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“ joy is the intersection between the human and the divine, and that’s why at some points, when you experience joy you throw your hands in the air, you laugh, you dance, but at other times you experience joy you cry, and you like release in this other way, and it’s the same thing, and its coming from this place of letting go...”           

MICHAEL FRANTI
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  Foreword


Sharpe Street United Church does not exist outside of the author's imagination. Sun Parlour is a made up town, that may look a little like an actual community on the shore of Lake Erie, in Southwestern Ontario. 
In the real Essex County there is a massive agricultural industry, much of it greenhouse-based, that employs tens of thousands of temporary foreign workers. Most greenhouse operators, and other farm owners are law-abiding and fair employers. 
The references to human trafficking, undocumented workers, disappeared people, and to an underground economy catering to greenhouse workers are all based on articles from credible news sources. 
The Christmas Tree Farm in the story is a very real, and absolutely wonderful place where we get our tree every year.
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Chapter 1
Tuesday Evening (11 days to Christmas)



Hope said, “Uh, Dad… the Christmas tree fell over, and it’s bleeding.”
The heavy oak door at the church’s main entrance slammed shut behind Tom, but not before allowing in a final wintry gust. It sent a shiver through him as he sped to catch up with his daughter. The only light in the dark foyer was an eerie red glow from the exit sign above the door.
Hope had halted between the swinging doors that opened saloon-style into the shadowy sanctuary. Zeke, a large sable-coated German shepherd was beside her, poised stiff as a pointer dog tracking a fallen duck.
“Zeke’s acting weird. He’s like aimed at the tree, and just staring at it.”
Tom said, “I’ve seen this before. He’s picked up a scent, and he’s telling us he wants to work the scene.”
Tom remembered the search dog’s intense stance from the day he’d first met Zeke and his handler Annika. They’d been brought in by a reality TV show for a video shoot at Tom’s previous church. Filming had ended when Zeke sniffed out a dead body in the basement. 
Tom could see Hope was shivering. 
Before heading over to the church she’d pulled on Tom’s Timberland hikers, which were three sizes too big, but hadn’t bothered grabbing a jacket. Hope’s long blonde hair, falling loose down the back of her over-sized sweatshirt, reminded Tom of his daughter as a little girl. He took off his barn coat and draped it over her shoulders.
“Thanks Dad.”
Tom fingered the cellophane bag in his cardigan pocket for a cube of freeze-dried beef liver. The treats and instructions about when they were needed, were part of the K-9 care package Annika had left with him before he brought her to the airport. 
They’d agreed to take a break, and she was spending Christmas in Holland with relatives.
Zeke’s ears went up at the crinkle of the treat bag. He turned his big head back towards Tom. The search dog issued a short sharp bark, then resumed his straight arrow posture, pointing towards the downed tree.
“Easy, Zeke. You’re a good dog.” 
Zeke’s head turned toward the voice. His long pink tongue lolled out to lick the morsel from Tom’s open palm.
“Good boy, Zeke. Stand down.”
Zeke squatted on his haunches, his frame relaxed.
Powerful outdoor security lights blazed bright, activated by their dash across the snowy yard from the parsonage to the church. The hulking Victorian brick structures were built within a stone’s throw of each other, not that anyone would be allowed to throw a stone, or anything else in the shared yard.
A harsh white glare pushed through the tall leaded glass windows to illumine the twenty-foot artificial tree, which had toppled from the chancel platform. Branches had jammed upward, bent and broken as they were crammed between the oak pews on both sides of the centre aisle.
Tom pushed open the swinging door to his right and felt along the sanctuary wall for the switch to activate the pendant lamps that hung down from the ceiling. The additional light glinted on shards of broken glass ornaments, scattered under the pews. Tom thought a few had survived intact, but he expected there’d be hell to pay over the smashing of those cherished relics.
The angel tree topper, in a lacy gown like a wedding dress, had flown off to one side of the crown of the fallen Christmas tree. White frilly fabric was stained a ruddy brown, as it absorbed the dark viscous fluid that flowed out from under greenery.
Hope was right. It looked like the tree was bleeding.
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Chapter 2
Late Tuesday Evening (11 Days to Christmas)



Hope’s Journal
I’m starting the journal I need to keep over the Christmas break for my Contemporary Spirituality course, because right now I really need something to do. 
Professor Barbour taught us about the Examen in the very first lecture, back in September. He reminded us of that last week as he spread index cards out on a table in front of us. 
He said, “I asked you to take 5 minutes at the end of your day to record when you noticed feeling something. 
“Were they sensual moments, like when you bit into a fresh strawberry?”
“Were they moments of frustration, like when you step in something left on the driveway by the neighbour’s dog?” 
“What did those experiences evoke in you? Did they put you in touch, give you a glimpse of something deeper?”
We were each to turn over an index card and pay attention to our inner responses to the word written on it. Our final assignment would be to write something based on a word that spoke to us.
He said, “This is not about spouting words back to prove you read the syllabus. I want you to go deep and show me something real about you.”
I was glad he didn’t say anything about keeping the first card you touched. 
My first one said Guilt. Nope.
The second was Hope. Not doing that.
Then I pulled Joy. 
There’s this song by Bruce Cockburn my Dad loves.
When Mom was dying, I repeated the chorus over and over, as a prayer.
“As longing becomes love. As night turns to day. Everything changes. Joy will find a way.”
I’ll write my book of joy, not just to get the assignment done, but to try to get at the inkling, this vague sense I have, that there actually is something deeper than the good and bad of the day, the pluses and minuses. My goal is to see if it’s possible to recognize a deeper joy that persists even when you’ve just stepped in the neighbour dog’s crap.
It’s after midnight, and Dad’s still over at the church. This feels too much like before. He found a body in his last church, and we were both almost killed, and he ended up in hospital.
Tonight was going so great. We were each plunked down in one of our big leather lazy boys. Mom bought them before I was born, when she started making real money as a nurse. Laying back in mine always makes feel held by her. I had Gran’s quilt on top of me.
We’d just got to the part of the movie “It’s a Wonderful Life” where Donna Reed and Jimmy Stewart began their honeymoon in the broken-down old house she bought without telling him. It was the old Grenville house. Earlier in the movie we learned kids in that town would make a wish and throw a stone at the house. If they broke a window, they’d get their wish.
There’s a lot in that movie about how sad it is when dreams don’t come true.
It blew me away how much the house in the movie looks like the parsonage. High peaked roofs and tall windows, and all that old brick. 
The furniture at Dad’s is less sketchy than the stuff in the movie. It’s a weird mix of things he brought here, and pieces that came with the place.
Gran told me in the old days church-provided houses usually came furnished. She said many ministers couldn’t afford their own furniture on what the church paid, and it was cheaper to move them when the time came, if all they had was a few boxes and some luggage.
It looks to me like this also gave church folks a place to dump stuff they didn’t want anymore and feel good about it. If she were here, Gran would probably say I was being “most uncharitable” then wink and tell me I was bang on. I miss her, the way she was before dementia took away her spark, and everything else.
I pushed things around in the parlour to make room for the Christmas tree, which we’ll set up one night this week. Then I’ll tackle the moving boxes that Dad still has in every room, even though he’s been here for like a year and a half.
Back in Bedford Falls, Jimmy and Donna were getting romantic in that hokey old movie way that was too cringey to watch with my father. 
I got up to zap more popcorn. Looking out the window, I saw a weird glow bouncing around inside the church next door. 
Zeke picked up that something was going on. 
We all went next door to the church. Zeke’s a big German Shepherd who can look scary if you don’t know him, so he’s a good friend to have when you walk into an old building that’s supposed to be empty but might not be.
Zeke’s a search and rescue dog, who’s also been trained to sniff out corpses, blood, and body parts. He’s with us for the holidays.
Zeke belongs to Annika, who is lovely. My Dad met her when she and Zeke were hired for a video shoot at Dad’s old church. That’s literally a whole other story. 
Dad and Annika hit it off and started something that seems to be kind of on hold for now. The fact that he moved away from Oakville after Gran died makes it harder. 
But back to tonight, and why I need something to keep me occupied.
I played so much flashlight hide and seek in youth group it kind of feels normal to walk into a dark church, but… this church is never locked. My Dad doesn’t even have keys for the outside doors. So anyone can walk in and do whatever, to whoever.
As Zeke and I entered the sanctuary, the light through the big windows was enough that I saw that the ginormous artificial tree had been knocked over. The broken branches and smashed ornaments weren’t the worst of it. 
Dad came in pretty quick behind us, which I was glad about, because Zeke had switched into search mode and was letting us know there was something bad.
Dad hit the lights, and we stepped close enough to see the fallen tree, and a lot of blood on the floor. He raised his hand and waved me off with some words about not disturbing the scene, which made me think he’d already noticed something.
Dad leaned in and felt around under the twisted branches with his hands. He paused with one hand deep under the fake greenery, but was shaking his head as he pulled it back.
“It’s too late. There’s no pulse, and she’s cold to the touch.”
He saw that I hadn’t moved, and I saw fear, and something else, in his eyes. 
I don’t think he was totally aware of his actions. Dad waved me off again, and this time, thick drops of dark red blood flew off his fingertips.
He wiped his hands on his pants, then dialed 911 and sent Zeke and I back to the parsonage. 
Even though I didn’t like leaving Dad on his own, I was glad to get out of there.
All that blood. And the smell. Like dirty old pennies, and the freshly filled diapers I remember from walking the hall to Gran’s room on the memory care ward.
I don’t know how my Auntie Gwen does it. She’s a funeral director and has told me about some of the dead people she’s helped to clean and fix up, well the best they could.
In the midst of all this cruelty, sadness and death there was a good thing.
As Zeke and I left the church Dad’s phone blared the beginning of the 1960’s Batman theme, the ring tone I set up for Michael Powers. 
Michael and Dad met when his mom and mine were in hospice. He’s a police detective. For a while my Auntie Gwen (who’s not really my aunt) thought he was a bad influence, dragging Dad along as Robin to his Batman, into things a pastor had no business messing with. She’s mellowed about that, so now it’s more like a tease.
Dad had probably left a message, and this was Michael calling back. But maybe not. Michael has this way of showing up when Dad needs help. When things hit the fan last time, we found out that he was still connected to the cops, even though most people thought he was retired.
I’m glad Dad has Michael to talk to about what we saw tonight, and I also worry about what happens next. Dad kind of fell apart after Gran died.
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Chapter 3
Early Wednesday Morning (10 Days to Christmas)



Tom was deep into one of his early morning dreams. This one was like seeing himself in an old black and white movie. He was played by a young Jimmy Stewart, decked out in a dark wool suit with an English vicar’s clerical collar, bright white all the way round like a halo.
The Reverend Jimmy/Tom stood at one end of a board room panelled in dark wood, arms outstretched like Jesus standing in the prow of boat, attempting to calm a storm. Around a long oak table warped and cracked by age, people Tom didn’t recognize leaned forward from captain’s chairs to yell at him.
The sheer volume of their conflicting voices washed any sense out of their words. The air was electric and heavy like lightning would soon strike. Tom felt the room rock violently, like he was in a very small boat in a large turbulent sea.
At the other end of the table, the most angry of the strangers stood, balancing both hands on the table against the motion of the waves. Tom felt their eyes drill into him but couldn’t make out the face. Heavy mist obscured his sight. A voice thundered through the cloud.
“At your last church the senior pastor was killed, and you got their biggest giver arrested for murder. You come here, and see what happens?”
His dream morphed the way they do. Now Tom looked more like himself, but as a boy. It was the day he’d first stood his ground to shield his little brother from his father’s drunken rage. 
Ten-year-old Tom assumed the ready stance Master Choi taught him at Taekwondo. Feet straight, shoulder width apart, arms up in front with his fists closed and eyes fixed on the threat.
He couldn’t make out his father’s face, but he heard him roar.
“Get out of my way! Life would have been so different if you hadn’t come along. I wish you’d never been born!”
Tom wanted his younger self to say, “Yeah, and you made me wish that too.”
Before that line could be delivered Tom was back in his upstairs bedroom in the parsonage, being roused from the murky depths by the jaunty guitar intro of “Wondering Where the Lions Are”. 
Tom reached towards the nightstand, fumbling to find his phone. Uncovered, his bare arm felt the frigid air beyond the comfort of the thick duvet.
Bruce Cockburn sang out through the phone speaker about the sun being up, and the world having survived into another day, but Tom wasn’t ready to confirm either claim. 
The night before, the fire crew had been first to leave, and then EMS, after they’d confirmed what he already knew. 
He’d stayed on scene with the local cops late into the night. When he finally dragged himself back across the yard to the parsonage, Hope was sitting in the front parlour. She had all the lights blazing so he couldn’t miss her, waiting to hear what took him so long.
Sleep had not come easily, after all of it.
The clip from the Cockburn song was his ringtone for unknown callers. It has a line about “wondering where the lions are” that reminds Tom to listen with care, and a degree of caution.
Bruce had sung about the sun being up, but the only light in Tom’s bedroom glared bright and sharp from the cellphone screen, which told him it was 7:16 am, and the incoming call was from the Sunny Shores Credit Union. 
“Good morning, this is Tom Book.”
“Reverend Tom, Sorry to call so early. I trust you don’t mind…”
Tom knew the voice. Penny Oltmann-Potter, the credit union manager, church treasurer, and second soprano in the choir. 
“Uh, good morning, Penny. What… I mean, how can I…”
The week before, Tom had arrived late to the church hall for the choir’s Christmas social. He’d noticed Penny sitting alone at the far end of the long dining table, with empty seats on either side of her. At the other end, Liza Testardo was telling a loud story, to the apparent amusement of the rest of the choir. 
Tom had stopped at the buffet to fill his plate, then headed towards Penny, but she’d risen to leave before he could get there. She'd barely touched the food on the plate she left behind.
Penny's dramatic sigh came through Tom’s phone, and then she said, “After I heard about poor Gloria, I just couldn’t sleep…”
Tom began, “I… uh, I’m not sure…”
“It’s okay, Reverend Tom, I already know. My uh… close friend Kelly Halligan is the deputy fire chief. He told me all about what happened to poor, poor Gloria!”
Tom sat up in bed, touched the lamp switch, careful to close his eyes before the light could hit them. He cracked one eyelid, then the other. 
Penny seemed to get a charge from referring to Gloria Sharpe, born into one of the county’s “fine old families” as poor.
“I can’t really talk about that Penny. The police…”
“Oh, I understand Reverend. I’m sure you’re as discreet as I am. Working in financial services, I uphold a high standard of confidentiality…”
Tom was awake enough to be cautious of someone who signaled their own virtue.
“Then you’ll understand that I need to…”
“It can be such a burden, can't it, keeping a secret? Kelly knows my lips are sealed, and he needed to talk. He said it was terrible. He’s known poor Gloria his whole life, and to see her that way...”
Her words roused images of the police constables lifting the middle section of the big artificial tree, revealing Gloria Sharpe, sprawled on the polished hardwood, arms at wrong angles. 
Her grey hair was matted to the floor by blood from a deep bash to the back of her skull. 
The fingers of her right hand still clutched the strap of her open handbag, which had spilled a sheaf of hundred-dollar bills onto the floor, now thickly painted with congealing blood. 
Tom had chastised himself at the time for thinking all that cash had done nothing to protect Gloria from such a violent ending.
“I don’t believe the police have confirmed the identity of the person found in the church, Penny. They have a certain protocol. We really can’t…”
“I couldn’t sleep, thinking about poor Gloria’s head caved in, and the poor dear’s money all over the bloody floor. I decided to come in early to the office. It’s a good thing I did!”
“I’m not following, Penny. What are you…”
“You’re aware most of the church’s budget is covered by the Sharpe Trust?”
As relieved as he was to leave the topic of Gloria’s corpse, it felt odd to shift so quickly to money matters.
“Well… yes.” 
At his hiring interview, Tom had been told about the congregation’s finances. He’d never heard anything like it. They didn’t fundraise, and didn’t rely on the minimal donations that came in.
“It’s the church’s current account,” Penny explained. “All scheduled withdrawals come out of it. Utilities, insurance, payroll, things like that. Gloria deposits a set amount every month.”
“Okay…”
“I’ve urged her to leave a larger balance, but she wouldn’t have it. Told me she’d rather keep the money working as long as possible before it was needed.”
“This really sounds like something for the executive committee, Penny.”
“The Credit Union loses money on current accounts, so we don’t pay interest. I see her point, or I did… the poor thing. But the money never came in.”
“What are you saying?”
“The current account balance is well below what’s needed to cover December. And since it was never an issue, the church doesn’t have overdraft protection.”
“So, the church has no money?”
“Gloria dribbled in just enough each month to cover expenses. Except this month she didn’t.”
“What do we do?”
“Reverend Tom, my next call will be to Jesse King. It’s up to him as chair to call an emergency executive meeting. I thought you deserved a heads up. With poor Gloria… being dead, and all, there’s going to be a problem.”
Tom tossed back the covers and got up from his bed. The cold floor was a shock to his bare feet, and a chill ran through him. He reached for his robe and searched his mind for a way out of this conversation.
“Penny, you can’t keep saying Gloria’s dead. We have to wait for the police to release information when they can. As to the church’s financial… situation, can’t someone else transfer funds from the endowment?”
As he said it, Tom realized Penny had maneuvered him into confirming Gloria’s death. 
“That I wouldn’t know, Reverend Tom. Have a good morning, now. I have other calls to make.”
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Chapter 4
Mid Wednesday Morning (10 Days to Christmas)



Barbara Palmieri said, “You okay, Tom? You look a little…  Well, you look like crap. Lawrence, what do you think? How does he look?”
Tom had first the met Detective Sergeant during a murder investigation at his former church in Oakville. She exuded a confident physicality Tom believed came from her practice of martial arts whose names he couldn’t remember.
Barbara’s long auburn hair was pulled away from her face in a loose ponytail. On this morning, the intense green eyes Tom remembered were behind cat’s eyeglasses fitted with the yellow lenses favoured by hackers.
Tom sat solo on one side of a booth at the Wagon Wheel diner. It was framed in stained pine.
Barbara was on the opposite bench, beside her work partner, Detective Staff Sergeant Lawrence Kitchen. He’d be in charge of the investigation at Saint Mungo’s Church in Oakville.
Sharing the bench seat allowed them to peer at the laptop that filled the space between their breakfast choices.
Lawrence spooned yogurt and raisins into a steaming bowl of steel-cut oatmeal.
“How does Tom look? Like any of us might when they’ve seen a terrible thing.” 
Tom said, “I’m, okay…  mostly. It was a rugged night.”
Barbara poured ketchup between the link sausages and home-fries of her Hungry Rancher’s Special. 
The viscous red fluid reminded Tom of the gory scene in the sanctuary. He focused instead on the large copper carafe left by the server.
Tom said, “Can I warm your coffees?”
“No, I’m good,” Barbara said. “Sorry, Tom. I need to remember you knew the vic… I mean, Ms. Sharpe.”
“Sure, I’ll take a little more,” Lawrence said. “Don’t mind my partner. She’s one of these modern crime-fighters who spend more time with search engines than humans.”
Tom set down the carafe to tend to his own breakfast. He crunched away at crisp bacon while taking fork and knife to his buttermilk pancakes, quickly reducing the tall stack to bite-size chunks.
At the Wagon Wheel, pancakes came with a stone-ware jug of maple syrup. Tom hefted the jug over his plate and watched the amber syrup soak into the mound.
“To be honest, after countless conversations with Gloria about committees, schedules and the placement of tables at church functions, I don’t feel like I knew anything real about her.”
Lawrence said, “Which may not make it any less sad, or stressful.”
Lawrence had the vibe of a high school English teacher, right down to the hints of grey in his unkempt brown hair, and the cashmere sweater pulled over his collared shirt.  There was kindness in his hazel eyes, and he had a gift for seeing into the hearts and minds of those he looked at.
Tom said, “I could have gone without finding Gloria… like that, and having Hope see all that blood. I didn’t get much sleep and today started with a bad phone call. Then I was all set to drive over here, and she’d done it again…”
He paused as two servers passed by, each carrying two loaded breakfast plates.
The servers both wore blue jeans and western shirts, topped with red and white gingham check aprons. The younger of the two sported streaks of Christmas red and green in her blonde hair. 
The pair tracked across well-worn carpet, halting at a table in the middle of the room.
Four women Tom recognized from the church walking group looked up with eager smiles at the arrival of their Hungry Rancher Specials.
Barbara said, “Sorry, who did what to who?”
Hoping his voice hadn’t carried, Tom listened to the clinking of cutlery on plates, the chatter of other diners, the sizzle of the grill and the ringing of the order up bell. Under it all, Mel Torme sang about chestnuts and an open fire. 
There was a loud whoosh of air, and jingling bells as the front door opened, then Tom continued in a subdued tone.
“Every few weeks the church secretary parks her Smart car right behind me. She noses it in, so the passenger side lines up with the Range Rover’s rear bumper.”
Lawrence said, “This in the church parking lot?”
“No.” Tom said, “That’s the big lot across the back alley. I’m talking about a parking strip right behind the parsonage. There’s a spot for me, and one for church staff, but it’s narrow, so we have to park lengthwise.”
Barbara hit a few laptop keys, and said, “I see it. We’re tapped into the church’s security camera. Her car is still tucked behind yours. There’s a work truck in the other spot.”
Tom said, “Yeah, that was something else. Liza complained I didn't tell her the guys were coming to check the boiler. Why would I know that? She gave them her spot and slotted her car behind mine. Good thing my reverse warning works.”
Lawrence angled the screen for a better view. 
It must be Barbara’s computer. Tom doubted Lawrence had a Bat-Signal decal on his work laptop.
Tom said, “Sorry to be crabbing.”
Lawrence said, “If she parked in the big lot, it might mean a dozen more steps to the back entrance. Right now, there's only two vehicles over there."
“One's the red Buick registered to Gloria Sharpe, which will be towed to Leamington before we finish breakfast.”
“The other is a silver Hyundai Santa Fe. It has a big crate in the back, looks like a travel kennel.”
Tom said, “The Hyundai belongs to my friend Annika.”
Barbara spiked peameal bacon with her fork.
“The K-9 handler. We like her. But what’s the secretary’s deal?”
“I’m the first minister to live next to the church since Covid. She says she got used to parking behind the parsonage. I think it’s her way of reminding me I’m temporary.”
Barbara said, “And Lawrence wonders why I’d rather work with data.”
Like every recruit, Barbara started in uniform. She'd her niche in data management and research, and earned a master’s degree in library and information science during her first years on the job. 
Tom said, “I was surprised your guys let anyone in the building this morning.”
Lawrence said, “The local Crime Bureau got orders to release everything except the sanctuary, and the scene of crime team was fast-tracked, but given a very narrow brief. The building is to be cleared by end of today, regardless.”
Tom said, “Regardless of what?”
Barbara said, “Protocol, forensic findings, or any reservations we might have.”
Tom refilled his mug, and offered the carafe to Lawrence and Barbara. They both shook their heads. 
Lawrence said, “Michael wasn’t pleased. He pulled strings to get us here, because of your involvement, and because… Well, we’ll get to that later.”
Michael Powers ran the special team Lawrence and Barbara joined when they badged over to the OPP from the Halton Regional Police in Oakville.
Tom said, “I already thought we’d have to cancel this coming Sunday, but maybe be back in the building for Christmas Eve. Why the rush?”
Barbara said, “Notifying next of kin was handled a couple pay grades up, because it meant calling Robert Sharpe, the victim’s brother. He’s not just a Member of Parliament, he’s a rising star in the governing party." 
“It didn’t take long for a call to be made to someone even higher on the Sunshine List.” 
“Word came down fast, that we’re not to interfere with your church services, especially not Ms. Sharpe’s funeral, which may already be scheduled.”
Barbara said that last bit with a grin, then crunched down on some very crisp bacon.
Tom wasn’t smiling.
“Won’t there be a postmortem?”
Lawrence said, “Happening as we speak.”
“Isn’t that…”
Barbara said, “Yeah, crazy fast.”
Tom said, “I’m not a detective like you two…”
Lawrence said, “You were a big help, last time.”
Barbara said, “Better let him finish, Staff Sergeant. I think he’s on to us.”
Tom said, “You’ve been very free with details… and you just said Michael wanted this case. It’s day one of what I’d guess is a high-profile investigation. You wouldn’t have time for a leisurely breakfast, unless…”
Lawrence said, “Michael said you talked to him last night.”
“I talked to 911, then I called him.”
Tom and Michael met at the Oakville Hospice, and bonded over late nights of too much coffee and a jigsaw puzzle they never finished. When Michael’s mother died, Tom presided at her funeral. Soon after Tom’s wife died, Michael joined Tom’s church.
Barbara said, “And Michael called us. We were already in London on a related matter.”
When bodies started dropping back in Oakville, Michael confided to Tom he’d been recruited out of retirement for a special intelligence unit.
Lawrence said, “We’re here to liaise between an ongoing organized crime investigation, and the investigation of Ms. Sharpe’s death.”
Tom said, “And you’re reading me in because…”
“You’re a good pastor,” Lawrence said. “You bring a calming presence. Your congregation will need you to keep doing what you do.”
Barbara said, “You picked up good intel on the Saint Mungo’s case.”
Lawrence said, “You’re good at reading people. As Michael says, see what you see. We do what we do, and we can compare notes.”
Tom was drawn to the sense of connection to their team. He also remembered the painful and sleepless night in hospital after his car was rammed by a murder suspect with a snowplow truck. 
“Last time my amateur sleuthing almost got Hope and I killed. Michael rolled in to save the day like he does, and the two of you were great, but…”
Barbara said, “You saw what was done to Gloria, and that’s scary. But your proximity to the crime, and to our unknown subject, is the same whether or not you work with us. If we check in with each other, you’ll be tuned in. We’ll have your back, Tom.”
“I believe that, Barbara. I haven’t forgotten how your team watched Hope while I was in hospital. But…”
Lawrence said, “There’s something else. Michael said to save it for last.”
Tom looked at Barbara.
“Is this the finishing blow?”
Barbara smiled. “In karate it’s Tegatana. The knifehand.  There are ties between Gloria Sharpe’s family, and the Kazinskis.”
Tom said, “Uh huh.” 
He had a physical memory of Brad Kazinski’s hand pressing down hard on his shoulder.
From an office in the back of a payday loan store down the block from Tom's former church in Oakville, Brad Kazinski controlled a chunk of the illicit drug trade from Mississauga to Niagara Falls. He was also reforming the family image by muscling into legitimate enterprises. 
Lawrence said, “We’ve not forgotten your previous interactions with Mr. Kazinski.”
Tom helped uncover a scheme involving the senior pastor. Kazinski threatened Tom and his daughter. At the time, there’d been no way to hold Kazinski accountable without jeopardizing a larger investigation.
Tom felt an urge rising, less virtuous than his instinct to protect Hope. He closed his eyes and practiced what his late wife Carrie called square breathing. Breathe in on a four count. Hold. Breathe out on four. Hold. Repeat as needed.
Lawrence said, “What is it, Tom?”
“Barbara’s right. I worry there could be a killer out there. But what scares me more, is what working in your world brings up in me.”
Lawrence put down his spoon and pushed away the oatmeal bowl. He seemed to study the scratches in the orange Formica table top, as if looking for a pattern.
“I won’t pretend it gets easier. We see the aftermath of people doing very bad things.”
Bells jingled as the diner's front door opened, allowing in a rush of cold air.
Barbara nodded. 
“What he said.”
Tom said, “I used to think I was a pacifist. But now there’s a growing edge in me, that feels people who do very bad things should be stopped.”
Barbara lifted her coffee cup.
“So is that a yes or a no?”
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Chapter 5
Later Wednesday Morning (10 Days to Christmas)


“I was in school with him, all the way up from kindergarten,” Jesse King said. “Johnny Friendly. We were even… close for a brief time, in high school. But he’s being a jerk." 
Tom sat in a padded chair he’d pulled over from the mahogany dining table that dominated the arrangements room, which doubled as Jesse’s office. They often met there with families to work out funeral details. 
Jesse sat at his workspace; a roll-top desk set against the back wall. He’d rotated his desk chair to face Tom.
"Sorry Tom, you’re not here to listen to me complain…”
In the original layout of the large Victorian house this had been the dining room. The high ceiling was finished in tin plate tiles, and the walls featured dense floral print wallpaper, elaborate crown moulding and ornate brass wall sconces.  
The only departure from the original elegance was a large portrait over Jesse’s desk of Elvis Presley, looking eternally young in a black leather jumpsuit.  
The recessed fixtures that normally lit up Jesse’s idol were switched off. 
Tom said, “I’m guessing this Johnny Friendly guy has something to do with the plans for Gloria’s funeral.” 
Jesse was the thirty-something managing director of the Aird and Bower Funeral Home. He had a full head of jet-black hair, light olive skin, and piercing blue eyes, which at this moment glinted with anger.
Jesse said, “Yes. He pushed hard to get me to schedule Gloria’s service for Friday. He strongly suggested we postpone Sylvie’s visitation and service. He said his office would compensate the family.”
Sylvie Gauthier had been killed the previous week, in a snowmobile accident up north. She’d been a classroom aide at the primary school, and a support worker at the Community Living group home. 
Tom said, “Seriously? He’d bribe a grieving family, like they were being bumped from an over-booked flight?”
“Thank you,” Jesse said. “That’s exactly how I heard it, and I told him it wasn’t going to happen.”
Just a few days before, sitting at the long table in this room, Sylvie’s widower, Albert had confided that she’d been two months pregnant. This would have been their first child.
Tom said, “Sylvie’s funeral isn’t just for her family, it’s for the whole town. The kids and the other staff at the school adored her, and so did the folks at the group home.”
Jesse said, “I’m worried about Albert. He was driving the snowmobile when it happened. He wouldn’t say it when you were here, but he told me later he was going too fast. They were on a trail cut through crown land, came around a bend and hit a fallen tree. He held on, but she was thrown off and broke her neck.”
“So, he blames himself, on top of losing Sylvie, and the baby,” Tom said. “Complicated grief. And your friend thinks he can slip him a few bucks and shift the funeral.”
Jesse said, “Not exactly my friend. But I’ll get to that. I’m worried Albert might still be charged. On top of everything else. The poor guy.”
Tom said, “After we met with Albert last week, I wondered the same thing. I talked to a friend who’s high up in the OPP. He says there’ll be no charges. It’d be different if other people were hurt, or he’d been impaired.”
“That’s something, anyway,” Jesse said.
Tom said, “My friend talked to his guy up there. Within reason, that detachment tends towards selective enforcement with the winter tourists. The motels and restaurants need the trade, and the municipality depends on the tax base. They talk about the cost of doing business with people from down south who have more horsepower than brains. Not that I’d say any of this to Albert.”
“I know you wouldn’t,” Jesse said. “The whole thing is hard, for everyone. I know Sylvie’s family. I went to school with her sister.”
“You went to school with everybody’s sister.”
Jesse said, “It’s one of the best, and worst things about life in a small town. And that stuff about what’s good and bad for business happens here too. Money talks, and big money hushes things up. The grow lights in those greenhouses turn the sky disco colours every night, despite the laws about light pollution. Sorry
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