed teddy-bears, perhaps two-dozen in all, sat looking up at them with their shiny plastic eyes, some of them older than her eighteen years.

Looking out the window, Benjamin saw the cherry tree in the side yard, its wooden bench-swing swaying back and forth from a brown, knobby limb. On the sill, he spotted a black feather. The bird, Osiris’s Messenger, had already left its gift for Elizabeth.

Good.

Releasing Faith’s hand, he moved forward to the foot of the bed. Faith fell in behind his lead, moving off into the corner of the room, next to the armoire where Elizabeth’s censer and candle burned pungently. Benjamin halted before his daughter. She was seated on the floor, perfectly centered within her circle, naked and cross-legged, sheened in sweat. The soft glow of the candles jutting up from the hearts of the pentagrams shimmered upon her wet skin. Her eyes were closed, hands on her knees, palms facing upward. Her full lips trembled in soundless prayer. Her breasts were layered in gooseflesh, nipples dark and rigid.

Before her, positioned at the top of the circle, contained by the triangle, was her leather parchment, unfurled so the sigil could be delivered to the spirit; beneath it lay a smooth cushion of black silk. Alongside were two chalices, one filled with ground rose petals, the other with mud unearthed from the garden where the petals grew.

Benjamin approached the circle. Elizabeth opened her eyes. She beheld her father, staring down at her proudly, moist eyes twinkling beneath the cast of the candles. Behind him, she glimpsed her mother, moving to the window to retrieve the black feather from the sill. Faith turned and held the feather high, gazing at it until the next bell tolled. Then, along with Benjamin, she sat cross-legged in the circle, facing Elizabeth. She placed the feather atop the leather scroll.

As if on cue, they all locked hands and closed their eyes. Benjamin could feel his heart pounding harder and harder as the ritual commenced fruitfully. The bells tolled, and again he called out to Osiris, singing the verse in a single, flat tone: “Come, thou all-powerful Lord Osiris, who exists amongst the Gods in the astral plane, and governs the Realm of Resurrection and Everlasting Life, I conjure thee to bestow upon Elizabeth Conroy your influence of spiritual rebirth, so that she may purely and honorably engage your powers for the purpose of ancestral afterlife, with utmost earnestness and commitment.”

And again, upon concluding the spell, the bells rang. Immediately thereafter, Benjamin dropped a candle’s flame atop the parchment containing the sigil of Osiris, along with the blackbird’s feather. The concoction rose into flames, viscous black smoke rising up and puddling on the ceiling. The three of them held their hands over the flame, the smoke seeping through their fingers, repeating out loud in unison, “To your service we dedicate earth and roses to strengthen your spirit, oh infinitely powerful Osiris, in hope that you may find this an acceptable offering for your bounteousness.”

They broke their grasp, Elizabeth at once placing her hands, palms up, back upon her knees. Faith grabbed the chalice of roses and Benjamin the mud. They upturned their gifts onto the flame, smothering it. A thick sizzle emerged from the filthy mound. They opened their eyes. Benjamin and Faith gazed at their daughter in all her glistening nakedness.

“Do you feel Osiris’s spirit within you?” Benjamin asked his daughter.

Elizabeth nodded.

A bell tolled, triggering the next phase of the ritual. Benjamin and Faith rubbed their index fingers into the pile of mud and ash between them. Elizabeth closed her eyes and offered her scar to them.

At the same time, Benjamin and Faith pressed their fingers against Elizabeth’s sternum, on opposite ends of her scar. Slowly, they traced the shape, looping upwards and meeting at the apex of the curve just below her throat, a trail of wet ash layering the damaged flesh like sandy earth on a stream bank.

“Osiris is with you, Elizabeth,” both mother and father pronounced.

She nodded acceptingly, then quietly stood and shrugged into her black knit robe, which had been folded in thirds upon her nightstand.

The bell tolled.

Joining hands, father, mother, and daughter, all clad in black hooded robes, exited the room.


Chapter 6

September 6th, 2005

4:19 PM

It had been a perfect day outside. Summer had refused to surrender its pleasures to Fall. The trees lining the sidewalks on 88th Street still held on to their greens, proudly displaying their leaves as they had in June. It was seventy-three degrees, according to the circular thermometer on the fire escape; pigeons came and went and did their pigeon business on the black grates, something Johnny would be made to scrub away over the weekend.

Johnny Petrie, who all his life had felt weak and timid and unsure of himself, had in the past ten minutes shed all his insecurities now that he might be a rich man. Who said that money didn’t buy happiness? He didn’t have it yet, but the prospect of being rich and eighteen and able to flee the prison that was his home gave him a sense of individuality, of freedom. He would no longer have to play slave to Mary’s quirks, would no longer have to abide by her stringent rules, something previously unimaginable in his controlled life. Now, it was all potentially within a hand’s grasp of the telephone.

The telephone.

Should it not be real, should the letter turn out to be a sham, or a mistake, he would have to settle back down to the miserable earth, and move on with his measly existence. God forbid, as Mary liked to say.

Holding the letter in his left hand, he scooped up the telephone handset from its cradle, tucked it into the crook of his neck, and dialed the number. He could hear the beeps sounding out from the earpiece like little bells tolling…

…bells tolling…

…his eyes pinning a dusty web dangling from the corner of the ceiling like a tiny vine.

The phone rang.

It picked up on the first ring. Johnny’s body shuddered at the millisecond of silence between the click of the phone and the husky voice of the woman who answered: “Andrew Judson’s Office.”

The first thing Johnny did was sit down at the small dinette table in the kitchen. His heart thudded in his chest like a soldier’s stride, feet suddenly numb, tongue dry as parchment. He went to speak, voice weak and uneasy: “Mr. Judson, please.”

“May I tell him who’s calling?” she inquired brusquely, seemingly unwilling to pull her boss from whatever lawyerly duties that had him buried.

“My name is…”

He stopped.

Why am I so afraid? I’ve never felt like this in my life. Is this how my mother feels? Is this why she is taking all those pills? Something about this isn’t right. I can feel it.

…you, Mr. Thomas Petrie, are to receive the entire estate bequeathed to me as executor. The value of the inheritance is estimated at two million dollars…

“Sir?” the woman with the husky voice asked.

“My name is Johnny Petrie. John Petrie.”

There was a slight hesitation on the line, followed
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