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To Lynn.

Who braved the woods, the fog, and a ghost of a little girl with me.
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It is October 31st. All Hallows' Eve hovers on the horizon, and my friend Lynn and I have decided to ignore the portent, the heavy mist, and the grey clouds as we make our way down a dirt road to the gravesite of a little girl who died more than one hundred and thirty-five years ago. Catherine McIntosh.

Catherine plays a central role in Cardinal. This book is my first foray into the paranormal, and this trip my first visit to the last place Catherine called home. The gravesite is as depicted by those who have blogged, posted, and written about this little girl. It appears to be in the middle of nowhere, on land that was once a family farm. Getting here is not easy. Getting out is just as challenging.

It is worth the drive. Catherine’s gravestone seems unravaged by time. It sits near the road surrounded by flowers, cards, dolls, and other gifts all a tribute to a young girl who never lived to celebrate her ninth birthday. Some kind soul has draped lights above the headstone. I wonder what it would look like at night. I wonder if I have the nerve.

We bring gifts, a small angelic ceramic candle holder from Lynn and miniature bouquet of artificial flowers from me. We make our way to the headstone wondering if, like many others, we will feel Catherine’s presence. We do not. And we should know better.

I place the small vase at the foot of the headstone, and I introduce myself. I tell Catherine I have written about her. She is an important part of my book. I hope she will be happy to know that. As I start to lift my head from the treasure trove of gifts, a red bird looks back at me. A cardinal. Plastic, but nonetheless a cardinal. So, Catherine knew we were coming.

I’m not moving. “Lynnie, there’s a cardinal in the tree.” Lynn turns to look in my direction. Her head sweeps over the small, forested area. “No,” she says. “They are all over the place.”

Someone has festooned branches with red birds, not all cardinals, but all red and all close enough to the title of this book. We thank Catherine, and we leave.

Off the dirt road and back on pavement, we breathe. We realize we have time for a coffee and a walk around a nearby town on our way to a weekend yoga retreat. We park, grab a hot drink, and make our way to the first gift shop. I open the door. A table chock-a-block with lovely toys, trinkets, and treasures holds centre stage. In the middle of this table, a large cardinal. I turn and walk out.

It’s time to leave brilliant red birds behind us. We land at the resort, put on our swimsuits, and make our way to the pool. There is a large locker room. Some of the lockers have names on them. I turn the corner and stop before the first locker. One with a name on it. The name is Catherine MacIntosh.

There are forces at work that surround Cardinal. I don’t know what they are, but I am grateful for them. There are other forces in the here and now that I know well – and to whom I owe a debt of gratitude. Thanks to Lynn Bruce and Cheryl Enman who have worked diligently, and repeatedly, to ensure this book flows smoothly and logically, and that commas know their place on the page. This is no easy task, but it is essential. Their care and dedication to detail is deeply appreciated.

I would also like to thank my publisher Jude Pittman, who offered me the opportunity to write Cardinal, and the entire team at BWL Publishing who supported me throughout the journey.

There are numerous fans and friends of Catherine’s who have written about her, her grave, and the gifts she continues to bestow. I am indebted to you for your insight and for sharing so openly what you learned, what you experienced.

As always, I am grateful to family and friends. To Allan. Your support is my foundation. There are no words.

As Cardinal takes flight in your hands and, I hope, your hearts, I have one last thank you. To a little girl who refuses to die. Catherine, this is for you.
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Thorburn Exchange, Pictou County, Nova Scotia 

Tuesday, April 23, 1889

Catherine McIntosh kicks off her blankets. Again. She’s hot, and in the whirl of a restless sleep, her body seeks cool air. Any relief from the overwhelming heat. The eight-year-old doesn’t understand why it is so hot. Why she is so hot.

Her mother gently pulls the blankets back over her daughter’s feverish body. Catherine is sick, has been sick for days and days now. This started so simply, so normally. A sore throat, a mild fever. Catherine is long past that. Now her entire body aches and a red rash has spread across her little arms, legs, torso. Her fever fills the room with an anguished heat.

No one is saying the words every parent dreads to hear, but in her heart, this mother knows those words to be true. Scarlet fever.

Catherine’s mother refuses to hear the whispers consuming her daughter’s bedroom. Defiantly, she makes plans for Catherine’s ninth birthday a month from now. There will be cake. There will be games and songs and a present. Something special. Perhaps they can afford a doll. Catherine loves dolls.

At some unknown hour, Catherine’s mother falls into a fitful sleep. When she wakes, she faces the cruelest of realities. Her daughter will never turn nine.

Catherine has stopped tossing and turning. Her fever has vanished. The red sandpaper that covered her body has disappeared. Soft white skin remains. A smile spreads across Catherine’s face. Then she sees her mother crying. Catherine goes to comfort her. To hug her.

There is no hug. There is no comfort. Catherine does not understand what is happening. She is, after all, only eight years and eleven months old. Catherine sits beside her mother. Sees the rumpled quilt on her bed. Sees someone lying in her bed. Catherine wonders who it might be. Tries to hug her mother. Again.

She hears someone calling her name. It must be her father, but it doesn't sound like her father. It doesn’t matter. Catherine is not leaving her mother.

Ever.

Greenvale Road, Pictou County, Nova Scotia 

Thursday, April 23, 2026

Yellow birch trees bend a welcome in the wind. Balsam firs wave a needled hello. There is a lilt in Nell Gillis’s step, a half-smile on her face, a lightness in her being. Nell feels at home. She is not sure why. This is not her home.

The granite headstone looks its age, and ageless. Moss has nestled in the carved letters and ridges that give the memorial its foundation. Nell stretches out her hand to caress the stone, a prayer ready on her lips. Her hand stops inches from the stone. There is a brightness to the mossy granite as if somehow sunshine emanates from within.

Nell withdraws her hand. She reaches instead to the ground and gently places a ragdoll at the base of the headstone. It settles alongside dozens of other offerings: a stuffed elephant and a cuddly teddy bear, bouquets of artificial flowers, dolls of all hairstyles and attire. Someone has cut a small spray of mayflowers. The sweet, spicy scent tickles Nell’s nostrils. Nell made her gift back in Halifax more than one hundred and seventy kilometers away. She wanted to replicate what a doll might have looked like when plastic and assembly lines didn’t exist. When Catherine McIntosh was a little girl.

This is Nell’s fourth visit. It will be her last. Nell raises her head from the gifts spread on the earth before her. She realizes she has not been paying attention. She has been inside her head. She has forgotten that where there is sunshine, there are shadows.

The last thing Nell Gillis remembers is a loud, unearthly growl.
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Saturday, April 25th 
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Halifax, Nova Scotia

Gord Gillis is 62. He’s a retired firefighter. He looks like a 62-year-old firefighter, I think. Now admittedly, I have no idea what a 62-year-old firefighter should look like. Except he should look like Gord Gillis.

It’s a circular argument, and it’s giving me a headache. This is the stage in the client interview where the private detective, that would be me, leans back, nods, makes soothing sounds, and shakes their head in sympathy. I learned this technique when I was a cop with the Halifax Regional Police, and it has served me well as sole owner and employee of Bold Pursuit, although, at the moment, there is no boldness or pursuing required. Just a lot of nodding.

Gord needs to get his fear out before he can move on to dealing with that fear. Which is why I am sitting at a table in the Easy Street Diner sipping a now-cold decaf coffee. And nodding. It’s time to move on. I lean forward and give Gord’s hand, the one hugging his mug for dear life, a sympathetic pat. 

“Nell sounds wonderful,” I say.

“Ms. Montgomery, you have to believe me. She would never leave me.” Gord says this emphatically. A hint of spittle makes its way to the corner of his lips. A hint of uncertainty travels with it.

I give Gord’s hand another gentle pat. I tell him to call me Em, like we are old friends enjoying an early morning chat. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Tell me everything you know. Even the tiniest detail can be helpful.”

Gord has a lot of details, and in the end, very little information to help me locate his missing wife. Nell went to Pictou, about a two-hour drive from Halifax, on Monday. She’s trying to find a brother she didn’t know existed until her mother died a few months ago. The deal was Nell would visit the newspaper office, the library, and the genealogy centre. She also intended to talk to the locals to see if any of them knew anything about her brother. She was also going to have lunch with a former colleague from the RCMP.

“It was a long shot, but Nell felt she had to go.” Gord picks at his napkin, turns and looks out the window. “She said he was family. You don’t turn your back on family.”

“Someone did,” I point out softly.

Gord brings his eyes and his attention back to the table. “Nell’s mother died in January. MAID. She had stomach cancer and opted for an assisted death. That gave her time to get her affairs in order.”

I wait. Unburdening takes time. I also learned this when I was a cop. It’s Interrogation 101. Gord plucks at his napkin. He is reminding himself. He is not sharing family secrets; he is helping to find his missing wife. “Nell’s father got a girl pregnant when they were both sixteen. We’re not sure what happened to the baby. All we know is the baby was a boy, and he was born in the spring of 1955.”

Gord returns to plucking the napkin, or what is left of it. “It sounds so silly when I say it out loud, but we thought that might be enough to find him. Pictou is small, like 3,000 people small. And Nell had to try.”

It’s clear I’m heading to Pictou, and I’d like to get under way as quickly as possible. Gord will have to be nudged. I reach over and take the napkin away from him. I wad it in a ball and toss it on my plate. “What makes you think Nell is missing?”

Gord reaches for what is left of his napkin. He looks down at the shredded paper. Finally, he looks up at me. “The ghost.”
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* * *
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Kilometer 27

I remind myself it’s about knowing the odds, and accepting them. There are certain facts of life you accept as a cop. When a woman is murdered, it’s almost always the husband. Cocaine users have the greatest addiction and will kill to feed that addiction. Most robberies are committed for drug money.

There are certain facts of life for private detectives as well. No one gives you all the information you need. Every client thinks they are smarter than you. Every tenth client will be a loon. Gord Gillis is the tenth. He’s a nice man. He loves his wife. He is worried about his wife. He thinks a ghost is involved.

Loon.

Yet here I am on the 102 driving 120 kilometers an hour on my way to Pictou to find a woman who may have been abducted by a ghost. I should have raised my daily rate.

I take another sip of lunch, a smoothie from Pete’s Frootique, and settle into the soft grey leather that cost me an extra $1,500. I’m listening to some woman who wrote a book called The Thong Principle. I should have read the subtitle; this is not Fifty Shades of Grey. It’s about communicating effectively. I learn I need to talk openly and honestly—to myself.

Here's what I’ve learned so far. This isn’t about a ghost. It’s about a woman who appears to have gone missing. Who needs to be found. That’s my job. I take another slurp of lunch and settle in to review what I know.
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Kilometer 97

You can do a lot of work in your car. Gord had contact info for three people Nell met with and, by the time I hit Truro, I have made three phone calls—and three appointments. None of these people are working today, but they have all agreed to see me. Everyone knows a woman is missing. Everyone gives a damn. You have to love small town Nova Scotia.
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Kilometer 159

I take Exit 22 toward Pictou. I’m patting myself on the back for not thinking about anything paranormal for more than an hour, so I’m treating myself to a washroom break and a freshly baked ambrosia muffin from The Coffee Bean. In less than seven minutes, I’m back in my car and making good time along the two-lane 106. Still slurping my smoothie. Now also munching my muffin. Things are going swimmingly. I give myself another pat on the back.

I should know better.

By the time I pass Browns Point, I am dwelling less on Nell Gillis and more on Catherine McIntosh. The former, I’m hoping is still alive. The latter, I’m fervently praying, is not.

This is not my first foray into the paranormal. You’d be surprised at the number of people who claim to have an experience with the “other side” while being robbed, accosted, drugged, and even kidnapped. Criminals also like to blame, then embrace, the other worldly. And then there are the mediums, the empaths, the spiritualists. They want to help. They never do. Somehow, when woo-woo meets reality, it is always a human who committed the crime, always a real person who suffered, and always an open window that blew out the candle. Mysteriously.

Still, there is no way around it. I will have to go to Greenvale Road. I will have to visit the gravesite of an eight-year-old girl. I will have to bring a gift for the long-departed. What I will not do is solve this case because of a ghost.

I should know better.

Rana Khoury is ready and waiting for me at her home office. The front door is open and she hollers, “Come on in,” before I have a chance to knock. There is a well-lit foyer with a table and coat stand. I take Rana’s business card from the former and hang my quilted jacket on the latter. A delicious aroma of mint tea greets me as I walk inside.

I hold out my hand and offer Rana a business card. “Thank you for doing this on a Saturday.”

Rana brushes away the inconvenience with a wave of her hand as she reads my card. “What’s E.M. stand for?”

I’m not telling her. I’m not telling anyone. I make a mental note to get new business cards.

As Rana pours tea, I reach for a piece of cashew bark piled high on a plate. It’s heavenly. Rana grins. “Peace by Chocolate,” she says as if that explains everything, and it does. You can’t live in Nova Scotia and not know about the internationally famous candy company Syrian newcomers founded in 2016.

While I’m chewing and savoring, I take the opportunity to get a sense of the editor of The Advocate. She’s tall, about 5’8”, I’d guess, and lean. She’s wearing a white tee underneath a taupe blazer that matches her hijab. Rana moves with efficiency and confidence. She also wastes no time in getting to the matter at hand.

“Your client came to see me this week. I don’t think I was much help.”

I tilt my head. It’s a technique cops use to subtly nudge people to say more. Rana knows exactly what I’m doing. She gives me another smile. “Nell was looking for her half-brother, as I’m sure you already know. I gave her access to the archives, but I have only been here for seven years. I don’t know the lived history.”

“Did you get a sense how the hunt was going?”

Rana shrugs. It’s an elegant lift and release of the shoulders. “Pictou has a long and storied history of people coming—and going. We get a lot of people tracing their ancestry. Nell seemed to know her search was a long shot, but a shot she wanted to take anyway.”

“Did she tell you anything about her plans? Where she might be heading?”

The smile is back. “This will be familiar territory for you, I’m sure. I knew Nell was going to visit McCulloch House to see if she could find any genealogy records, and she was having lunch with Ian. I gather she used to work for the RCMP.”

I nod as I reach for more cashew bark. “Her husband says she was civil staff for her whole career. Loved it apparently.”

“She said she knew Ian, not well, but well enough to reach out and share a burger and fries.”

“Anyone else she mentioned wanting to see?”

Rana shoots me a look I don’t know how to interpret. “There was one other person she said she needed to visit.”

I lean forward. I have no one else on my list.

Rana leans in with me. She looks me straight in the eye. “Nell said she couldn’t go home until she saw Catherine McIntosh.”
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* * *
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The Stone Soup Café is only a stone’s throw from Rana’s home office. Sergeant Ian Campbell is waiting for me at a table for two near the kitchen. He’s a big man, and his unspoken authority is evident even in casual black denim pants and a grey sweatshirt with the words “Elbows Up.” He thrusts a huge hand out. “I’m Ian. You must be the detective.”

I give the sergeant my card. “What’s E.M. stand for?” Must be a Pictou thing. I pull the empty wooden chair back from the table and sit down. “Thanks for doing this.”

My appreciation is met with a deep-throated laugh. “Okay. Not going to tell me what E.M. stands for. Try the eggs benny. The English muffins are homemade.”

We place our order with a smiling server who much to my delight does not ask what my initials stand for. When she walks away, I dive in. “Nell’s husband is worried she’s missing. I understand she had lunch with you.”

Ian nods. “I’ve known Nell casually through work for years. When she made plans to come to town, she called. We had lunch here as a matter of fact.”

“Anything that could help me find her?”

Ian’s shoulders straighten. He looks down at the table then turns his face to the front of the restaurant. Ian Campbell is weighing his options. I am not the only one looking for Nell Gillis. The RCMP are also searching for her.

“I had a lovely lunch with Nell. Everything seemed fine. We talked about former colleagues. Those we liked and those we didn’t. We chatted, briefly, about her long-lost half-brother. I was no help there.”

“Any idea what happened?”

“No.” Ian says this word softly but firmly. It may be a line in the sand.

“Do you know who else she was going to meet with, aside from the genealogy society and the ghost?”

Ian grins. “There are only a few people who can help in a quest like this. Nell knew that. She was not here for long.”

“So, tell me what kind of trouble she could get into in Pictou, Nova Scotia.”

“Well, E. M. you will need another coffee.”
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* * *
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Ian leaves me with a half-full cup and a promise to check in tomorrow. I have roughly thirty minutes before I’m meeting Alistair MacInnis at the McCulloch House Museum and Genealogy Centre. I take these few minutes to review what I’ve learned. It’s not much.

Nell did not seem to be upset about her life or her search for her brother. She was last seen heading out of town, and the assumption is she was on her way to Catherine McIntosh’s grave. It’s a popular local landmark with a hint of eeriness. Many people stop by to pay their respects to the one-hundred-and-thirty-seven-year-old little girl. Nell appears to have been one of those. I appear to be joining the queue. There is no way around it. I will have to visit the site. I do not have to pretend I believe in ghosts.

Before I pay my respects to the not-dearly departed, I have a meeting to attend. The Centre is a 10-minute walk from downtown. I head out of the café and along Water Street. It’s a beautiful spring day, breezy but the sun is shining. Pictou feels in many ways like taking a step back in time. Historic houses built with rough-cut and polished stone blocks share the street with other residences and businesses that retain their original wood and stone structure. I have a few minutes to spare and pop into the Seaside Treasure Trove. I leave with a small wooden ornament. A striped fish is tethered to a shell tethered to a starfish. It’s playful and appropriate for this coastal town nestled on the Northumberland Strait.

Alistair MacInnis looks like he could have stepped off the deck of the Ship Hector in 1773. He’s a big man with a big white goatee and a big smile. He’s on the board of trustees of the Pictou County Genealogy and Heritage Society, which manages the museum for the province. He’s also the man who met with Nell four days ago.

We walk to the back of the historic house. The past surrounds us. There are exhibits in glass cases, quilts hanging from walls, and tables with handwritten documents and other memorabilia—all within arm’s reach. I’m staring at a scrap of paper that says “Wanted” across the top. Alistair looks down at the table and his smile softens. “It’s a request for information on the highlander MacKay.” He looks up to meet my eyes. “People have gone missing for hundreds of years.”

At the back of the house is a small office. Alistair is ready for our visit. A flowered China teapot and a plate of oatcakes are on the table along with a file. Alistair waves me to a chair and sits down to pour tea for us. He tilts his head at the file. “It’s all the information I could find for Nell. She didn’t have much to start from other than her father’s full name and the approximate date of her brother’s birth.”

The file contains birth records and a family tree. Alexander (Sandy) Cameron was born on May 23, 1939. There is no death record because he didn’t die in Pictou. By then he was living in Halifax. Births and deaths are documented on the family tree. Alistair catches my quizzical look and shakes his head. “None of Sandy Cameron’s family in Pictou are alive today.”

“Was Nell having any luck tracking down her brother?”

“I got the sense she didn’t expect to have much luck but felt she needed to try. She spent quite a bit of time in the genealogy centre looking at old records, newspaper accounts, and photos. Nothing.”

Alistair leans in and reaches for the teapot. He tops up both our cups. “Nell thought at one point the mother might have been a McIntosh. Hence her interest, at least her initial interest, in our famous ghost. But the link didn’t pan out.”

“Were there any links she was following up on?”

Alistair leans in and taps on the file. “There is a list of births in there for the time period Nell’s brother could have been born. Fourteen names. Most have left Pictou. A few remain. She was going to reach out to them.”

And so, it appears, am I.

I take a final soft slurp of tea and thank Alistair. We’re walking back through the museum to the front door. I have the file in one hand and a bag of oatcakes in the other. “For later this evening.”

I reach out my hand. Alistair takes it in both of his. “If I can help, please call.” Before I can respond, the man who looks like he could have stepped off Ship Hector leans in. He looks me in the eye. “She won’t hurt you.”

––––––––
[image: ]


* * *
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It’s getting late. Most people will be getting ready for supper. I call the three names on the list Alistair has given me. All three answer. All three agree to meet with me tomorrow. I do love small town Nova Scotia.

There is, of course, one more visit I need to make today. The friendly kid at the gas station has given me explicit instructions: From Pictou, head toward Greenvale. About one mile past the bridge at McPhersons Mills, take a right onto Greenvale Road. About two and a half miles in there is a Y, turn right. The cemetery is about two hundred yards further, on the right. “You’ll find her grave about twenty feet from the road.”

It’s a pleasant drive. There is little wind, and the sun is playing between the clouds. I have the radio on, but I’m not listening. I’ve learned little today I couldn’t have found out with a few phone calls from Halifax. But it’s important to be here, to see and feel the places where Nell Gillis was last, and to see and feel the people she talked with. I’ll unpack my thinking later tonight, but as of now I don’t have any idea what happened to this woman. Whatever it is though, I’m damn sure it’s not ethereal.

The kid is right. After about thirty-five minutes, including a short trek on a dirt road, I see trampled grass and tracks. Many people have come here to the middle of nowhere. I know what drew them.

I grab my jacket out of the back of the car and wrap it around my waist. The gravestone is a few feet away, etched granite weathered little by wind and rain. At its base are dozens of gifts: a doll with bright yellow hair, a toy train with a conductor waving from the engine room, a large giraffe with a very round, plump tummy. I make my way slowly to the gravestone. The wind seems to have picked up. I unwrap my jacket and put it on reaching into my pocket for the fish ornament. It seems small now in comparison to the big-haired doll, the winding train, the fat giraffe. I shake my head as if to clear the cobwebs that have suddenly settled.  This is silly. There is no ghost. 

The leaves at my feet dance as if in agreement. I bend down and place the ornament to the side of the gravestone, beside a bouquet of flowers that is still fresh. The sweet, zesty aroma of gardenias fills my nostrils. Catherine, this is for you. I hope you like it. What the hell, in for a penny, in for a pound.

The leaves continue their polka around my Adidas. I rearrange a few of the gifts—a hefty elephant with pink ears has tipped over on top of the bouquet and a card has become entangled in the doll’s hair—while
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