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      Lay her i' th' earth,

      And from her fair and unpolluted flesh

      May violets spring!

      

      William Shakespeare

      Hamlet
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      Ann Kinnear raised her eyebrows, incredulous. “Mrs. Fulton? The piano teacher?”

      “Yeah, it would be a trip down memory lane,” replied her brother, Mike.

      “Maybe for you, not for me. I flunked out of piano lessons, remember?” Ann tossed back the last of her wine.

      Mike refilled her glass. “She’s such a nice lady.”

      “Didn’t you call her the Dragon Lady?” asked Mike’s partner, Scott.

      “I did not.”

      “I think you’re scared of her,” said Scott, taking a sip of his wine.

      “I was six,” said Mike. “She used to make me play scales until my little fingers were bloody stubs.”

      “She must be about a hundred, right?” asked Ann.

      “Probably about sixty-five.”

      “That’s all? You mean she was only a little older than Mom and Dad when you were taking lessons?”

      Mike considered. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “Jeez, she seemed ancient then.” She took another sip of wine. “Have you even seen her recently?”

      “Every once in a while in the grocery store.”

      “One time he saw her in the produce section,” said Scott, “and we had to hide in the soup aisle until she left the store.”

      “We weren’t hiding, I had to get broth,” said Mike sulkily.

      Ann laughed and waved her hand. “Fine, I’ll do it. What exactly does she want?”

      “She wants you to meet her at St. Andrew’s on Easter Eve.”

      “Easter Eve?”

      “Whatever the night before Easter is called.”

      “What’s she looking for?”

      “She didn’t tell me.”

      “Mike—” Ann began.

      “I know, I know. I tried to get her to tell me, but she wouldn’t.”

      “And he’s not going to challenge the Dragon Lady,” said Scott.

      Mike rolled his eyes and refilled his own glass. “Bloody stubs,” he said. “That’s all I’m saying.”
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        * * *

      

      Ann followed Mrs. Fulton up the walkway to the doors of the church, a damp breeze rustling the blossoms on the dogwood trees flanking the entrance. The night was cool, but the day before there had been a hint of spring in the air, and the weather for Easter Sunday was forecast to be sunny and warmer.

      Ann, Mike, and her parents had been occasional attendees at St. Andrew’s services when she was little—Palm Sunday, Easter, Christmas Eve, the weddings of her parent’s friends, and the funerals of her parents’ friends’ parents. Ann recalled having a virtual seizure during a service when, in the middle of the sermon, she had suddenly decided that the waistband of her dress was unsurvivably constricting. She must have been four.

      Mrs. Fulton pulled a keyring from her purse. “Since I’m the organist, I have a key so I can get into the church to practice during the week,” she said.

      She was a tiny, bird-like woman, barely five feet tall, but with unusually large hands, the backs of which were crisscrossed with a grid of blue veins. She pushed the door open and preceded Ann into the narthex, which was lit only by a lamp on a table holding tidy piles of flyers for church events, organizations, and services. She opened the doors to the nave and hit a switch near the door, illuminating two rows of lights suspended over plain wooden pews. The altar remained in shadow, the stained-glass windows dulled by the midnight darkness.

      Mrs. Fulton walked down the center aisle and genuflected. She took off her coat and draped it carefully over the back of the second pew, then slid into the third pew and motioned Ann to sit next to her. Ann shrugged out of her own coat, then lowered herself onto the uncushioned wood.

      Mrs. Fulton folded her hands in her lap and gazed toward the altar. Ann couldn’t tell if she was praying or just collecting her thoughts.

      After few moments, Ann cleared her throat. “So, Mrs. Fulton …”

      “I suppose you wonder why I asked you to come here tonight,” said Mrs. Fulton.

      “Yes. Mike didn’t give me many details.”

      Mrs. Fulton looked at her sharply. “Probably no details, since I gave him none myself.”

      “Yes, that’s right,” said Ann. “No details.”

      “I asked you to come here to help me communicate with someone who has passed beyond our mortal world.”

      “I’ll certainly do what I can.”

      “Someone who I believe is most likely to be here tonight of all nights.”

      “I hope I can help. Who would you like to communicate with?”

      “Our Lord Jesus Christ.”

      A long moment passed.

      “Jesus Christ,” said Ann.

      “Yes,” said Mrs. Fulton.

      Ann sat back in the pew. “Jesus Christ,” she muttered.

      Mrs. Fulton looked at Ann suspiciously. “Exactly.”

      A quarter of a minute ticked by before Ann broke the silence. “Can you excuse me for a minute? I need to use the restroom.”

      Mrs. Fulton raised her eyebrows. “Certainly. Through the doors at the side of the nave and down the stairs.”

      “Thank you.” Ann slid out of the pew, then shuffled through the one behind it to reach the side aisle, feeling that the less time she spent in the center aisle, the less obvious would be her failure to genuflect.

      The stairs led down to a musty multi-function room, outside of which were restrooms: Ladies and Gentlemen. She stepped into the ladies room, clicked on the lights, pulled out her phone, and hit the speed dial for Mike.

      “Hey, how’s it going?” he answered cheerfully.

      “She wants me to talk to Jesus,” she hissed.

      “Jesus?”

      “Yes. This is why you’re supposed to get more information from the prospective clients before we take them on—so you don’t send me out on an engagement with a crazy person.”

      “Well, she’s not necessarily crazy, just religious. You do speak with dead people, and he’s dead.” Ann could tell from the tightness in his voice that he was trying not to laugh.

      “He’s not dead,” she said. “He rose from the dead and now sits on the right hand of God the Father, remember? Can you please add a note to the promotional material that I don’t talk with the resurrected? I barely talk with the just plain deceased.”

      “I’m sure it will all work out,” said Mike placatingly. “Plus,” he added with some enthusiasm, “if it works out, we’ll have more business than we know what to do with.”

      “Fantastic,” she grumbled. “How much are we getting for this, anyway?”

      Mike hesitated. “One-fifty.”

      “A hundred and fifty dollars?” Ann tried to hold her voice below a squawk.

      “It’s the friends and family rate.”

      “She’s not friends or family,” said Ann. “God Almighty.”

      “No,” corrected Mike. “Jesus Christ.”

      “You are in so much trouble,” Ann said, and jabbed the button to end the call.

      She headed back upstairs and lowered herself onto the pew next to Mrs. Fulton.

      “So,” she said. “Jesus Christ.”

      “Yes,” said Mrs. Fulton, her hands folded primly in her lap.

      “It’s an unusual request.”

      Mrs. Fulton raised her eyebrows. “Really? I’m surprised. Of all the people who have passed on throughout history, it seems like an obvious choice. At least for Christians.”

      “Maybe they normally go to their priest for this kind of thing.”

      The color rose in Mrs. Fulton’s cheeks. “I can’t go to the priest for this. I can’t go to anyone else for this.”

      “Actually,” said Ann, seeing a possible out, “you don’t even need a priest. Anyone can talk to Jesus, right? I mean, you probably don’t even need me to help you, you can just talk right to him.”

      Mrs. Fulton looked down at her hands. “I have tried. But perhaps I’m not being sensitive enough to any messages he may be trying to send me. I thought you, as someone who communicates with those who have passed on, could help.”

      “But he hasn’t really passed on, right? In the normal sense?”

      “No, certainly not in the normal sense.”

      Ann waited a beat and, getting no response, tried another tack. “Mrs. Fulton, when I can perceive a spirit—which doesn’t always happen, as I’m sure Mike explained to you—it’s usually in the location where the person died, or occasionally in some other place that’s meaningful to that person.”

      “Well, I would certainly think that a church would qualify as a place that is meaningful to Our Lord.”

      “This particular church?”

      “All churches.”

      Ann sighed. “I suppose you’re right. Nothing ventured, nothing gained. What do you want to ask?”

      Mrs. Fulton looked back down at her hands. “I want to ask forgiveness for a terrible mistake I made.”

      Ann was quite sure she kept her groan internal. “Oh?”

      “There was … a man,” continued Mrs. Fulton.

      This was not what she had expected from the Dragon Lady. When Mrs. Fulton didn’t go on, she asked, “Recently?”

      “No, not recently,” snapped Mrs. Fulton. “This was many, many years ago.”

      “Of course,” said Ann, “Many years ago.”

      Mrs. Fulton drew a deep breath. “There was a priest. A new priest who replaced Father Imboden. A young man. He showed up—” She hesitated, swallowed, then went on. “He showed up at a time when my husband was traveling for business quite a bit.” Her large fingers twisted in her lap. “I was quite lonely during that time, although that’s no excuse. I’m not proud of the way I behaved.” She stopped speaking, keeping her eyes on her hands.

      Ann had a vague memory of Father Imboden—a rotund, white-haired man with a gigantic walrus mustache—but no memory of his successor. She racked her brain for a question she could ask that would appear encouraging but wouldn’t result in Mrs. Fulton sharing any details about her liaison with Father Imboden’s replacement. She was saved by a question from Mrs. Fulton.

      “Is he here yet?”

      It took Ann a moment to realize who she was referring to. “Jesus?” She obligingly glanced around the church. “No, not yet.”

      Mrs. Fulton looked annoyed. “How long does it usually take?”

      “Maybe Mike didn’t explain to you fully how this works⁠—”

      At that moment, a movement at the front of the church caught Ann’s eye. A man was standing next to the altar, looking benignly toward her and Mrs. Fulton. He was dressed in a plaid shirt, beige cardigan, worn jeans, and sneakers. He pushed his wire-rimmed glasses up on his nose.

      “I believe Mikey explained sufficiently,” said Mrs. Fulton. “Although I must say that he seemed to be in a bit of a hurry to conclude the conversation.”

      The man walked down the stairs from the altar, gave the most passing of genuflections, then ambled down the aisle and slid into the first pew.

      Ann tried to hide her annoyance at having an audience for what was clearly going to be a fiasco. She returned her attention to Mrs. Fulton and continued her explanation. “For these engagements, the experience varies from situation to situation. And this is certainly a situation I’ve never experienced before.”

      Mrs. Fulton turned to look toward the altar, clearly not seeing the man seated two rows away. Ann used the opportunity to make what she hoped was a surreptitious shooing motion toward the man. He responded with a friendly smile and saluted her with two fingers to his brow.

      Mrs. Fulton turned back to Ann and caught the end of the shoo. “What are you doing?”

      “Nothing.” Ann flexed her fingers. “Slight hand cramp. Please go ahead with what you were saying.”

      Mrs. Fulton looked more carefully in the direction Ann had been looking. “Is there someone there?”

      “Yes, but don’t worry about him.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There’s a man sitting a couple of rows ahead of us, but you don’t need to worry about him.”

      Mrs. Fulton shot to her feet, her purse clutched to her
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