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Prologue: The Church on Oxford Street

The church on Oxford Street was old. The kind of old that made floorboards creak even when no one walked on them. That made windows rattle on windless days. Its stones were weathered, its spire crooked, and its tall, arched doors groaned like ancient trees when opened.

Though they hadn’t been opened since anyone currently living in Ingersoll had been there.

The church building had been built over two hundred years ago by people with soft hearts and calloused hands—back when towns like Ingersoll were smaller, quieter, and still lit by lanterns. 

They called it St. Anselm’s back then, and it stood at the center of town like a guardian. Weddings echoed in its sanctuary, babies were dedicated and celebrated, and songs to heaven rose through its wooden rafters every Sunday morning for decades.

And there was a bell. Every Sunday morning the church bell rang out and the town knew it was time to worship.

But for many decades now, no songs had been sung there. No prayers whispered. No laughing children. No bells rung.

It had been closed, locked, forgotten.

Some said it was too expensive to maintain. Others claimed it was dangerous—foundations sinking, tower leaning, ghosts wandering the basement. A few whispered stories about odd lights in the windows or sounds coming from the bell tower when no one was inside.

Most people in Ingersoll ignored it entirely. Walked past it like it wasn’t there. Pretended it wasn’t watching.

Those who did notice the church fell into two camps.

There were those who loved it—who said it was a piece of the town’s soul, something sacred and beautiful even in its disrepair. They believed the past still mattered, that old buildings carried stories that were worth remembering.

And then there were the others. The ones who disliked the church—maybe even feared it. They said it made them uneasy. That it felt wrong. That the shadows were too deep and the silence too loud. One woman even claimed her dog refused to walk past it, though she also claimed raccoons regularly read her mail.

As for the children of Ingersoll? Most of them were sure of one thing.

The church was haunted.

They told stories of footsteps on empty stairs, of bells that rang without ropes, of locked doors that sometimes stood open in the morning. They dared each other to sneak inside (though, no one ever did), and they whispered that something had been trapped inside the church a long time ago. Something old. Some dark, nameless thing.

But stories fade. New people move in, old people move out, new schools get built, new screens glow brighter than old windows, and grown-ups start saying things like, “Don’t be silly,” and “It’s just a building”. Too many grown-ups speak these kinds of lies because they want to tell themselves the world is just stuff.

They tell themselves that the invisible isn’t real.

That doors only open when someone turns a key.

That bells only ring when someone pulls a rope.

But the church on Oxford Street remembers.

It always has.

Because some buildings are more than wood and stone and glass.

Some places are still awake.

Still listening.

Still waiting.
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Chapter One: The Bell Beneath the Dust
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It was a Saturday morning in June—the kind of morning where birds chirped cheerfully and sunlight spilled through the tree leaves golden as maple syrup. But none of the nine children charging through the grand wooden doors of the old church noticed the weather at all.

They were far too excited. Too new to town to have heard the stories, too young to feel the heaviness. 

These children were sure of one thing.

Adventure waited for them in this church building.

The building stood in the heart of Ingersoll, nestled between a sleepy bakery and an antique shop that smelled of mothballs and secrets. The church had stood there for two hundred years—long enough to collect whispers in its walls and stories in its stones. Once grand and glorious, it was now beautiful in the way an old violin is beautiful: dusty, weathered, but full of music waiting to be heard again.

And now, it belonged to the congregation of Crossroads Church.

This church family was excited to move into the heart of a needy town. Ingersoll had always felt heavy, oppressive, like the air in the town was always sitting on your chest. There was need here, lots of it and this church had eagerly taken on the task of restoring this once beautiful building that sat in the towns center. 

Many in the church would be putting in long volunteer hours to get this place ready for worship and ministry. But today it was just three families, three sets of siblings, and three dads—all officers of the church— were there the day they got the keys. While the grown-ups hauled boxes, scrubbed floors, and argued about which pews were salvageable, the kids had one very important job: explore.

Which is why they were currently tiptoeing (or in some cases, stomping) down a narrow, cobwebbed staircase to the basement.

“Careful!” Quinn whispered, oldest of the three Wright kids, holding back a low-hanging pipe so her brother and sister could duck under it. “This building’s older than all our grandparents combined.” Her younger siblings, Judah and Harper followed close, full of intrigue.

“That means it’s ancient!” Judah said with a slight grin, waiting for a round of laughter that didn’t come.

Theo followed the Wrights, the first of three Emery kids. He added, “It was built in 1823. That’s before Canada was even a country.”

Harper, nodded a thankful look at her big sister Quinn but gave the pipe a suspicious glance. “Do you think there are bats?”

“Hopefully,” said Judah, already five steps ahead. He swung a flashlight beam across the crumbling brick walls. “I brought my slingshot.”

Thatcher Emery—age seven with disheveled brown hair and wearing mismatched socks—snorted. “You’ll miss anyway.”

“You wish,” Judah muttered.

Theo and Thatcher’s older sister, Tessa, was the only one not trying to leap down the stairs two at a time. At twelve, she had the solemn job of keeping everyone alive and uninjured. “Let’s just find the gym and stay together, alright?” she said, brushing cobwebs off her hoodie.

Claire, Alice, and Lily Cecile followed behind like a miniature parade. Claire, at nine, was already clutching a worn notebook, ready to record any unusual phenomena. Alice, age eight, hummed a tune from Sunday School under her breath. Lily, six and wide-eyed, clutched her sister’s hand and whispered, “Do you think Jesus ever came to this church?”

“I bet He did,” Alice said with a nod. “Or at least some of His angels.”

“It’s clearly not that old,” insisted Theo, “you’re off by about eighteen centuries.”

“Thanks professor.” Quinn smirked.

The stairs ended with a dramatic creak and a door that groaned like a tired giant. When Quinn pushed it open, the kids stared in awe.

The basement gymnasium was enormous. Wooden floors stretched out like an empty ballroom, scuffed but still gleaming in spots. A basketball hoop clung to the wall like it was holding on for dear life, and faded lines marked out a long-forgotten court. Along the far wall, a stack of dusty bleachers waited to be unfolded. Overhead, thick beams lined the ceiling like ribs in a sleeping beast.

“It’s perfect,” Harper whispered.

“It smells like gym socks and old hymnals,” said Alice.

“Exactly,” said Thatcher, beaming.

“I mean imagine when it’s all cleaned up!” Harper gaped.

“Dodgeball in here will be epic!” Judah said excitedly. 

They fanned out, exploring. Quinn found an old storage closet packed with jump ropes and dodgeballs. Claire scribbled several times in her notebook as she opened the side change room door and pulled back plugging her nose. Tessa discovered a battered upright piano with a few working keys. Lily danced through a shaft of sunlight with her arms out like angel wings, Harper joining in.

The boys became preoccupied wiping fistfuls of dust on each other while the girls continued to look around in wonder, pondering more deeply the implications of such an old building.

Claire scribbled in her notebook: Basement Gym. Dusty. Mysterious. Smells like the past.

After a while, the children gathered in a circle near the centre court. Harper had found a deflated volleyball and was drawing a drooping happy face in the dust of the old ball.

“So,” Quinn said, plopping down, “this place needs a name.”

“Like what?” asked Thatcher.

“I don’t know,” she responded, “but it’s going to be a big part of our lives from now on. We should name it.”

“It feels strange naming a church that already has a name.” Said Alice. 

“What about... ‘The Underground’,” said Judah dramatically. “Where we plan all our missions.”

Tessa rolled her eyes. “We’re not spies.”

“Could be,” said Theo. “There are probably secret tunnels and hidden rooms.”

“Actually,” Claire said, “I heard Mr. Melo say there’s a locked door behind the organ upstairs that nobody’s been able to open.”

“Maybe there’s treasure,” said Lily.

“Maybe there’s a ghost,” said Theo, waggling his fingers.

“Don’t joke about that,” Alice whispered, suddenly serious. “This is a church. God lives here.”

“God lives in heaven, but is everywhere”, said Quinn matter-of-factly.

“Yeah, everywhere, like here.” Alice said as she playfully stuck out her tongue.

“We should play dust ball,” said Thatcher.

“What’s that?” Harper quickly asked.

“It’s when you take a deflated volleyball that someone just drew a dust face on and throw it at the girls until they give up!” Harpers eyes got big as she looked at the volleyball she was touching...

“Just relax” Tessa snapped quickly, “think for a minute that no one has been in this gym since before any of our grandparents were alive!”

There was a hush for a moment, not spooky but solemn. The kind of hush that makes you feel like something unseen is watching.

“I wonder why it’s been closed for so long.” Alice said thoughtfully.

There was another silent pause, like a stretched out rubber band about to snap.

“That’s an interesting...” Quinn started...

Then—

BONG.

The sound was deep and heavy. It rang down from the bell tower high above them, so loud and clear that it made the floorboards tremble.

Everyone froze.

Tessa looked around. “Did—did anyone touch anything?”

“No,” said Quinn. “We’re in the basement.”

“Maybe someone pulled the rope upstairs?” Theo offered, but his voice sounded uncertain.

Tessa stood and dusted off her jeans. “Dad said the bell mechanism was disconnected. Said it hasn’t rung in decades.”

Claire wrote one word in her notebook: Bell?

They stood in silence, all nine of them, eyes tilted upward toward the ceiling that separated them from the sanctuary above. 

And then, very softly, Lily said, “I think the church is waking up.”
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Chapter Two: Bell of No Sound
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The sound of the bell faded, but the silence it left behind was even louder.

For a moment, nobody moved. Even Judah and Thatcher, one of whom usually would have cracked a joke by now, looked wide-eyed and serious.

“Okay,” Tessa said, standing slowly. “Let’s go.”

“Go where?” asked Theo, eyes wild with questions.

“Upstairs,” Quinn answered. “To see who rang the bell.”

Together, the nine of them formed a line like little ducklings and crept back up the narrow staircase. The air felt cooler somehow, like the bell had stirred up something in the bones of the church. They passed walls where patches of plaster had peeled away to reveal old brickwork, and light streamed through high stained-glass windows, casting green and purple patterns on the floor.

Theo kept looking up. “The bell tower’s all the way above the sanctuary,” he murmured. “No way its sound would reach the basement like that... unless it was wired through speakers into the basement or something...”

“They didn’t even have Nintendo when this place closed, no way they had a sound system in the gym.” Declared Thatcher, sure of his reasoning.

“The sound was deeper than I’ve ever heard a bell ring before...” Claire started. “It was like...”

“It rang on purpose,” Quinn finished.

“I told you it wasn’t bats,” Harper whispered.

They emerged into the main foyer, where the smell of lemon cleaner and fresh paint replaced the basement’s must and dust. From somewhere near the back of the sanctuary came the familiar sound of a power drill, a clunk, and a grunted, “Ben! Can you hold this straight?!”

“That’s Dad,” Judah said. “Come on.”

The group split off toward the sanctuary. Pastor Nate—tall, kind-eyed, and usually surrounded by books—was halfway up a ladder, installing a new light fixture in the entryway. His wife Colleen stood nearby with a clipboard, jotting down notes and keeping the Emery boys’ dad, Ben, on task.

Ben, who had a bit of sawdust on his face and was the only one of the pastors who knew how to use tools , flashed a crooked smile. He was holding a piece of wood against the wall like it was liable to jump away. “Just a little higher—no, wait, lower,” he called to his wife Emma.

At the front of the sanctuary, Jordan was carefully taping off a row of old pews to be refinished, while his wife Melissa was organizing boxes of hymnals. Dust filled the air, and though all the parents looked a bit overwhelmed there was a sense of joy and duty in the old sanctuary.

“Dad, mom?” Alice asked, too quietly to be heard...

Tessa marched straight into the room and asked assertively, “Did one of you ring the bell?”

The adults all looked up.

Pastor Nate blinked. “Bell?”

Everyone looked confused. A few confused grunts led to an awkward moment of silence and confusion. 

“You heard it too, right?” Harper asked the others, just to be sure.

“Loud and clear,” Quinn nodded.

“It definitely rang,” said Claire. “One solid BONG. Like a call to worship. I wrote about it in my notebook.”

“Judah thought it was a ghost,” added Alice with a smirk, which made Judah protest, “I did not—.”

Ben frowned and set down his tools, receiving a ‘you’re doing great’ pat on the back from Emma who had been peeling up old carpet to see what was underneath. “You’re telling me the bell rang?”

“Yes!” Theo said, arms flailing. “We were in the basement gym. The sound came from above. It couldn’t have been anything else.”

Pastor Nate stepped down and wiped his hands on a towel. “Kids, the bell up in the tower hasn’t worked in years. It’s disconnected. We had a contractor out just last week. He said the mechanism’s all rusted over.”

“It might’ve just been the pipes,” said Colleen kindly. “Old buildings make strange sounds.”

“But it wasn’t the pipes,” said Harper, with the conviction of someone who knew what pipes sounded like and what ancient church bells sounded like, too.

Melissa gave a sympathetic smile. “You’ve all got good imaginations. Maybe it was the acoustics playing tricks on your ears?”

The kids glanced at each other.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Toem

NATHANAEL WRIGHT





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





