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Zeke the cadaver dog raised his big head as if he’d just thought of a question. He paused his zig-zag search pattern, to turn and face me and his handler. His loud bark sent a shock through me, even though I’d watched him open his jaws to let loose with it.

The producers of “The Ghost Toucher” claimed they were testing a theory that dogs like Zeke are guided by the spirits of the dead. Zeke and his handler were brought in to sniff out the ghost of Saint Mungo’s Church. I thought it was a ploy to jazz up an otherwise boring location shoot. 

My assignment was to be the generic minister type in a dark suit and clerical collar who’d say to the camera, “I’ve heard the wild rumors, of course, but haven’t seen anything like what you’re looking for...”

That’s the line I’d stick with if asked. I sure wouldn’t tell them what I’d seen just before the dog barked.

Annika, the handler said, “Good dog, Zeke. You’re such a good dog.”

She knelt to unclip Zeke’s black nylon leash from his safety orange Search and Rescue harness.

“Bones, Zeke. Find the bones!”

Annika tucked the leash in a pocket of her khaki tactical vest as she rose to stand.

She said, “That bark was his first tell Reverend Tom. He may have something.”

The sable-coated German Shepherd bounded up the aisle towards the front of the Saint Mungo’s sanctuary, leaving paw-prints pressed deep into the crimson carpet. He cleared the three steps up to the chancel platform in a powerful leap, landed under the dark oak communion table, and skidded between its legs. Zeke's nails clicked and scratched at the polished wood flooring as he scrambled for footing. 

I turned to face the dog-handler, who had all of my six feet of height, and a bit more in her tactical boots. I met her eyes, which were amber.

“Annika, is he really searching for bones?”

“That’s just his go-word. Zeke’s trained to find bones, blood, and partial or complete human remains.”

Those last words chilled me, despite Annika’s bright smile, and the withering heat. The production crew had set up a bank of huge carbon-arc spots. They shone down from the rear balcony, lighting the church up like a high-end car dealership, and roasting us like convenience store hot-dogs.

All the sanctuary windows are stained glass. You’d never know that outside it was a cold and grey morning. A late winter blizzard that left folks from Arkansas to Quebec plowing and digging had also blasted Oakville. I’d felt lucky to get from my car to the church’s side door without tumbling on the slick ice.

Zeke regained his traction on the hardwood floor and dashed towards an oak door set in the wall beside the organ keyboard. He nosed it open and stood peering down the back stairs. 

His body vibrating, Zeke turned back towards Annika and opened his jaws for another harsh bark, which echoed through the sanctuary.

“That’s his second tell,” Annika explained. “He wants to get down to the basement.”

Annika’s long blonde hair lifted as she ran to her dog. Her thick-soled boots thudded on the hardwood floor. A holstered phone and a long black flashlight bounced against her hip.

Reaching the doorway, she squatted near Zeke and dug into a vest pocket for a treat. The German Shepherd licked it from her open palm. 

“Good dog, Zeke. Bones?” 

Zeke took his cue and dove down the back stairs. Annika was right behind him.

I headed toward the chancel steps, halting when I heard, “You need to let us through, Reverend Tom!” 

I pivoted in time to avoid Kat Daniels, the assistant director, waving her aluminum clipboard as if she were swatting flies, and me, out of her path. 

Hassan, the camera operator was close at Kat’s fashionable heels. His muscled frame made the video rig strapped to his shoulder look small. As he side-stepped to pass us, I backed out of his way until I felt the hard edge of a pew against my rear end.

Kat ran after the camera operator, shouting orders.

“Go! Go! We need this shot. Get downstairs and see what the dog’s found.”
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The cadaver dog stood guard at the entrance to the old boiler room, the last door at the far end of the basement hallway. Annika knelt close to him, patting his back.

Annika said, “You are a good dog.”

Hassan aimed the big lens of his video rig over Annika’s shoulder. Kat was beside the camera operator, hugging the metal clipboard close to her chest.

Hassan sniffed, and said, “What the hell is that?” 

Something sweet and rotten emanated from the dark windowless room. I moved closer, pushing down the urge to gag.

Annika said, “Zeke picked up the scent before we did and followed it down here.”

Kat said. “Let’s get lights on in there. We need the shot of whatever he’s found.”

“Annika,” I said, “What’s happening?”

Annika rubbed Zeke’s neck and turned to look back over her shoulder.

“We have to call 911 and limit access. I know that smell.”

I looked at Kat. “You heard her. We shouldn’t go in.” 

Kat waved her clipboard for emphasis as she said, “She’s working for me not you, and neither of you have authority here. Ed’s the pastor. You’re just his part-time assistant. You need to get out of our way!”

Kat grew up around this church. The clipboard was new, but she’d started telling me what to do twenty years earlier, when I was here as the student minister.

I’d been put in charge of the Christmas pageant. She’d been thin as a whisper but loud as thunder. A nine-year-old girl with salon styled blonde curls. Tight little fists balled on the hips of her princess dress. Stamping her tiny high heels and proclaiming, “Since my mommy and daddy are in heaven, you need to make me boss of the angels.”

Grown up Kat still had the same haunted pale blue eyes. I knew she had personal reasons for arranging this ghost-hunt. I couldn’t see how they connected to whatever we’d find in the boiler room.

I said, “Kat, we can’t...” 

Annika said, “Zeke seems to agree with Kat. He wants to finish his work.”

The big dog stood alert; nose pointed at the dark room.

“Can you...” I began. “Will he...”

“He’s trained for this. He won’t disturb a crime scene.”

I nodded and reached in the doorway for the light switch.

The stench hit us full force as we followed Zeke in. I had nothing to cover my nose and mouth. 

The big dog stopped short of a dark puddle spreading fast on the tiled floor. His body was an arrow aimed at the exterior wall, which was pockmarked with clusters of drill holes, each oozing black fluid. 

Water-soaked plaster melted away from the wall. It splatted in fat clumps on a classroom-sized whiteboard which lay flat on the murky tiles. It was a match to the shiny new whiteboards now hung on the other walls. Thin lines of plaster dust streaked down the wall below their frames like gritty tears. 

“Someone went to town with their drill,” I said, “looking for anchor spots.”

Annika said, “Something’s pushing at the drywall from the other side. See how fast those cracks are spreading?”

Kat said, “Hassan you getting this?”

A section of wall as tall as the camera man and wide as his outstretched arms bulged out then burst towards us. Sodden slabs of plaster smacked the wet floor, splashing Zeke and Annika.  

Hassan turned away from the spray to protect his lens. Kat wasn’t as quick. Her blouse and clipboard were scatter shot with greasy drops. I was out of range. 

Even when his shoulders and chest were spattered, Zeke never flinched. Annika knelt beside him, ignoring the fetid fluid soaking the padded knees of her tactical pants. 

“Stand down, Zeke. You are a good dog.” 

Zeke dropped to his haunches. He turned his head to Annika, who proffered a treat. Before he could tongue it from her outstretched palm there was a loud whoosh.

A murky plastic wrapped mass, large as a man, pushed out of the black hole and crashed on the remnants of plasterboard. The head end landed short of Zeke, sending up another dirty splash. He shook off a spray of dark droplets.

“Good dog, Zeke. Let’s get out of here.”

A slow dark stream bled out of the wound in the wall. A slurry of gravel and grey snow spilled on the checkerboard tiles. 

There was a human form under those layers of plastic sheeting. 

Kat asked, “Can we get Zeke back in here? I need a shot of him with the corpse.”

Annika leaned in the doorway to shake her head. “We’re done here. Zeke needs drying off.”

Icy water soaked through my shoes.

“Kat, I don’t think...”

Kat ignored me. “Go wide as you can on the big dark hole. It’s like some weird crypt.”

The boiler room was flooding. The mess flowed into the hallway. The basement reeked with a miasma of decay.

“Okay, Hassan, now back to the body...” 

“Kat, please,” I said. “Stop now. This is not what you came here for today.”

Kat opened her mouth but said nothing.

Hassan looked to Kat and then me. Lowering his camera, he left the room. 

I turned to Kat, and said, “Whoever that was mattered to someone.”

After a moment, Kat asked, “Who could have done this?”

All traces of the bossy little angel were gone.
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I pulled the boiler room door shut with more force than needed.  The slam echoed in the empty basement hallway.

I was angry that a person’s body had been wrapped and tossed like a roll of old carpet. 

I wondered how I could have worked here 20 years ago, and now, and never question the persistent mustiness in the basement. 

I felt guilty for leaving the body alone in that cold wet room, but also because I’d been so relieved when the 911 operator advised, “Touch nothing, get out, and secure the scene.”

My energetic closing of the door had not stanched the murky flow from the boiler room. I stepped away from the spreading dark puddle.

Despite the stench I breathed deep and tried to settle. I prayed for peace for the dead man. It looked like a man. Peace for those of us who’d just seen his corpse, and for those who must still wonder what happened to him.

My phone buzzed. It was Michael Powers, chair of the church property committee.

“I was going to call,” I said. “We have a...  situation.”

“I heard. I’ll be there soon. Tell Kat to stick around. The investigator may want her footage. Say hello to Annika and Zeke. We’ve worked together. She’s good people.”

“Annika went home... she said Zeke needed a bath. We traded contact information.”

“You did? Good for you, Tom. Like I said, she’s all right.”

Until his retirement a year ago Michael was a detective with the Halton Regional Police.

“I thought... the police might need it.”

“They’ll know how to find her,” Michael said, a smile in his voice. “Now you do too. How about Kat? She still there?”

“She and her crew are out in the production van. I think the smell got to them.”

“Can’t blame them,” Michael said. “I never got used to it.”

I moved further from the stench. Muscle memory brought me to a door down the hall that bore a brass plate engraved with ‘In memory of Douglas Beacham, Church Sexton: 1967-2013’.

“How do you know what’s happened? I just called it in.”

I pushed on the heavy door and stepped into another dark windowless space. Without thinking, I knew just where to reach and grab for the hanging light’s pull-cord.

“I’m not totally out of the loop,” Michael said. “It sounds like you’re on the move. What’re you doing now?”

“Checking on something,” I said. “Talk to you soon.”

“I’m on my way, partner.”

The basement workroom was Doug’s domain for decades. A heart attack took him while he’d been upstairs, cleaning the sanctuary. The board ordered the memorial plaque for the door, and the space became an informal shrine. I hadn’t been in this room since I came back to Saint Mungo’s.

Shadows shifted as the single bare bulb swung a short arc. The room hadn’t changed since the last lunch hour I’d shared a sandwich here with Doug twenty years ago.

Hand tools hung in painted outlines on the pegboard.  Neatly ordered caddies on the workbench held arsenals of screwdrivers, drill bits and chisels.

Place of pride on an otherwise empty wall went to a framed pen and ink rendering of the exterior of the Saint Mungo’s building.

A battleship grey metal shelving unit dominated the wall opposite the door. Hand-printed masking tape labels on the edge of each shelf assigned spots to jars of nails and bags of polishing rags. Doug told me the army drilled into him the value of things having their place.

His room still had a muscular, chemical scent. Varnish and paint, solvents and oil. Work was done here.

One handmade label pn the shelf read ‘dark walnut stain, desk in minister’s study 1989’. I shook the pint can, and felt liquid slosh, even after thirty years. I returned it to its home, and saw an empty space beside it, labelled ‘wood polish’.

Just before Zeke barked his first tell, I’d had a moment when I thought I’d seen my old lunch companion, who’s been dead for years, on the chancel steps, at the front of the sanctuary. I’d thought I must’ve suffered heat-stroke from the movie lights or been spooked by all the stories about the ghost of Saint Mungos.

But then I’d smelled lemon oil.

I had the same spray can under my kitchen sink. Even after two decades I still thought of Doug whenever I used it. 

It was that tangy scent that lured me away from the plastic wrapped sadness in the old boiler room. Like a search dog, I followed the hint of that smell to Doug’s workroom. I wanted to nose around before the crime scene crew descended with their yellow tape and rules.

In the light of the single hanging bulb, I spotted a shadowy shape on the top shelf, with no label marking its spot. It made me wonder.

I climbed on a wooden stool, to get a closer look. The stool rocked, and I heard the soft tap of its shorter leg when I shifted my weight. Then another sound, like distant footsteps.

“You come back to help me, Doug?” It sounded foolish as I said it.

The workroom door swung inward. A shower of light poured in, as well as the fetid smell of death. The door closing hardware squealed. Without thinking, I turned and faced the full brightness of the hanging bulb.

Turning from the intense light, I asked again, “Doug, is that you?”

Stretching an arm towards the shelving unit, I slid my hand across the top deck. The tips of my fingers found the cool hard edge of something but only managed to push it away. I leaned in further, rested a forearm on the shelf and stretched my other hand towards the mystery object.

“Not even close, partner.”

It was Michael, the ex-cop, current chair of the property committee, and a good friend.

I strained to reach a little further, grabbing at what felt like a metal box. The wooden stool rocked under my feet. I leaned harder into the top shelf for balance. The shelving unit tilted out from the wall, and toward me.

I balanced on the rickety stool, half hanging from the mass of metal teetering towards me.

Michael asked, “Tom, what are you doing up there?”

Reasonable question, I thought. I felt Michael apply his weight to steady the stool.

“I may have something,” I said. “Might be important.”

“Careful, partner.”

I reached into the darkness. My fingers gained purchase, then a tenuous grip on a sharp corner of the metal box. I inched it closer. 

The shelving unit lurched further. I had a quick flash of all that metal crashing on us. I grasped at the shelf, but the structure toppled, and I felt like it was all coming down.

“Michael, look out!”

There was a clattering as items skittered to the floor. My eyes followed a spray can rolling off the top deck. Yellow plastic shards flew when the cap shattered on hard tile.  I heard a pressurized hiss, and lemon scent wafted up.

Michael braced against the shelving unit, shoving it hard against the wall.

The stool rocked under my feet. I gripped the top shelf with both hands, to keep from falling. A flat tin box slid off the shelf, bounced off my chest, and hit the floor with a thud.

Michael offered his hand. “Partner, let’s get you down and see what you’ve got there.”
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Michael placed the battered tin box on the church administrator’s desk, centering it between her telephone console and a brass-framed photo of Brigid, her Irish Setter. He shifted his weight in her office chair.

“Why’d you look for it?”

The desk was pointed at a wall of windows, which offered a gatekeeper’s view of the church’s office entrance, and the rear parking lot. We’d escaped upstairs to watch for the arrival of the crime scene team, away from the horrid smell in the basement. I sat opposite Michael in one of the visitor’s chairs.

The box I’d found in Doug’s workroom was the shape and size of a cake pan. The sliding lid was scraped and dented and splattered with paint.

“Doug taught high school shop,” I told Michael. “This could have been a class project.”

“You’re avoiding my question.”

“I tried to make a pencil box in grade eight shop,” I said, “but could never get the solder to stick.”

“Trick was to use your iron to heat the tin, then hold the solder close enough to the tin to melt, and let it flow on to where you painted the flux,” Michael said. “But stop changing the subject. How did you know to look?”

“I have an idea about what’s inside.” I said, reaching for Doug’s box.

I set the lid aside, careful not to scratch the desktop, and lifted out a hefty rectangular object wrapped in one of Doug’s polishing cloths. I dropped the cheesecloth on the desk top, to reveal a black leather-bound book. A thin gold ribbon held a place about mid-way through the pages.

“Interesting,” Michael said.

The writing on the flyleaf was in the same meticulous hand as the masking tape labels in Doug’s workroom. I read it aloud for Michael.

“This fine volume was a generous, unwarranted, and unexpected gift from the Reverend Stephen Peretz, who seems to feel I will profit by the regular, if not daily exercise of filling its pages with my shallow thoughts and meagre observations. Douglas Beacham, December 26, 1988.”

“Did you know he kept a journal?”

I passed the book to Michael.

“In my student days I hung out in his work room. A few times, I saw this out on his table. He’d close it up when I came in.”

Michael turned pages. “You going to read it?”

“I think I’m meant to.”

Michael’s eyebrows pull closer together. He set the journal on the desktop, squaring it with the edge of the tin box. He folded the polishing cloth, placed it on the journal.

“So, really Tom, how did you know to look for it?”

Michael and I met a little over two years ago. At the hospice, at three in the morning. My daughter was curled up in the recliner beside my wife’s bed, and they were both breathing slow and even. I slipped out to stretch my legs, and top-up the coffee I didn’t actually want, and knew I wouldn’t drink.

A bear of a man in a dark blue uniform, complete with Kevlar vest and holstered side-arm strode into the family lounge. The turquoise plastic jug was like a tea party toy in his hands.

“Know where I can find ice chips for my Mum?”

There’d followed many nights of us bent over opposite sides of the jig-saw table in the lounge, trading pieces of an English garden puzzle we never finished, and not needing to talk. Then came the morning I stretched my arms wide to hold this broad-chested man as he shook with sobs.

My wife Carrie lasted a little longer than Marjorie Powers, and she insisted I say yes when Michael asked me to do his mum’s funeral. Two weeks later Michael brought his sister to Saint Mungo’s for Carrie’s service, and he’s been around ever since.

“You’re a good friend, Michael.”

“That doesn’t get you off the hook, partner.”

“Hook?”

“You were literally climbing the walls in his old workroom. My gut, which is considerable, says you must have had a reason.”

I looked at Michael. “I wasn’t climbing...” The words I tried out in my head sounded lame.

“Kat’s crew was shooting video for The Ghost Toucher,” Michael prompted.

“You know about that?”

“Kat talked to me about running power cable for those big spotlights. I’ve heard about the ghost of Saint Mungo’s.”

“What do you make of them... the ghost stories?”

Michael kept a straight face. Was that from all those years as a cop?

“You experienced something, and you’re worried I won’t believe you.”

I let out a breath. “I saw Doug. He was kneeling on the chancel steps, polishing the communion table. I know how this sounds.”

I know how it would sound if someone told me the story.

Michael asked, “Was that something you ever saw him do?”

He seemed to be keeping an open mind.

“Yes, but this was more like a waking dream than a memory. His hair was dark, not the grey I remember, and he looked fit.”

“How did it feel to see him?”

“Great question. Like I was intruding. Like I was a cathedral tourist snapping photos while the faithful light candles and say their prayers.”

Michael smiled. “That’s poetic, partner. Did he speak to you?”

“He never turned our way. Not even when Zeke, the search dog stopped in front of the chancel steps, barked, then ran right through the spot where I’d just seen Doug kneeling.”

“Story is he died on those steps, slumped over when his heart failed,” Michael said. “What about your other senses?”

“Michael, you sound like you could work for The Ghost Toucher. Have you dealt with this kind of thing before?”

“Try to remember. Did you hear anything unusual, or notice a change in temperature?”

“I was a little dazed. It was hot in the sanctuary. I’d made the mistake of looking straight into the big movie lights and did not really trust my eyes... or my head.”

“What prompted you to search the workroom, a place you hadn’t gone in how long?”

“Lemon oil. I caught a whiff of Doug’s furniture polish. I thought that even if I couldn’t trust what I was seeing...”

“You thought smelling was believing?”

“Something like that.”

“You often see, or smell things like this?”

“I’ve always had strange dreams, but at night. Seeing weird things in my waking hours started around the time I met you.”

“Hey!” He was grinning, which helped.

“That’s not what I mean. When we were at the hospice for Carrie and your mum, I used to see... like wisps of smoke from candles that weren’t there.”

“You never said.”

“We’d just met. Didn’t want you to think...”

“No, that actually makes sense to me,” Michael said. He looked past me, and I turned, wondering if the police had arrived. The parking lot was empty.

“What do you mean?”

“Some of Mum’s Scottish kin had what they called ‘second sight’. They saw things others didn’t.”

“And... you never said,” I said, smiling.

“Like you said, not the easiest thing to talk about.”

“Carrie was way more open than me, especially in those last weeks. She said receive any experience, waking or asleep. Take it like it was a gift, not a problem to be solved.”

“She sounds like Mum. I wish they could have met. They were both stuck in their beds... just down the hall from each other.” Michael’s eyes shifted again. “Here they come.”

An unmarked cruiser cut fresh tracks in the snow-covered lot. I nodded towards Doug’s journal.

“Do we need to tell them about this?”

Michael shut his eyes, and his face pulled tight. He gave his head a shake, to release the tension.

“You’re worried they’ll think you’re a few sandwiches short of a picnic if you say you saw a ghost, who sent you to find a book.”

“Pretty much. That, and they might take it before I can read it.”

Michael tried on his “serious” cop look, then smiled. “You found the journal in a different room, in the building where you work. If it had been in the wall, with the body...”

I said, “It may have nothing to do with any of this.”

He nodded. “Or there may be something in there. Go ahead and read it. But let me know if Doug has a story to tell.”
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“Virgil’s the creepy one with the eyes who scared my intern last summer, yeah? Why do they keep him around?”

I rolled my shoulders and pressed hard into the back of the heated leather seat. I felt a crack and a release of tension. Funerals are the only time I ride in such comfort.

Gwen picked me up in her funeral car for a 1 pm graveside service. It was a relief to leave behind the crime scene tape and the fetid smell infiltrating the church. 

“That’s the thing,” I said. “Virgil was supposed to be there early to clear the snow, make it safe for the video crew. The crew brought in by his twin sister Kat.”

I pictured Virgil as a child, shadowing behind Kat, hunched down to match her height and scanning the surroundings with vigilant eyes.

“That is weird,” Gwen said. “But if he’s so useless, why keep him on?”

“The twins were raised by their great aunt Attie Beacham. She thought Virgil should work at the church and she usually gets what she wants.”

Gwen said, “My aunties are like that.” 

I grinned. “I think you’re at least as ornery as they are.” 

We accelerated round the curve of the Bronte ramp, on to the QEW, and up to speed. Tall ridges of dirty snow were scraped up high against the barriers on both sides of the expressway. 

“I don’t take them on. I’m going to need them on my side.”

Gwen guided us into the middle lane. Ahead, a pair of plow trucks scattered salt and sand on freshly scraped lanes of the Queen Elizabeth Way, the main artery for the Golden Horseshoe. Even this late in the day, a coagulation of commuter cars rolled thick and slow toward the city. 

“You haven’t talked to your mom yet?”

“She knows Richard and me are split and I’ve  moved into your basement, but...”

“You haven’t told her about Jill.”

“She thinks you and I will end up together, and I don’t correct her.”

“That explains the way your mom and aunties were smiling at me at dinner last Sunday. I wondered if I had something on my teeth.”

“You probably did. And they like you anyway.”

Gwen gunned the sedan to claim the outside left lane ahead of a red Lexus. She overtook the sander trucks, pulling well ahead of the clot of cars caught behind them. 

“You’ll find a way through,” I said. “Your mom’s one of the most open-hearted people I know.”

I love Sunday dinners at Mama Jessie’s house. They start after church and carry on late enough for all the in-laws and out-laws and hangers on like me to eat in shifts. The aunties haul in big foil pans of chicken and goat curry, rice and peas, salt fish and cabbage, and savory patties. 

“Your mum hugged her big arms around Hope those first days after Carrie died,” I said. “She’s been good to us.”

“Yeah,” Gwen said, “but she’s old school.”

“And she loves you.”

“She believes people like me are ungodly. Back home they still call us sodomites, and the constabulary look the other way when sisters are raped, or worse.”

“I’ve not heard any of that from her. Besides, she’s lived in Canada longer than Jamaica.”

Gwen shook her head. “She’d never say it around you.”

I moved to something less upsetting. The smell of death.

“What do you know about cleaning up a crime scene?”

Gwen said, “I know a guy.”

“Of course, you do.”

“Rod and I were at Humber together. He fell into trauma scene cleaning on the side. Now it’s his full-time gig. Has his own company, calls it Remains of the Day.”

I laughed. “That’s pretty good.”

“They know anything about the body? It wasn’t Ed, your missing senior pastor?

Gwen slowed minimally as she veered onto the exit ramp. I gripped the handhold. 

“Don’t see how it could be,” I said. “Whoever he was, the poor soul was in the wall a long time.”

Gwen asked “Was there a smell before?”

“It was always musty. I told Ed no one would want to sit in that room, and his plan to make it another teaching space was crazy.”

Speaking of crazy, I remembered from my time as a hospital chaplain that smelling things that aren’t there can indicate neurological issues. 

Gwen braked to veer onto the exit ramp. I gripped the handhold as the big sedan rocked into the curve. She looked over at me.

“Hey, you okay?”

“Everyone’s asking me about smells today,” I said. “Like you’re worried I had a stroke or something. Maybe I am losing it.”

Gwen said, “Losing what?”

She caught the green light and we rolled straight across Southdown to Sheridan Way.

“When I saw Doug’s ghost or whatever,” I said, “I smelled lemon oil. When he disappeared, so did the lemons. No one else seemed to notice. Not even Annika’s dog, Zeke.”

“Annika,” Gwen said. “You light up a little when you talk about her.”

That startled me. “Um...”

“Never mind. We’ll come back to your dog lady. There’s nothing wrong with you Tom. My Auntie Rosie’s an Obeah woman. She says the spirits come to help us make something right. They help us see what needs to be seen.”

“I didn’t know that about Rosie,” I said. “What’s your mother think of that?”

“Don’t you mention it to my mum. Her church crowd bashes the Obeah as bad as they do people like me. There’s a saying on the island. In the light of day, folks preach against him, but in the dark of night, they run to the Obeah man.”

My cheeks flushed, heat spreading to my ears and scalp, and the back of my neck. We humans are so quick to judge, to condemn, to dismiss people. I bad-mouthed Virgil for not clearing the snow around the church but had not thought to ask why he hadn’t made it to work.

Gwen braked, waiting on a bright orange Mercedes SUV in the oncoming lane to turn before she followed it south on Clarkson. 

“If you had money for a Mercedes,” Gwen said, “would you go for that colour? It’s a big pumpkin on wheels. A Cinderella truck.”

Gwen showed all her teeth again, in that broad smile that had always seemed to say, life is hard, but we can have a laugh.

“If the pumpkin had seats as posh as this car,” I said, “I could care less about the colour.”

“Speaking of fairy-tale princesses, tell me about the lovely Annika.”

I held up my buzzing phone. “This is probably Hope.”

“You’re saved for now.” Gwen declared. “Give that child my love. But we’ll talk about your dog lady later, yeah?” 
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Hope’s picture lit up the screen on my phone. She has her mother’s eyes.

“Hi sweetie,” I said.

Gwen slowed the funeral car for a turn, and we rolled through stone gateposts guarding the cemetery entrance. The iron gates were buried in snowbanks on each side of the driveway. 

Hope said, “Daddy, what’s going on?” 

“I’m with Gwen, doing a burial.”

Gwen pulled in ahead of the funeral coach, two more sedans, and a silver utility van. The custom license plates all started with MB, for Morrison Brothers. 

“Someone on my floor texted me,” Hope said. “They saw online about a dead body at an Oakville church. Was it Saint Mungo’s? Was it someone we know? Are you okay?”

That didn’t take long.

I gazed out the car window. The light was strange this morning. Wan and indirect. Spindly shadows of ancient maple, oak and elm traced across the taller headstones and monuments. Wind-blown snow was high against some of the stones. A few bare trees supported dark leafy clumps of empty nests in the crooks of limbs. 

The blizzard quashed any hope of spring weather. I didn’t want Hope’s Easter break overshadowed by another sad death.

Hope said, “Dad, can you hear me? Was it someone we know?”

“Sorry, I hear you,” I said. “The police just got into it. Whoever it was died long ago.”

The grey light of the winter sky strained my eyes. I blinked and focused on the glossy faux wood of the funeral car’s dashboard. 

Hope’s voice was washed away in static.

I said, “Sweetie, where are you? It’s hard to hear you.”

Gwen’s door opened and I was chilled by wintry air as she mouthed, “I’ll be right back.” 

The Cadillac chimed until Gwen closed her door. 

“...Atlanta airport,” Hope said, “Air Canada put me on stand-by. I could fly Delta to Detroit tomorrow and work on getting from there to Toronto or Buffalo. I’d have to buy another ticket. Is that okay?”

“That’s why you have the credit card,” I said. “Good for you to figure it out.” 

Hope doesn’t take money for granted, even though there’d been a big payout on the whole life policy Carrie started when she joined the nurse’s union.

“Dad, how are you doing?”

“I’m good. We’re about to start the graveside service. Gwen says hi.”

The sedan chimed as Gwen opened her door and rocked as she sat. She pointed at my phone. 

“How’s my girl doing? She on her way?”

Hope said, “Tell her I want to see her, and Mama Jessie while I’m home.”

Gwen smiled and nodded. 

I said, “She heard you, and she wants that too.” 

I looked to Gwen and said, “She’s still in Atlanta, but she’s got a plan.”

“Dad, I know you have to go, but tell me for real. Are you okay?”

I took a breath before speaking.

“Hope, I’m as good as we can be, this time of year. We’ll talk more when you get here. I love you.”
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A red Toyota Corolla, grimy with road salt, rolled through the cemetery gate and stopped beside Gwen’s car.

Gwen waved to the driver, a fortyish looking woman with ash brown hair pulled tight in a bun, and sad eyes. “That’s Ella Sayers. It’s her mother who passed.”

I powered my seat back as Gwen lowered the window on my side. She spoke across the gap to the woman in the Toyota.

“Ms. Sayers, everything is prepared. Would you like to follow me?”

She said, “Let’s just get this done. I need to get back to work.”

Gwen pulled ahead to open a space for the red Toyota. The funeral car’s tires crunched slowly through ice and snow as Gwen led the procession. On both sides of the lane rows of headstones poked up through drifted snow.

Gwen said, “She’s having a time.”

“That’s how she was on the phone,” I said. “Didn’t want to meet to plan things or talk about her mother.”

Dirty red-brown tire tracks in the snow mark where they’d backed out the front-end loader. The cemetery crew placed plywood sheets around the hole in the frozen earth and laid green plastic carpet over the wood. It was for safer footing but always made me think of miniature golf.

Gwen said, “She was all business when we met. Her mother had pre-planned, and specified a protestant officiant. The original arranger’s notes were still in the file, and they’d penciled in A.B.C. You know, Anything but Catholic.”

“So much of my ministry is helping people get over hurtful history.”

Gwen patted my arm. “Part of why we love you, Tom. It’s also why I asked you to help, even though you’re supposed to be off this week.”

Gwen was a student intern at Morrison Brothers when we first met. I walked in the back office to pick up a clergy record as an older, white, male staffer schooled her about the need to control her hair. Back then, she’d kept it in shoulder length tight twists.

“With respect, Mr. Morrison, do you see who’s up there?” Gwen pointed to the photos of the deceased on schedule board.  “They look a lot more like me than you.”

Morrison brought his hands up, like a Brooks Brothers Jesus calming the waters, and said, “At Morrison Brothers we require a certain... professional look, Ms. Bailey. That’s all I’m saying.”

“Did you read their announcements? Nuala Clark was a Bay Street lawyer, Dr. Williams an orthopedic surgeon, and Henrietta Brown was a clerk at the provincial legislature for 27 years. Is that “professional” enough for you?” She even made the air quotes with her fingers.

Later that day, as she drove us to a cemetery, I saw Gwen’s broad smile for the first time when she declared, “I do weary of the rule of old white men. No offense!”

She was the one in charge on this chilly afternoon.

To the right of the grave, loose soil and frozen clods of dark brown earth spilled out from under a green tarp.  Where the dirty tracks met the cemetery lane, a discrete sign read “Morrison Brothers”. 

Down the road, two men sat in an idling pickup truck. They’d wait until Gwen gave the nod to fill in the hole.

Gwen said, “I’ll get things going. We’re using interns and new hires as pall bearers today. Good experience for them. You stay warm in the car until we need you, yeah?”

Ella Sayers stood alone on the path to her mother’s grave. Above us there was a break in the clouds.

Sunlight glinted off a polished aluminum rail of the casket lowering device. I looked up from that unexpected brightness to see a small blonde girl dancing on the mini-golf carpet. I’d just been talking with Hope. Was that why I saw or day-dreamed this little one?

The dancer seemed about five years old. She wore a fuzzy red wool poncho trimmed in white fur. She circled the dark hole into which Mrs. Sayers’s remains would descend.  

Gwen rapped on the car window with her gloved knuckle. It always felt odd to have her open my door but it’s the Morrison Brothers way. The Cadillac chimed as I climbed out.

The little dancer moved to the beat of the door chime. The curled ends of her long blonde hair bobbed with each step. The smooth leather soles of her shiny black shoes slipped a little on the frosted green carpet. She smiled broadly as she circled the grave, leaving no tracks I could see.

Gwen said, “Ms. Sayers, this is Reverend Book.”

She was about halfway between my height of six feet, and Gwen’s five feet. Close up, her eyes looked tired. Strands of ash brown hair pushed out from under a blue and white Maple Leafs toque. 

“Ms. Sayers. Hello.” 

Our breaths made clouds in the cold air.

“Reverend Book, thank you for doing this.”

“It’s Tom. I asked before, but is there anything I should say about your mother?”

Her jaw stiffened. “Can we just please start?”

I turned to Gwen. “Ms. Bailey?”

Gwen nodded to Pat, another senior staffer, who stood between the grave and the funeral coach with a squad of junior staffers.

Pat was as wide and solid as the stone posts at the cemetery entrance. He swung open the rear door of the funeral coach and rolled the casket out a third of the way. The pallbearers were paired by descending height. They wore matching charcoal topcoats and standard issue Morrison Brothers ear warmers. They stepped in to grip the carry handles on either side of the casket.

Four of the six were women and three were persons of colour. I saw this as a sign of Gwen’s influence at one of the stuffiest family firms in a very conservative industry. One pallbearer had hair fixed in tight braids at least as long as Gwen used to keep hers.

A slight lift of Gwen’s two gloved palms, and the six pall-bearers moved as one. I fell in beside Gwen as we trod in unison toward the grave. 

We followed muddy tracks in the snow from the road to the grave. I snuck a peek over my shoulder and saw Ella Sayers lagging.

I turned to face her mother’s resting place. As I stepped up on the golf green carpet to the right of the grave, the little blonde dancer gamboled towards me. Her blue eyes were luminous. 

The little girl seemed startled to see me. She stopped short, skidding on the slick, frosted surface. Her arms flew out in anticipation of a fall. I stepped towards her, and leaned forward, reaching out to catch her. The little one halted her forward slide and regained balance, just before those woolly white mittens would have met my hands.

On the other side of the grave, Gwen cleared her throat, and with the slightest nod to me, signaled the approach of the casket.

I turned my head and saw Pat huffing clouds behind me. 

I stepped aside for the young staffers carrying the casket. 

I strode to the head of the grave, moving through the spot where I’d last seen the little dancer. All that remained was the memory of the clarity of those pale blue eyes. 

If Aunt Rosie the Obeah woman has it right, what was this spirit trying to tell me? If it’s not a guiding spirit, then what’s happening to me? I tried to remember what my wife would have said. Be open, accept, receive.

Pat’s crew set Mrs. Sayers’s casket on the cross bands of the lowering device. The canvas straps tightened and audibly strained but held. The pallbearers stepped back from the grave. 

I took a centering breath as I reached in my coat for my notes. I looked to Ella Sayers, the lone mourner at her mother’s grave. She met my gaze for the first time, as I began to speak.

“We are here to say farewell to Mrs. Wanda Mae Sayers. With faith and hope we entrust her to God’s loving care. We want that for her as much as we want that for every soul who’s ever lived, and for ourselves when it’s time. Her body will be laid to rest in this place but those we love do not perish with their body. We are part of a bigger story, and there is more to us, more to everything, than we can usually see.” 
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“Eric Halliday, was that your handiwork in the old boiler room?”

“Reverend Tom, are you asking if I hid that poor soul’s body in the wall?” 

Eric carried himself like the old-school banker he once was. His checked flannel shirt and pressed khakis fit neatly on his small frame. He kept his white hair freshly trimmed, like he was ready to go back to the branch tomorrow, even though he’s been retired longer than I’ve been working.

“No, I meant the new whiteboards, and all those drill holes on the outside wall... but are you trying to tell me something?”

“We had some trouble with the last one. The whiteboards were on Deborah’s muffin list.”

Our church administrator leaves out a tin of fresh baking topped with a post-it note for the old boys coffee and fix-it club. 

Eric’s one of her favourites. He came in early to help Michael and I set up for an emergency council meeting in the Christian Education wing. The scene of crime techs had taken charge of the basement and cordoned off most of the main building.

At fifty-eight, Michael is the youngest of the old boys. He wore loose fitting jeans and a navy t-shirt with the logo of his restaurant, ‘Amazing Sandwich Powers’ stretched over his broad chest. It’s a police shield engraved with the outline of a B.L.T.

“Eric... help me with this?”

Michael’s large hands rested on the top corners of
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