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“Please fetch five candles from the cupboard at the back of the class,” said Cindy. 
The student scampered to the storage unit while the rest of the kids fell silent. Five candles meant invoking a ghost.
Her runner dumped the candles on her desk, and Cindy thanked them as they settled back in their seat. She stood the candles in a pentagon on the floor at the front of the class and clicked her electric lighter to get each one burning.
A whisper slid through the classroom as Cindy finished off with the candles. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. The tug of the veil urged her across, but instead, she reached across the veil and grasped Pauline’s hand. The old woman grasped hers in return and allowed herself to be towed across the veil. The students fell silent. Cindy opened her eyes. Before the class stood a translucent old woman beaming at them.
“Good morning, Ms. Flivor,” said Cindy. “Thanks so much for joining us today.”
“Thank you for having me, dear,” said Pauline. Despite her wispy appearance, her voice retained a teacher’s no-nonsense intonation.
“Class, please welcome Pauline Flivor, activist and former teacher here at our very own Landon Sikes Public School,” said Cindy. “Everyone has been looking forward to hearing your story, as always.” Cindy smiled and gestured for the spectre to proceed.
“I’m happy to hear my audience is interested,” said Pauline. “Before I begin, let me get to know all of you a little better. Who here likes to invoke spirits across the veil?”
A few hands went up. At this point, most of Cindy’s students didn’t have enough experience to know for sure.
“And who among you likes to walk the spirit realm and convene with us that way?”
A few more hands shot up. It was the more common way to commune with the spirit world.
“And who likes to do both, like Ms. Dawson?” said Pauline, gesturing to Cindy.
This was the most numerous group. It was good for eight-year-olds to keep their options open.
“Thank you, everyone, for participating,” said Pauline. “I was one of you in that first group when I was young; I found that I preferred to invoke across the veil rather than travel there myself. You should know that there is nothing wrong with either way of doing things or using each method in different circumstances. Back when I was teaching here, the school board and many parents—your great-grandparents that would be now—disagreed with me. They believed that spirits should never be drawn to your world, that crossings should only occur in one direction: from the land of the living to the spirit realm, never the other way around.
“Today, I’m going to tell you the story of Ms. Dawson’s grandmother Frances, someone who greatly favoured invocation. In fact, she had real trouble crossing the veil at all.”
Cindy had heard this story a dozen times; every year, in fact. Pauline had tutored children who had trouble crossing the veil, until the school board and the parents forbade her methods because they involved invoking spirits. She had left the school and worked to change perceptions of people like her. After a lot of hard work from many people, now folks can cross the veil or invoke spirits whenever they please.
The story was tailored to her class of eight-year-olds. No doubt the entire tale wouldn’t be appropriate for them.
The bell rang, and the kids packed up for the day. A few straggled behind to ask Pauline more questions, but soon Cindy and Pauline were alone.
“I think that went well,” said Pauline.
“Yes, thanks so much for coming,” said Cindy. She picked at a hangnail.
Pauline smiled. “There’s something else you want to talk about.”
Cindy flushed. “Once a teacher, always a teacher, eh?”
Pauline just waited for her to explain. One of the candles flickered, but they were far from burning out and inadvertently banishing Pauline.
“The story you always tell my students,” said Cindy. “How did it really happen?”
“We would need bigger candles if you want to hear the details,” said Pauline.
Cindy held her gaze. “I do.” She looked down. “How did you know it would be worth it? That what you were doing would really help?”
“I didn’t,” said Pauline.
When Cindy looked up, Pauline was smiling softly at her.
“Call on me again when you have a bit of time,” said the spectre.
“Tonight,” said Cindy firmly. “Thank you.”
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Everything was ready. Cindy had picked up a dozen candles on her way home, and she’d set up six around her living room. Invocation had never been her strength, and more candles helped. She could always set up a second ring if the first started to flag. 
Cindy lit the candles and popped across the veil to find Pauline, who was ready on the other side. She waved through the mist, took Cindy’s hand, and they crossed back to Cindy’s living room together.
Cindy collapsed onto the couch, and Pauline conjured a wingback chair inside the circle of candles. She sat and conjured again—yarn and knitting needles. After a few moments of clicking away, she spoke.
“All the tests showed that Frances had a strong connection to the veil. Yet her partner, Grace, was running circles around her…”
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All the tests showed that Frances had a strong connection to the veil. Yet her partner, Grace, was running circles around her. Grace huffed for the third time while she waited for Frances to cross over. Frances gripped her candle in her lap so hard that her knuckles were pale. 
“I’m going again,” said Grace finally. “You’re just sitting there.”
Frances pounded her candle on the table, and her eyes shone with tears.
“Frances,” I said, “to me.”
She shoved out her chair and stomped up to the front of the class. The other students who weren’t presently travelling beyond the veil pretended not to watch her. I pitched my voice to be just between the two of us.
“Is something wrong?” I said. Maybe she was distracted, or perhaps someone close to her had recently passed forever to the other side.
She shook her head.
“No recent deaths in the family?”
Another head shake.
“Not even pets?”
“No, Ms. Flivor. There’s no reason. I just can’t do it,” said Frances.
“I’ll come by your house after school,” I said. “We’ll get you sorted out.”
I let out my breath and went back to marking tests. I’d never seen a case quite so severe as Frances. The last thing I wanted was to have to fail someone so talented. I’d tutored students before, privately, until they got the knack of crossing the veil. I had no more than a passing acquaintance with her parents, and no idea whether they would approve of my methods.
Children this age were not supposed to invoke, you see, it was considered advanced, the country of adults, despite the very real fact that some children, myself—and I suspected Frances—included quite naturally lean towards invocation and away from performing crossings. I found using invocation very effective as a stepping stone to making that first crossing.
For the most part, parents were glad to have their children pass, regardless of method, but in the preceding years, I think we had all felt a change in attitude among parents. But I’d be damned if I’d give in to the pressure and let a child fall through the cracks in my class.
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