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​Chapter One

Bored was an impolite term, considering the wonders of the Afterlife, but that’s what Seamus was. Perfect meals, endless entertainment, and unfailingly pleasant companions bored him.

There was something else, too, but he didn’t know what to call it.

Seamus regularly and purposefully relived the last moments of his earthly existence. Each time, he was shaken and confused at the outset, overcome by dread somewhere in the middle, and at the last moment, blessed with a kind of fatalistic acceptance.

It was always the same. He emerged from a cocoon of pain, unable to move, speak, or see. His feet were bound tightly at the ankles, his hands behind his back. The ropes bit into his wrists, and his hands felt like bricks at the ends of his arms. It was bitterly cold, and he lay against a fish-scented wooden surface. A thin coat of ice stung the spot where his cheek rested. It hurt, but he recognized that what came next would be far worse.

Vague impressions circled his mind, but the pain stopped him from sorting them into usable bits of information. Think! he ordered, but his brain couldn’t obey.

Water lapped around him. Thumps sounded, and movement beneath rolled him gently back and forth. He was in a boat. A familiar voice spoke above him, and it seared his soul to hear it in this time and place. “Is Seamus dead?” she asked.

He wanted to say something, but all that came out was a muffled groan. A burst of noise assailed his ears, and his weight shifted abruptly. His head struck against something, and he lost the ability to think for a while.

The chug of a motor coming to life brought awareness back. Seamus felt the tug of movement, backward a few feet and then forward, slowly at first but picking up after a few minutes. The motor whined as unseen hands guided the boat around a few slight turns. The air became even colder, and the ice under his cheek burned like a blowtorch. After perhaps ten minutes, the irritating whine lessened and the boat slowed. The growl became a purr, and movement all but stopped. They’d reached their destination.

By then Seamus knew what would happen next. His body tensed as hands grasped his ankles and the shoulders of his coat. Unwilling to submit to death without a fight, he scuttled sideways, trying to find refuge. There was none. He was lifted from his resting place by ungentle hands. He was rocked back and forth a few times to build momentum and a voice counted down. “One, two, three!”

The hands released him. He felt a brief sensation of flying, followed by a jerk at his ankles. Something heavy had been attached to his feet. He felt its pull as it hit the water first and began its descent to the lake bottom, dragging him with it. When the icy waters of Lake Michigan closed around him, Seamus was already half dead. It didn’t take long for what was left of his life to be sucked away.

Coming out of the waking nightmare with a violent shiver, Seamus gasped for air he no longer needed. He gripped the heavy railing with both hands. It felt solid and real, though that was an illusion. The ship was an illusion provided to those traveling from life to What Comes After. He was as dead as everyone else on board, immune to the “thousand natural shocks” the living face each day. Here there was no fear, no pain, and little real emotion. Existence was comfortable, reassuring, and luxurious.

But it wasn’t Life.

Seamus stood on the deck, facing a view he’d never been able to put into words. The ship appeared to sail through color itself—more than that—the essence of color. Like staring into a burning fire or a rushing waterfall, their surroundings were soothing yet intense, as if a person’s whole being were centered in his eyes. A guy didn’t just look at it. He was part of it, part of what comes after death.

Wrestling with his thoughts, Seamus tried to ignore the people behind him who strolled the deck or sat chatting in lounge chairs. Things they engaged in were life-like, or maybe life-ish. Someone called a cheerful greeting. A waiter asked if he might refill a drink. A muted splash sounded from the pool. The interruptions bothered Seamus, reminding him where he was and what he was.

The ship was a bridge, a sort of mirage created to help the dead get used to the idea of being in the state none of us can truly imagine. When an individual was ready—when he felt adequately rewarded or recovered from whatever life had done to him—he went on to the next step, which was beyond human understanding. No one was forced or even nudged in that direction, because it was a big decision. Taking that step meant giving up everything a person had been. Going on was glorious, but guests were welcome to stay on the ship as long as they wanted to. Most went on after a reasonable amount of time.

Most.

Roughly a third of the dead delayed taking the Next Step, according to Seamus’ reckoning. Despite the prospect of indescribable glory, some preferred the familiarity and comfort of the ship. Others were fearful, confused, or unable to trust what they were told. Some doubted their own worthiness. Whatever the reason, those who stayed for any length of time were given tasks suited to them, mostly to provide them with a sense of purpose. The ship’s management, technically angels but practically normal, were good at finding just the right slot for each client.

Seamus had stayed on the ship for more than half a century, though that measurement of time had little meaning here. Following the occupation he’d pursued in life, he left the ship periodically as a cross-back, a detective who helped murder victims find out who’d killed them and why. Crossing-back was frustrating, since it required hitch-hiking with someone still living. Seamus didn’t care as long as he could see the world again. He wasn’t ready to let go of Seamus Hanrahan, private detective. Not yet.

“Seamus?”

He turned, half curious, half irritated. Few on board knew him by name; fewer still sought him out. He was a solitary soul, he thought to himself with a tiny smile at the precision of the idiom.

The woman who’d spoken his name was young. Seamus amended his thought. She’d died young, perhaps just out of her teens. She wore tight, bright blue pants—he thought they were called leggings—and a multi-colored shirt that might have included all the colors there were. Her hair was cropped close to her perfectly-shaped head. With skin the color of coffee and eyes several shades darker, she brought Lena Horne to mind. With that air of self-possession, this one wouldn’t scare easily.

“Ronnie.” It wasn’t a question, and she smiled, showing slightly crooked but very white teeth.

“I thought you were going to find me when we got back.”

Seamus shifted his feet on the metal deck. He’d encountered Ronnie on his last case, as they’d solved separate crimes that turned out to be related. She’d suggested they meet in person when they returned to the ship. At the time it had seemed like a good idea.

Once he was back on board, however, Seamus had hesitated. In his experience people were complicated, whether living or dead. Would Ronnie become tiresome without a case to solve? Would she find him stodgy, irritating, or even pitiful? In the end he’d decided it was best to leave the interlude in the past, where he left all questions relating to human interaction. That way the case they’d solved together was a pleasant memory that couldn’t tarnish due to the rub of familiarity.

Watching the colors around the ship shift and dance in never-repeating patterns he said, “You don’t owe me anything, Sister.”

Ronnie made an impatient gesture. “I thought we made a pretty good team, but—” She finished in a burst. “If you don’t hang with people like me, just say so.”

Judging from the angle of her head, Ronnie had taken his avoidance as an insult. That brought a smile, which for Seamus was the brief quirk of one cheek. “You think I don’t associate with Negroes?”

Her wince reminded him that wasn’t what they were called these days, and of course he knew better. He’d visited the world of the living often enough to comprehend the changes since his death. Still, he didn’t correct himself. He was a product of his time, as she was a product of hers. Another reason they should go their own ways.

Ronnie’s jaw protruded a little. “You knew I was female, so you aren’t one of those men who think women’s heads are full of fluff. I held my own in the case, so it isn’t my ability that makes you hesitate. But my skin color? If that bothers you, just say so.”

Seamus’ cheek quirked again. “In the war I saw black, white, red, brown, and yellow people die, and you know what? On the inside they looked exactly the same.” Meeting her gaze he finished, “I have no objections to you at all.”

“Good.” She joined him at the rail, leaning her forearms against it and presenting her rear to the passersby. “Mike got a kick out of hearing how we ran into each other.”

Feeling safer discussing the past, he said, “You did good work back there.”

“Thanks.” She focused her gaze on the colors. “I was looking forward to seeing you again.”

Seamus rubbed his bottom lip with his thumb. “What’s it supposed to lead to?”

She turned, one brow arched almost to her hairline, and her long earrings dangled as she wobbled her head side to side. “What does anything lead to? People get together and they talk.”

He shrugged. “I’m not much of a talker.”

Her head swayed again, harder this time. “I get that, but I thought we could bounce ideas off each other.”

That made him chuckle. “You’re going to share from your vast store of experience?” When she didn’t reply he asked, “How many cross-backs have you done?”

Her tone turned sulky. “That was my second—the first on my own.” She gave him a sideways glance. “I want to be good at this cross-back thing, and word around the ship is you’re the man.” He guessed she was smiling as she added, “Probably because you’ve been around forever.”

The other cross-backs talked about him, of course. His skills were respected, but he was also a bit of a joke: antisocial, taciturn, and hopelessly set in his ways. In his ever-present brown suit with wide lapels, fedora, and wing-tips, Seamus was one big cliché, and he knew it. But his clothes weren’t part of some pose he’d adopted. They were what he was comfortable with, what he was used to. Why should a guy become someone new just because he was dead?

Ronnie continued her argument. “I thought—I got the impression—” She faltered but finished, “I’ll listen when you’re in the mood to talk, and I won’t blab to the others.”

Seamus thought about that. The only person he spent time with now wasn’t actually a person. Mike, the angel in charge of client satisfaction, often joined Seamus for lunch. Through interaction with people, Mike had come to enjoy things like eating fried cod with tartar sauce and salty fries with ketchup. Seamus found him easy to talk to, but an angel couldn’t comprehend what it was like to actually be human, to have doubts, to long for the past, to wonder, “What if—?”

“What exactly do you want to know?”

“I won’t ask how you died, if that’s what you’re worried about. They say you don’t talk about it, and that’s your business.”

Comparing How-I-Died stories was popular dinner conversation, but he’d never seen the point. They could say he was hiding something if they wanted to. It didn’t matter.

“That’s right. Mine and nobody else’s.”

She didn’t take offense. “My story’s pretty simple. I was swimming off the coast of Florida, and a shark came along. I tried to get away, but—” She grinned ruefully. “As you can see, I didn’t make it.”

Seamus turned slightly toward her. Though her voice was steady, he sensed she was lying.

Her business. If she doesn’t want to tell me the truth, she doesn’t have to.

He’d liked Ronnie on the case in Toronto, and he liked her now, even knowing she’d lied. She wasn’t the kind of friend he’d ever imagined. In fact, she was the exact opposite of the last person he’d called friend. Grant had been white, male, and forty, and Ronnie was none of those things. Still, she was smart, with a bit of a smart mouth, which he liked in a person. “You had lunch yet?”

“No.”

“I know a spot most of them don’t go to. You willing to try it?”

Ronnie let out a breath she probably wasn’t aware she’d been holding. “Sounds good to me.

Seamus led the way down one deck, to the end of a passageway, and opened an unimpressive door with a hand-lettered sign: Artie’s. Inside were a half dozen mismatched tables, a row of battered booths along one wall, and a low counter where three men sat, an empty stool between each one. At one table two plain-looking women sat, heads bent over their plates as they shoveled in mashed potatoes and roast pork. At another table a man dipped toast into an over-easy egg yolk and took a large bite, dribbling yellow onto the table. Behind the counter a rotund man with very little hair held an oversized spatula like a scepter. His face lit when he saw who’d come in.

“Seamus, how they—” Noticing Ronnie behind him he finished, “—treatin’ you?”

“Good, Artie. Thought I’d give you another chance to give me ptomaine.”

Artie chuckled. “Can’t poison a corpse.”

Seamus gestured at his companion. “This is Ronnie.”

Nodding in a way that said he was reserving judgment, Artie said, “Hey, Ronnie.”

“S’up.”

They chose a table, and Ronnie took a plastic-coated menu from behind the salt and pepper shakers. “What’s good here?”

Seamus shrugged. “I never had anything bad, but I’m not exactly a gourmet. Artie does stuff I’m used to eating the way I’m used to eating it.”

“Burger and fries?”

He took the menu from her and dropped it back into its slot. “You won’t be disappointed.”

Artie came over to the table, a hitch in his step betraying a bad hip. Though no one had pain here, the bodies they were given on the ship roughly approximated a person’s last healthy day. Those who’d had infirmities in life often continued to behave as if they still had them. Sometimes when he forgot he was no longer alive, Seamus himself favored the shattered knee he’d dealt with the last few years of his life, a souvenir of WWII.

Once they’d ordered and Artie shuffled off, Ronnie asked, “What’s his story? He could have a nice restaurant and lots of help, but he runs this little joint all on his own?”

Seamus spread his hands, palms up. “You get what you want here, right? Artie wants this place.” Opening the silverware set wrapped in a paper napkin, he set the knife and fork on the table, wide enough for a platter to fit between. “Artie started out running a diner, but his wife insisted they ‘better themselves.’ They kept buying bigger and fancier places, and they ended up with one of those fine dining establishments where the waiters walk around with their noses in the air. Artie was known as ‘Arturo,’ and he made dishes with foreign names for people with big egos. He hated every day of it. When he got here, he asked if he could go back to feeding ordinary people normal food. This is what he got.”

Ronnie looked around the homey little place and sighed. “That’s cool.” She leaned forward, setting her long earrings swinging wildly. “How did you picture the Afterlife when you were back there?”

Seamus sniffed. “Didn’t think about it much.”

“Okay, then what made you decide to become a cross-back?”

He didn’t answer for a while, because Artie appeared with heavy ceramic platters filled to overflowing. Each contained a burger, a huge pile of fries, a crisp dill pickle, and a small paper cup overflowing with coleslaw. Over one arm he’d hung a basket of extras: squirt bottles of mayonnaise, mustard, and ketchup, extra napkins, and a jar of pickle slices with a tiny fork protruding through a hole in its lid. Ronnie and Seamus took a few seconds to pass condiments to each other, loading the burgers with their favorite choices before taking their first bites.

Ronnie moaned with delight. “This is like a place I used to go to in high school. All grease and no class, but still heaven.” Realizing what she’d said, she grinned self-consciously. “Heaven. Who knew?”

They ate for a while, interspersing bites of burger with fries. “The best thing about being dead is not having to worry about what’s going to kill you,” Ronnie remarked, but the question she’d asked earlier hung in the air.

Seamus finished his burger and wiped his fingers on a napkin. “I was murdered.”

Ronnie stopped chewing for a few seconds, but apparently no suitable response came to mind.

Eyes focused on his remaining fries, he went on. “I wanted to be a cop like my dad, and for a while I was. Then the war came along, and from that I got a bum knee, a small pension, and no job. One of the guys in my outfit, a lawyer, suggested I go into private investigation. He promised me work and even offered space in the building where he had his offices.”

Taking up a fry, Ronnie dredged it in ketchup and ate, waiting for more.

“I guess that’s why I became a cross-back,” Seamus took a bite of pickle. “I like helping people find answers.”

“Were you killed on a case?” Ronnie laughed as soon as she said it. “Oops! I promised I wouldn’t ask. It’s just that when you said you were a detective, it made me think—” When he didn’t say anything she went on, “I’m sorry. It’s none of my business.”

“Yeah.” His tone revealed there was more he might have said, but he changed both the tone and the topic. “Now eat all those fries, or Artie will be offended. He’s a real believer in the Clean Plate Club.”

The Last Night—March 12, 1953

“Where are you going?” Lee asked when he called to tell her he’d be out late.

“I’m meeting someone who’s got information for me.”

“Where?”

“Downtown.”

“What case are you working on?”

“It’s not really a case yet, just possible illegal activity.” Seamus’ throat felt tight. It was hard to lie to his wife.

“Where is this illegal activity taking place?”

Any other time he’d have given details without her asking. “At some nightclub.”

“A nightclub where they break the law.” Lee’s voice was hard. “Big news.”

“We’re meeting after the place closes, so don’t wait up for me.”

“Seamus—be careful, okay? Those places don’t attract nice people.”

“I’m always careful, Honey Girl. 

“I remember. But you’re the only good thing I ever found there.”​

Chapter Two

Ronnie and Seamus took to meeting for lunch each day at Artie’s. He waited for her to turn nosy or whiny or silly, but she didn’t. In fact, he began looking forward to sharing things he’d learned in his many experiences. Ronnie got what crossing-back was really about, and she had none of the self-congratulatory attitude of some cross-backs he’d met, the daredevil types who bragged about their exploits and belittled their clueless hosts. With Ronnie, Seamus talked about practical things: how to deal with the pain of the crossing, how to adjust to the heaviness of a living body after the lightness of being dead, and how to conduct an investigation from inside the mind of a living person who could be coaxed but not controlled.

“All my life,” he told her one day over a large bowl of chili, “I wanted to know why people do what they do. Long division problems or how atoms combine means nothing to me, but murder—that’s something worth figuring out.”

“I know,” Ronnie agreed. “How does somebody become willing, even determined, to take the life of a fellow human being?”

“I like tracking it down until I understand—at least, what there is to understand about taking a life that doesn’t belong to you.”

“It’s like solving a puzzle, but you’re helping people, too.”

When they parted after lunch, Seamus returned to staring into the void that surrounded the ship. He hadn’t shared with Ronnie his recent restlessness, but with himself he was honest. Solving other people’s problems was never going to resolve his own.

Those who knew how they’d died accepted their changed state fairly soon. It wasn’t hard to understand that drinking and driving could end a life, and for someone who’d endured years of suffering, dying was often a relief.

It was different for murder victims. Their lives had ended on someone else’s timetable, and that felt unfair. Why? and often Who? weren’t idle questions. They were essential for accepting that Life was gone forever. Helping those people had always been gratifying for Seamus.

It was no longer enough.

At the end of the day he returned to his stateroom, which contained only a bed, a seldom-used TV, and a couple of chairs. He slept, setting his concerns aside with the power of his formidable will. The next morning he woke with the same concerns, and the sense that they had to be faced was stronger than ever. Seamus spent the morning staring at the wall across from his bed, rubbing his face occasionally, and listening to the silence.

When his inner clock stirred him to action, it was close to noon. Though time didn’t exist anymore, the illusion of it helped the dead feel normal, just as the feel of having a body and the sense of needing to eat and sleep did. Seamus glanced at the calendar, which had days but no month or year. Thursday said, Ronnie-noon. So did Friday and Saturday and Sunday.

She was already there, and she’d ordered the grilled cheese sandwich with macaroni and cheese on the side. “Can’t go to my booty,” she remarked as Artie set the plate down before her. Seamus ordered the corned beef, foregoing comment on women and their figures. When Artie grabbed a coffee pot black with age and waved it, Seamus turned his cup right side up and pushed it toward the table edge.

“The food’s wonderful, Artie,” Ronnie said.

“Thanks.” With a glance at Seamus Artie added, “Some of my customers keep mentioning ptomaine, but I think I do pretty good.”

“I’d know ptomaine,” she said. “That’s what I died of.”

Artie’s watery blue eyes widened. “Really?”

She shrugged. “Well, I never heard the actual diagnosis, you know? But I ate at this new restaurant down in the French Quarter. Afterwards, I got this funny feeling in my gut then I started throwing up, really violent spasms. I got so weak I couldn’t stand up. I remember lying on the kitchen floor, trying to reach my phone to call 9-1-1. That’s the last I remember.” She stirred her Diet Coke with her straw, adding, “Whatever it was, it was quick.”

Seamus frowned, but a twinkle in Ronnie’s eyes kept him silent. When Artie moved away, he said, “You’re something, you know that?”

She grinned impishly. “Just keeping things interesting.” She wiped her mouth with the napkin. “Now, what are you going to teach me today? We’ve covered the crossing, the best ways to pick up what’s floating through a host’s mind, and jumping from one host to another without missing and making a mess. I know we have to be careful not to let them know we’re in their heads.”

“A trainee I took along once couldn’t accept that.” Seamus’ expression turned reflective. “She kept talking to the host, who finally said out loud that the voice in his head had to leave. When they do that, we have to obey. I mean, they’ve got free will, and they don’t have to put up with us.”

“I’d never upset a host. It wouldn’t be right.” Ronnie’s eyes sparkled as she pretended to ponder her next question. “So what could you possibly reveal to me that you’ve never told anyone else?”

With comic disgust he said, “You want to know about the rat.”

Ronnie leaned toward him. “Everyone wants to know about the rat, my friend.”

He sighed. “It wasn’t a choice, okay? My host got hurt, and I had to get out, because you know—”

“—If a host dies before you can jump to someone else, you’re stuck between Life and the ship.” She shivered. “Lost forever.”

“I thought my guy was dying, so I jumped to the nearest living thing. It happened to be a rat.”

“But you might have been stuck in some landfill for eternity.”

He chuckled dryly. “My wife used to say, ‘You gotta do something sometimes, even if it’s wrong.’”

Ronnie blinked. “I never thought about you having a wife or kids, Seamus—or even a last name.”

“No kids, and the name’s Hanrahan.” He’d never told anyone about Lee, but having brought her up, Seamus took another step forward. “As for my wife—not much to say except that she and her boyfriend are the ones who murdered me.”

The Night They Met: February 11, 1950

Standing in the shadows, Seamus watched the entrance to Danny’s Place, trying to get a sense of the club and its clientele. Shielded from view by larger buildings, the nightclub offered its patrons plenty of privacy. The block where it sat was triangular rather than square, since the Chicago River took a turn there before heading for Lake Michigan. Two of the triangle’s sides were streets lined with buildings, while the river traced the third. In the open space in the middle was a one-and-a-half-story building that had once been a warehouse, a hundred yards back from the water on higher, firmer ground. Someone, presumably Danny, had turned it into a nightclub. Entry and exit were made via two narrow, alley-like streets that led to larger but still secondary streets, one of which connected to Wacker Drive. Walled in by larger buildings, the club was a tiny island of dark and relative quiet in the midst of the city, a private spot visitors had to be aware of in order to find it.

The upper level was dark, but Seamus noted a metal fire escape at the back corner that allowed entry to the second story from the outside. On the main floor, one window near the back showed light, but along the front half of the place, the windows had been covered with heavy shutters. That would be where the action was, he figured. A flashing neon sign atop a pink-and-black, flat-roofed portico announced Danny’s, offering Cocktails! and Entertainment Nightly! Beneath it, double doors opened and closed as customers entered, letting out light and strains of tinny music.

Crossing the parking lot, Seamus joined a well-dressed group obviously looking forward to an evening of booze and fun. A burly man at the door regarded them gravely, nodding in polite but hardly warm greeting. He was there to prevent misbehavior, and he didn’t need to speak to get that message across. In the foyer Seamus separated from the group and stood off to one side as if waiting for someone. Within a minute he’d noted that the hatcheck girl was cute, the décor was overdone, and the burly man was watching him. He moved through the curtained doorway and into the main room.

The object of his current case was a missing man, Arthur Jameson, whose wife reported he was last seen at Danny’s Place. “I took him there for our anniversary,” Mrs. Jameson had said when she hired Seamus. “I found the club a little gauche, all red velvet and gold paint, but Arthur loved it. He went back often, and he said since I didn’t like it, he wouldn’t force me to go along.”

That struck Seamus as an excuse, and from her tone he guessed she knew it. Mrs. Jameson, who was one smart cookie, knew why her husband had returned to the club alone. Still, she seemed genuinely perplexed by his disappearance. Judging by their tasteful home, the spacious garage, and Mrs. J’s well-maintained exterior, Seamus guessed old Art had a lot to lose. It followed that his absence wasn’t voluntary.

Since Jameson had gone to Danny’s the night he disappeared, Seamus had come to see the place. The police had been there, of course, but the employees who remembered Jameson’s visit claimed he’d left around twelve, right after the second show.

The place was crowded, but Seamus pointed to a small table on the far wall that nobody had taken, probably because the view of the stage was partially blocked. The hostess led the way, skirting tables as Seamus limped along behind her. Soon he was seated, behind the pillar and against the wall. That was fine, since he hadn’t come to watch the show. Seamus asked for a Cutty Sark on the rocks and sat back to observe the room.

The band was on break, and the low hum of conversation was broken periodically by laughter, sometimes low-pitched, other times high and musical, like vocal exercises. Danny’s was popular with those who had a little extra cash and wanted to be seen spending it. Elegance was the norm. Most of the women wore tightly-fitted dresses that looked glamorous but probably made sitting and walking difficult.

When the girl brought his drink, Seamus asked if the place was always this busy. “I guess.” She looked him over appraisingly, and he imagined himself as she saw him, not that good-looking and not that well-dressed. She moved off. Bigger tippers than he’d ever could be found at other tables.

A flourish of music drew the crowd’s attention, and an emcee stepped through the heavy red curtains. Seamus couldn’t see all of him because of the pillar, but he heard the spiel, which was basically “Welcome, welcome—Here’s tonight’s show—Headliner Lili Moreno.” Seamus paid little attention as he tried to decide if Jameson might have disappeared from this place and if so, why.

Then the curtains opened, the music swelled, and the singer began her first song, “The Tennessee Waltz.” The song’s inherent sadness came through in her voice, which was sweet but strong, soft but compelling. Intrigued, Seamus leaned around the pillar to get a look at Miss Moreno.

She was beautiful, with long, black hair and round, dark eyes. She stood alone on the stage in a simple blue dress with only a rhinestone clip at the shoulder for decoration. Seamus moved his chair into the aisle in order to get a better look at her.

The room quieted as Lili sang, and when Seamus managed to pull his gaze away for a moment and scan the faces turned toward the stage, every man there seemed mesmerized. He could see why all the tables were full. Danny’s, not the ritziest club in town, had a real crowd pleaser in their headliner. Ignoring outraged grunts from the guy behind him, Seamus leaned to one side, watching until Miss Moreno bowed gracefully and disappeared. A half-dozen lively girls danced onstage to the strains of “I’ve Got My Love to Keep Me Warm.” It was a good thing they had love, he thought wryly, because they weren’t wearing enough to keep from catching cold in the middle of a Chicago winter.

Seamus sat back, letting the man behind him get an eyeful of the bobbing dancers. Peering between the pillar and the wall, he watched the tiny slice of stage he could see, impatient for the moment when the dancers would finish and Lili Moreno would return and sing again. He told himself she’d be less impressive a second time, but that wasn’t true. When Lili came back for a two-song set, Seamus fell completely under her spell until she again bowed and retreated. He had to remind himself he’d come to Danny’s Place on business.

The show went on, but nothing interested Seamus once Lili’s part was over. When the last dancer tapped her way off-stage, Seamus gave the waitress a sizeable tip to ask Miss Moreno if he could speak to her for a few minutes.

“She don’t have nothing to do with customers.” Her tone was slightly disapproving. “You’d have better luck with one of the others.”

“Please tell her I’m investigating a missing person and need her help.” It was partially true, though the singer had probably already been interviewed by the police.

Sniffing as if to say it was a hopeless task, the girl put the money into her cleavage and went off. A few minutes later she was back, her wide eyes signaling surprise. “Lili says you can come backstage.”

He followed her along the side wall and up the steps to the right of the stage. Behind the curtain, Lili Moreno stood waiting. Women in costume and men with set pieces moved around her, but she hardly noticed. They glanced at Seamus, no doubt wondering why a gorgeous creature like Lili waited for him with such an eager expression.

Up close she was even prettier, and he became tongue-tied in a way he hadn’t been since high school. Apparently used to that reaction, Lili said, “You wanted to speak to me, detective?”

Though he struggled to gather his scattered thoughts, Seamus realized she thought he was from the police. Should he tell her the truth? When her dark eyes met his, he couldn’t lie. “I’m Seamus Hanrahan, Miss Moreno, a private investigator. I—uh—I’m working on a case.”

“Gail said it’s a missing person?”

“I guess the police already talked to you about him.”

“Oh.” She was disappointed. “I thought—” She didn’t finish the sentence but said instead, “I never met that man they’re looking for.”

He didn’t know what to say next. “I appreciate your time, Miss Moreno.”

Now it was she who was nervous. “I wonder—” She lowered her voice, though the backstage shuffling made it difficult to hear. “Do you help the police solve crimes?”

Something in her tone signaled worry, and he figured Danny’s Place had secrets the police might want to know about. Illegal gambling, maybe, or drugs for a few choice guests. “I’m only here to find out if anyone knows where Arthur Jameson went when he left here,” he said, trying to reassure her. “I’ve got no interest in what else goes on in this place.”

Instead of relief, he saw her disappointment deepen. “It’s one of the dancers. She hasn’t come to work since the night Mr. Jameson disappeared.”

His interest quickened. “Someone else is missing?”

Her slender shoulders rose and fell. “Danny says she probably got a better job. It’s just that she had a costume idea for me, and she said she’d bring in a sketch the next day.” She leaned toward him, her brown eyes earnest. “Why did she say that if she meant to quit?”

He could think of a half-dozen reasons, but he was so thrilled to have Lili’s face close to his that he kept them to himself. “Maybe we could meet somewhere tomorrow and talk.”

She backed away abruptly, a raised brow betraying annoyance. “I don’t think so.”

“If you’re worried about your friend—”

“She isn’t my friend.” Her voice had gone cold. “I made a mistake, Mr.—”

“Hanrahan. Seamus Hanrahan.”

“Mr. Hanrahan. It was nice meeting you.” The words were mere politeness.

He’d played it wrong. “I’d like to see you again. If you’re free for dinner some night, I mean, you’ve got to eat, right? We could—”

“I don’t think we’ll see each other again.”

She walked away, her spine straight. As he watched her graceful movements, the back view every bit as nice as the front, Seamus promised himself that Lili Moreno was wrong. They would meet again.​

Chapter Three

Mike was breaking in a new clerk at the ship’s clothing store. Because of the constant coming and going of personnel, he was almost always breaking in a new person somewhere, but he didn’t seem to mind. He was, as one might expect of an angel, patient, kind, and encouraging. What some didn’t expect, but was true nevertheless, was that he was also fun to be around and occasionally sarcastic.

When Seamus entered, Mike was showing a woman whose badge said Brenda how to locate clothing a client wanted or needed for any occasion. There was no secret to it, and guests could have done it themselves, but Mike said a human presence reassured newcomers. Seeing Seamus, Brenda stepped forward and asked briskly, “How can I help you?” Mike said something, and she stepped back again.

“Thanks for coming to meet me, Seamus,” Mike said. “It’s been a busy morning.”

“No problem. Is the case you mentioned a go?”

His smooth forehead crinkled in regret. “The lady has decided against knowing how she died. I think she’s afraid you’ll find that her son poisoned her in order to inherit her money.”

“And was it him?”

“What goes on back there isn’t our concern.” Mike punched Seamus playfully on the arm. “We leave it to guys like you to find answers our clients need, while we look ahead.” He glanced at Brenda, who was practicing with the huge conveyer belt behind the counter. She pressed the start button, stopped it to look at something that caught her eye, then started it up again. The soft whir of the moving rack kept their conversation private.

“You’ve been restless lately—more restless than usual, I mean. Is there something we should talk about?”

There was no way to explain ennui, regret, and general malaise to an angel. Mike would try to understand, and given his experience with eons of humanity, he would comprehend on some level. But even inside Seamus’ head, his complaints sounded whiny. I can’t decide what to do, even after all this time. That was it, but said out loud, it sounded ridiculous.

Despite his claim to Ronnie, there were things Seamus didn’t know about his own murder, and he was afraid he didn’t want to know. Like the client who’d decided not to engage his services, Seamus was afraid of the answers.

“I tell you what, Mike. When I’m ready to talk, I’ll come to you.”

Seamus found Ronnie on the deck, talking to a couple of cross-backs he knew slightly. “Rayburn, Keuchel, how’s it going?”

“Good, Seamus,” Keuchel replied. “Ronnie says you’ve got a case?”

He shook his head. “I guess the lady decided against it.”

“Chicken, huh?” Rayburn huffed in disgust. “Scared of the truth.”

Noting the glare Seamus cast on him, Ronnie stepped in. “Everybody’s got his own pace, right? We help out when they’re ready.”

“I can
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