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Chapter One

“Who knew heaven was like a luxury liner?” The man across from Seamus speared the last bite of his steak. His head was shaved and shiny, and tattoos curled around his ears like ram’s horns. He was called Joshua, but he didn’t bring Jericho to mind. More like pure Jersey. “It’s not what I imagined.” Leaning back from his empty plate, he patted his stomach with a satisfied air. “I gotta tell you, it’s pretty great.”

“This is our introduction to the Afterlife.” Seamus glanced at the speaker, a sweet-faced young woman in a diaphanous turquoise evening gown. Noting her work-roughened hands, he guessed it was the nicest thing she’d ever worn. “This ship, the feeling we’re on a cruise,” she waved vaguely at the elegant room around them. “It’s designed to help us adjust to the fact that our lives are over.”

“That’s right,” another woman put in. “They provide all the comforts while we prepare for the final step.”

“Which they say is much better.” The first woman looked around the table. “I believe that.”

There was a moment of silence as the diners considered their own opinions. In the background, the band finished a smooth rendition of “The Impossible Dream.”

As the notes of a new song began, a wide-eyed girl of about nineteen asked, “What about punishment?” Her food was hardly touched, and Seamus figured she hadn’t yet adjusted to the idea of being dead.

“Oh, that will all be taken care of,” said a woman a few chairs down whose facial wrinkles were intensified by a screaming red dye job on her hair. “My caseworker said not to worry about it.”

Although he generally stayed out of such conversations, Seamus couldn’t ignore the look of dread on the girl’s face. “Think of all the good things you’ve heard about the afterlife,” he told her. “That’s what’s true.”

Her spine relaxed a little and she smiled timidly. It was the same every night: new faces, but the same fears, anticipation, and wonder. The newly dead talking about being newly dead.

“This really is like a sea cruise,” one man said.

“With everything you can imagine and more,” Joshua agreed.

Seamus wondered how many of them understood that they’d soon forget the details of their former lives. In a day or two, the pretty girl in the red dress would know she liked musical comedies but be unable to name a specific occasion when she had seen one or who had accompanied her. Glancing around the table, he assessed the likelihood that someone here might object to losing their memories. No. Not a Portalist among them. Each of his dinner companions would accept the forgetting and make the crossing, content to leave the world, and even this ship, behind.

He was not like that. No matter how wonderful the next step might be, Seamus was unwilling to let go of Seamus. Like a small minority who chose to remain and remember, he stayed on the ship, waiting for the time when it felt right to give up who he was for whatever lay beyond.

Joshua’s mind apparently ran along the same track. “I understand the workers on the ship are people who chose not to go on.”

“Not yet,” said a young man who’d begun refilling their water glasses. As ice plopped and water splashed, he explained, “Portalists can go on anytime, but we choose to stick around a while.”

“If the next step is so wonderful, then why not take it?” asked the woman in turquoise.

The waiter, whose face was pleasantly freckled, thought about that for a few seconds. “I guess I want to enjoy this step,” he said finally. “You gotta admit, this ain’t bad. I work a few hours a day, and the rest of the time I get the same treatment you all are getting.”

“It’s really something,” Joshua agreed. “Anything you want to eat or wear, lots of things to do. My wife and I used to take a Disney cruise every year, but it was never as good as this.” His eyes clouded at the word wife, and Seamus imagined his thought: My wife—now what was she like?

“What if a person wanted to go back, back to Life? Could she do that?” asked the girl.

Everyone paused at the naive question. Most of them understood that their lives were over, but it was undoubtedly hard for the very young, who hadn’t had much life at all, to accept that fact.

The waiter, who’d been on the ship longer than anyone present except Seamus, said gently, “It’s not possible. No one goes back.”

That wasn’t true, but Seamus didn’t contradict the speaker. He’d gone back many times. What was true was that returning to Life was not what the girl imagined, not what she’d want. It was a job, and only a few could handle it.

As the meal progressed, Seamus observed the other Portalists serving food, taking away empty plates, playing in the orchestra across the room. Those who stayed on the ship were given jobs: nothing too taxing, but work that made them feel useful. Waiting tables or handing out towels in the gym wasn’t enough for Seamus. He tried not to feel contemptuous of either the guests who blithely journeyed forward or the Portalists who hung around to enjoy the ship’s luxury. It was their choice, he reminded himself. Maybe I’m the selfish one.

He hadn’t come to dinner tonight for the company, but because Mike, the guy Seamus thought of as the Manager Angel, had stopped by his stateroom earlier. The visit made Seamus’ day, though he’d tried not to show it.

After knocking on the cabin door and being invited inside, Mike had asked, “Are you up for some work?”

Seamus had been lying on the bed, fully clothed except for his hat, working a crossword puzzle with a pen. “You know I am.” Setting the book down, he shifted his feet to the floor.

Mike held up a hand, signaling patience. “He’s with Nancy right now, but she’s pretty sure this guy will need you.”

“Murdered?”

“He thinks so.” Mike, who looked to Seamus like Leslie Howard, took a step into the room and closed the door behind him. “He’s old, and I’d guess he was pretty shaky on his feet. He fell off a cliff while watching a yacht race. It could have been by accident, but he doesn’t think so.” “So I’d go back and see what the police think?”

“Yes. If he decides to go ahead with it, you’ll meet him after dinner and get the full story.”

Seamus lay back on the pillows stacked against the headboard. “You’re the boss, Mike.” Mike grinned at his pretended reluctance, knowing his “employee” was thrilled when a new job came along. Seamus liked the idea of working for Mike, or better still, for Good.

Seamus had made his way to the dining room, located the man Mike wanted him to meet, and taken a seat one table away. Now, as conversation at his table continued, Seamus watched William Clark Dunbar. He was indeed old, though, like other guests on the ship, any infirmities he’d had in life were erased. Guests and Portalists alike were given an approximation of themselves on the Passage, not real in the sense they’d once been, but familiar and comfortable. Seamus himself had had a limp in the last few years of his life due to a shattered knee. One benefit of being dead was that everything worked. The disadvantages were obvious, at least to Seamus.

Dunbar was moderately tall and trim, with only a soft rounding at his waist to betray the passage of time. His haircut was G.I. issue, a buzzed style that might have been cut to fashion but was more likely old habit instead. Judging from the freckled complexion, Seamus guessed that before his hair turned white, Dunbar had been a red-head.

He wore a tuxedo, as most of the men did, but he seemed at ease in it, as if used to formal attire, while other men in the room did not. Seamus had eschewed formal attire and stuck with his brown pin-stripe with the wide lapels. His fedora lay beside him on the table, and he touched it every so often, as if to assure himself it was still there. He always felt a little naked without it.

During the meal Dunbar was polite, making a comment from time to time and chuckling when someone made a joke, but it was obvious he had things on his mind. The staff on the ship encouraged mingling, but Seamus sensed Dunbar would have preferred to be alone, to ponder what had happened to him and come to terms with it.

Plenty of time for that later, buddy, Seamus told the man silently. When you’re alone in that stateroom, all you have to think about is why you died, how you died, and what will happen now.

The noise level rose once the meal was over. Conversations hummed. The clink of dishes and cutlery sounded as the tables were cleared. The band switched to livelier tunes, and a few people moved to the dance floor. There was even laughter. Seamus saw Dunbar make his excuses and rise to go. One of the women tried to convince him to stay a while longer, but he resisted, affable but definite. Seamus made his own excuses to his tablemates. Not one of them asked him to stay.

On the way out of the room, Dunbar stopped to speak to Mike, which left Seamus standing near the table he’d just left. He surveyed the room idly as he waited, at the same time watching the exchange between Mike and Dunbar. The man seemed to be questioning Mike, who spoke reassuringly. His gaze slid once to Seamus, confirming what they had discussed earlier. As he waited, Seamus couldn’t help but hear bits of conversation from the table he had vacated.

“—think he chooses to wear that suit?”

“—an Al Capone wannabe.”

“He could have any clothes he wanted, just by going to the ship’s store.”

“It’s kinda cool, I think.” This was from the timid girl he’d reassured earlier.

Thanks, kiddo, he told her silently.

Dunbar finished speaking with Mike, and Seamus followed him out of the room. Outside, Seamus looked right and then left to see which way Dunbar had turned. Down only a short way, he leaned against the railing, staring into the void that surrounded the ship.

Seamus took a moment, as he usually did, to take in the view beyond the railing. What he saw was nothing, but the most beautiful nothing imaginable. The ship passed through something that was space-like, he supposed, but so much more than that. It was the most peaceful, amazing thing he’d ever encountered, and there was no way to describe it. Beyond the ship was something taken in through the senses rather than seen. Still yet moving, colored yet indistinct, real yet incomprehensible, Infinity was far beyond his understanding. It was not beyond appreciation, though, no matter how often he saw it.

Seamus moved to where William Dunbar stared into the void as if searching for something. If Dunbar didn’t know who killed him, Life had left him with a bitter question: who? And if he knew who’d done it, the question might be even more difficult: why?

“Are you Dunbar?”

The man turned and surveyed Seamus with a slightly questioning air. “I am.”

“My name is Seamus.”

Dunbar nodded acknowledgment. “You’re the detective?”

“Yeah.”

The man rubbed the railing with a fingernail. “I’m trying to make up my mind about all this.”

Seamus waited. It wasn’t his way to press, though in his view, it was better to know. At least, for most.

“What did they tell you about me?” Dunbar stared into the distance.

“Not much. I guess they figure it’s your story to tell.”

“I see.” There was another long pause. Seamus didn’t mind. He sensed the job was his, that this man wanted to know. And in the meantime, there was the view.

When Dunbar began to speak, he kept his face averted. Seamus saw in the line of his jaw a tension that was undoubtedly visible in his pale blue eyes too. The man wasn’t sure he wanted to know, but he had to.

“I am—I was—a very wealthy man,” he began. “My family moved from Coatbridge in Scotland to Ontario when I was eight. As an adult, I moved to the States, to Chicago, and started a business. My product was simple, but its time came just when I started manufacturing it.” He turned to Seamus with a slight smile. “As a consumer you wouldn’t be aware of it, but every electrical gadget made needs one or two.”

Seamus nodded. How Dunbar got to be rich didn’t matter, though the fact he’d been rich probably did.

“Through that bit of luck and a lot of hard work, my wife and I enjoyed, from the time we entered our thirties, a lifestyle most would envy.” He looked away. “It’s true what they say, though. Money cannot buy happiness.” His chin dropped, and he leaned more heavily on the railing. “When I was forty-one, my wife was killed in a car accident. And when I was sixty-four, my only son died of cancer. One of those inexplicable things: he was athletic, didn’t smoke or drink. The doctors had no explanation—and no cure.” He shook his head, apparently still unable to accept the reality of it. “He left behind a three-year-old son, who is now twenty-five.”

Seamus did some quick math in his head. That made Dunbar eighty-six. That’s how I might have looked, he thought, but added a moment later, If I weren’t a short Irish-American mongrel with a two-pack a day smoking habit.

A couple of men passed behind them, discussing the merits of the Bears versus the Vikings. One of them seemed to think raising his vocal volume trumped his companion’s statistics.

“This grandson was with you when you fell?” Seamus asked when the men went on.

Dunbar seemed reluctant to answer. “Yes.”

“What was a guy of eighty-plus doing up on a cliff, anyway?”

The old man smiled. “I loved boats and bought a succession of them, starting with a trim little twenty-two footer and ending with something a bit more spacious. For years I sailed the Great Lakes whenever time permitted.”

Seamus had a moment of doubt. He hated boats. If this job meant hosting with some yacht captain, he’d have to rethink it.

Unaware of his listener’s inner conflict, Dunbar went on. “The highlight of my year was the Chicago to Mackinac Race, sponsored by the Chicago Yacht Club. Over three hundred boats take off from Chicago, near the Navy Pier, and head to Mackinac Island, in the straits between Lake Huron and Lake Michigan. For almost thirty years, I was in that race.” He stood a little straighter. “There were times when I came close to winning it.”

“That’s good.”

“My son was never interested in boating, but after he died, I became a presence in the life of my grandson, first simply as Gramps but later as his guardian.” Dunbar smiled. “His name is William Clark Dunbar III, but I called him Buddy. As an adult, he became Bud to almost everyone. For a few years, he crewed with me in the race, but then he got busy with his life and lost interest. Eventually, my health began to fail, and I gave up racing and became a mere spectator.” Regret was evident in his voice, but he shifted his feet and finished. “That was what we were doing on the bluff: watching for the racers on their way to Mackinac.”

Seamus focused on a point the old man had omitted. “Where is Bud’s mother?”

Dunbar gave a huff of disapproval. “One seldom knows where she is or which man she’s with. Having a child cramped her style. When I demanded she either act like a mother or give me guardianship, she couldn’t wait to sign the papers.”

“I suppose there was money involved?”

Dunbar’s shrug acknowledged Seamus’ deductive power. “I don’t think Callie ever saw Buddy as her child, only as a means to my money.”

“What does the kid know about it?”

“He knows nothing, but I am sure he suspects a lot.”

“They don’t communicate?”

“No. Callie staying out of Bud’s life was part of the deal.”

“And he’s okay with that?”

Dunbar stepped back, leaning his forearms against the rail. “I think he trusts my judgment, although I’m sure he is curious about his mother.” He added as an afterthought, “I suppose a psychiatrist would say Bud suffered emotional scars from her abandonment.”

“No sign of wanting marriage and a family?”

“Not so far.”

“So Bud is what they call a player?”

Dunbar frowned “I wouldn’t use that term. An eligible bachelor is always welcome, and plenty of women want to be seen on his arm. But up till now, no girl has lasted long there.”

Seamus formed a mental image: Bud Dunbar, man-about-town. “Your grandson lived with you?”

“Until he completed his MBA. Now he manages Dunbar Enterprises in Chicago.”

Running one hand along his jawline, Seamus asked, “Did you keep control of it?”

The old man’s feet shifted, grating slightly on the metal deck. “I have final say, but we always made important decisions together.”

So Buddy had almost all the power. “What happened that day up on the cliff?”

“As I said, I was a fan of yachting, even after I became too unsteady to stand on a deck. It became a tradition for Bud and me to climb up to the top of a bluff near my house and watch as the Chicago to Mackinac racers sailed north. The last few years I was unable to walk that far, so we took the golf cart. We’d spend hours up there, making predictions and critiquing the different crews as they passed.”

“Okay. Tell me what you remember, starting from when you left the house.”

Dunbar closed his eyes briefly. “The day was a particularly beautiful one, although July has been very hot. Bud had everything in the golf cart when I came down: binoculars, water, and a couple of those chairs that come in canvas sacks.”

“And where exactly is this bluff?”

“My property is—” He stopped himself. ”—was near Frankfort, Michigan. I own two hundred acres with some beachfront, some open meadow, and a lot of woods. On the north end of the property, a bluff overlooks Lake Michigan. The area around it is wooded, but a parting in the trees at a spot fifty feet above the lake provides a magnificent view. That’s where I—” His voice trembled but he coughed once and went on. “When I bought the place, I had a fence installed to prevent anyone falling over the edge.”

“Smart move.” Obviously, the fence had not done its job.

“As I got less steady on my feet, the fence became more of a necessity, something sturdy to hold onto. My handyman always made sure it was in good repair.”

“Okay. Back to that day.”

Dunbar’s gaze lost focus, but with visible effort, he continued his narrative. “I remember peaceful silence on the ride up there. A golf cart doesn’t make much noise, and Bud and I never felt like we had to converse if there was nothing to say. I was looking forward to the race. Small birds flew up and flitted away as we passed, startled by the movement. I felt small branches snap under the wheels. I could smell the pines, and a few cones had dropped into the sand along the track. I saw some prints left by animals, a couple of deer and a porcupine.”

Seamus found himself enjoying Dunbar’s description. Yes, that was Life: all the senses actually working, not some re-created facsimile that paled in comparison. It was smelly and noisy and inconvenient, but feeling, really feeling, was like nothing else.

“By the time we got to the viewing point, the sun was well up. To be honest, it was uncomfortably hot, downright tropical for Michigan, but Bud had brought an umbrella that fit into the frame of my chair for shade.

“We stopped. I was using a cane, and I waited while Bud unloaded our things from the cart. He hung two pairs of binoculars around his neck, put the water into his backpack, hefted the chairs, and we set off. It isn’t far to the viewing point, probably thirty yards, but the trail is bumpy, and it took me a while to make it. I guessed from my grandson’s expression that he was wondering if it had been a good idea to bring me up there.” Dunbar smiled grimly. “Did you know that walking on an uneven surface is one of the most difficult things for the brain to handle?”

“No.”

“They can’t design a robot that can do it efficiently, because so many tiny adjustments must be made.” He added with a hint of pride, “It took longer than it once did, but I made it on my own power.”

That’s what it’s like to get old, Seamus thought. Tiny victories over a rebellious body. Small achievements that help you believe it isn’t over. He recalled a friend of seventy who had insisted on demonstrating at every opportunity that he could still do push-ups. See? I’m not dead yet.

“Describe the area around this viewing point for me.”

“As I said, it overlooks the lake, an open area the size of a mid-sized room. It drops steeply into some trees and slopes down to a tiny strip of beach.” His lips pressed together briefly. “I don’t remember much about the fall, just the helpless feeling that I couldn’t stop it.”

“We’re not there yet. Go back to when you and Bud arrived.”

Dunbar relaxed his shoulders with a roll and a deep breath. “Bud set up the chairs, but I wasn’t ready to sit down yet. He handed me my binoculars. We didn’t see anything coming, but you can’t predict when the first boat will show up. So much depends on weather and conditions on the lake. After a while Bud said, ‘Gramps, do you hear that?’ I heard nothing.”

“What did he hear?”

“He thought it sounded like an animal in trouble in the woods to our right.”

“What kind of animal?”

“I don’t know, but Bud heard it again, and a few moments later, a third time. He said something was hurt, and he was going to go and see what it was.”

“You never heard the noise.”

“No.”

“So what did he do?”

“Well, he set his binoculars down on the chair seat and took off into the woods. I watched him disappear, then nothing. After a while I turned back to the lake, looking for the first boats.”

Dunbar stopped, and Seamus knew they had come again to the fall. “Okay,” he told the old man, “Slowly, tell me everything you recall.”

He shrugged helplessly. “I was relaxed, focused on the water. Suddenly I was falling. I felt the resistance of the wooden fence rail against my stomach. My legs left the ground. I grabbed for the rail, but it was too late. I was over the fence before I could even call for help. My shoulder hit the ground on the other side.” His jaw jutted, lips tight, but he continued. “My reflexes were too slow, my body too stiff, my mind too overcome. At forty, even at sixty, I might have saved myself, but—” Disgust tinged his voice. “It’s like they say. Old age isn’t for sissies.” He turned once more to face Seamus. “One thing I am sure of, though. I did not fall over that fence. I was pushed.”

Chapter Two

Brodie Dunbar made her way up the trail, slowing once she was out of sight of the house. Scarlet would soon discover she wasn’t in her room, but Scarlet would understand that she needed to be alone.

The trees smelled good, all piney and fresh, but Brodie willed herself not to notice. It had to be wrong to notice beauty in the world when Gramps was gone from it. A warm breeze touched her cheek as she finally stepped into the open space of the viewing point, but she tried to ignore that too. Nothing should matter now that Gramps was dead.

Before her, Lake Michigan sparkled in the July sunshine. The view could have been a postcard, except no camera could capture it completely. She was high above the lake, and the drop beyond the fence was dizzying, but heights didn’t scare Brodie. In fact, she usually enjoyed the feeling of standing in lofty places. But this was where Gramps had fallen to his death. It was different now.

She willed herself to approach the rail fence that stood before her. Unable to look down at where Gramps must have landed, she kept her eyes on the rails themselves, searching for weakness. They looked as strong as ever. She knelt and took one in her hands, feeling the rough wood. Pulled on it hard. It gave slightly, as wood is supposed to, but it was whole, doing the job it was built for, keeping people from falling over the bluff edge.

So how had the fence failed Gramps? They said he must have had a dizzy spell, but if he got dizzy he could have held on, couldn’t he? Why hadn’t he? Was it her fault for not telling what she knew? She’d wanted to protect him, but she might instead have contributed to his death.

Brodie wished she could talk to Bud about what happened, since he’d been right there. But Bud was busy with police and family and business stuff. He had no interest in Brodie, who was nobody.

She tried to think of someone who would care, really care, if she never returned from this place. She peered over the edge at the drop she’d found exhilarating until now. Nothing below indicated the tragedy that had occurred. It seemed to her the earth and water should give some sign that a wonderful old man had died in this place. But it was a beautiful as ever, as peaceful as before. The lake moved below her as always, waves chasing each other to see which would travel farthest ashore. The sun had risen high enough to reach the spot, but barely, so the light was still filtered through the treetops behind her. It was the same place as always. Everything was the same, except that Brodie had no future, here or anyplace else she could imagine, without Gramps.

William C. Dunbar—Gramps—had been everything to Brodie, so much so that she was considering crawling over the fence herself and flying—or falling—to wherever he was. Everyone except Gramps thought she was ugly, stupid, and not quite right in the head. Maybe it was okay if she left the world. Maybe there was something better in the next one.

She looked again at the expanse of water on the other side of the fence. It sparkled invitingly. Every once in a while a wave slapped against the sand with a happy little sound. Without conscious decision she climbed onto the fence and over it, hanging onto the top rail and extending her arms so that she looked straight down. Had Gramps known he was going to die? Had he thought of her as he fell? The trees below seemed wicked now, though she’d always loved staring down at the contrast between their green branches and the soft sand beyond them. She hoped Gramps had lost consciousness and never known his life would end that day, that hour, that second. It was all a kid could hope for when the one person who wasn’t paid to like her was gone.

***

Seamus left the subject of Dunbar’s death for a while, giving the man a chance to regain control of his emotions. “Tell me more about the property.”

Dunbar pulled himself back once more from thoughts that obviously plagued him. The safer subject, his home, allowed him to relax somewhat. “I bought the land back in the ’60s, when it was relatively cheap,” he said. “The original buildings sat along a small lagoon, protected from the winds off the lake. That house burned long ago, and the site is almost completely overtaken by woods. I chose to build in a more open space down the beach. Lila would have loved it, had she lived.” His shoulders twitched, and Seamus wondered if he was reminded that he too was now dead.

“When Buddy became my responsibility, I decided to move to Michigan in order to give him the kind of childhood a kid deserves: room to wander and a small, supportive community.”

“Sounds nice,” Seamus lied. He couldn’t imagine living away from a city center, where there was always something to do. “Anyone else live with you?”

“Everybody, it seems some days.” Dunbar looked a bit sheepish. “When you’ve got a house with twelve bedrooms, family tends to congregate.”

“Who’s everybody?”

“My sister Arlis, for one.”

“What does she do?”

“Her hair, mostly.” Dunbar sniffed. “Arlis married one of my managers. When her husband died, she let her only child, Leland, handle her money, and he lost it all. Some hare-brained scheme that wasn’t quite legal and not at all well-planned. When everything fell apart, Leland left the country to avoid legal ramifications. Arlis came to live with me.”

“So this Leland isn’t around?”

“Haven’t seen him in years, but he does call his mother regularly.” His lips tightened “None of it was his fault, Arlis says.”

Red flags went up in Seamus’ mind. “Leland isn’t an honest type.”

“He might only have been young and stupid. Apparently, he has spent the last decade trying to atone. In fact, he became sadhu.”

“What?”

“It’s Hindu.” Dunbar rolled his eyes. “I had to look it up. Rejecting everything life requires of most of us, sadhu have no home or possessions. They work when someone asks them to and eat when someone feeds them. According to his mother, Leland travels the world, helping out in disasters and out-of-the-way places.” He raised both hands, palms up. “Believe me, I’ve heard more about it than I ever cared to. Arlis wants us to understand that Leland is a changed man.”

“So he can inherit some of your money, maybe?”

Dunbar shrugged. “Arlis claims he’s moved past wanting any earthly reward.”

Seamus pictured a barefoot hermit with offensive body odor and a beard thick enough for robins to nest in. “Okay, so you support your sister. Who else lived with you?”

Dunbar’s eyes softened. “There’s Brodie.”

“Another relative?”

The answer was oblique. “I didn’t know she existed until she was three years old. She was—not being treated well. When I stepped in to help, her mother agreed to let me adopt her.”

“More money changed hands, I assume?”

Dunbar grimaced. “What’s money for if not to help those who need it?”

Seamus could think of worse things a man might do with his money than rescue kids whose parents were screw-ups. “So what does Brodie do?”

“She’s still a kid, just thirteen.” His smile was rueful. “Her apparent purpose in life is frustrating anyone who tries to control her.”

“A challenge, huh?”

“To put it mildly.” He covered a smile with his fist. “She’s the reason for another resident in my home, Scarlet.”

“Another relative?’“

“No. Scarlet McMorran is Brodie’s tutor. She’s been with us for almost a year now, and she’s done wonders.” He paused, backing up slightly. “Brodie was almost feral when I adopted her. Over time she became civilized, but not completely socialized.” Dunbar didn’t try to hide his smile this time. “She has a reputation for innovative pranks that are aimed at people who deserve them, at least to Brodie’s way of thinking.”

A brat, Seamus concluded privately.

“Scarlet has had some success, I think because she truly cares for Brodie. At the same time, Scarlet is wise enough to pair caring with expectations of proper behavior.”

“Okay. Your sister, the kid, and her warden. Who else?”

“My personal assistant, Arnold Wilk, is there most of the time, though he gets weekends off and often goes away with friends. Our cook-and-handyman couple, Shelley and Orville Briggs. Those are the permanent members of the household. Bud comes north when he can, but work keeps him in Chicago most of the time. My lawyer, Collin Marks, visits quite often and has a room assigned as his. Both Arnold and Collin were at the house that...um, last day. Collin rode up with Bud from Chicago for some R&R.”

Seamus tried to picture a map of Michigan. “Isn’t that kind of a long drive?”

“It is, but Bud likes it. M-22 from Manistee to Frankfort is scenic, with twists Bud claims are relaxing after negotiating the turns of the world economy all week.”

“I guess. Anyone else?”

“We often have guests, as anyone who owns a home on a lake will tell you. But this weekend it was only the people I named.”

“Do all of them figure in your will?”

“Well, yes. Arnold, the Briggses, and Collin get small bequests, Brodie inherits a substantial amount at eighteen, and Arlis gets support and a home until her death or remarriage. Bud controls it all.”

“Is that everyone mentioned in the will?”

“There are charitable donations, of course. Oh, and the family home in Ontario goes to Leland.” Dunbar sniffed. “Since he can’t return to the States, it was the best I could do for him.”

“You have land in Canada?”

Dunbar nodded. “My father, the last of the family except for Arlis and me, died a few months after my wife was killed. He was a simple man, rather dour and uninterested in modern conveniences. Having too much to deal with at the time, I simply paid someone to close up the house and never went back. When Arlis suggested it should be her son’s inheritance, I agreed. Leland can sell the place and give the money to his charities or spend it. I don’t care.”

Someone called out behind them, and both men turned. The woman was speaking to someone farther down the deck. “Sorry,” she said. Dunbar nodded graciously.

Seamus asked, “Is this place worth a lot?”

Dunbar grunted negatively. “A hundred rocky acres in northern Ontario. My father built several small cabins and called it a hunting lodge. I remember a collection of shacks.” He shrugged. “It’s peaceful there, I suppose, if one likes solitude.”

“And the others? Did anyone seem impatient to get his or her inheritance?”

“No.” The answer came too quickly. “I can’t believe any of them would do anything—”

“Why don’t you tell me why you think your grandson pushed you off that cliff?”

The question brought Dunbar up short. His spine stiffened, his mouth opened, apparently to object. Then he seemed to wilt. “I don’t. But I’m afraid the police will.”

“Why?”

“Bud and I had disagreed recently. We had a chance to sell the company, and he wanted to take it. Said he wanted to go in another direction. I was reluctant. I started that business. I made it a success. I...I wanted to keep it in the family.”

Dunbar stopped, unable to put into words the desire of an old man to hold onto his young man’s dream. “I might have been unreasonable,” he admitted, more to himself than to Seamus. “A man’s dream shouldn’t be forced on his children.”

“So you two disagreed about the business, he was the only one up there with you, and you distinctly recall being pushed.” Seamus turned to Dunbar. “Are you sure you want to know what happened?”

A long sigh indicated Dunbar understood the implied warning. “I need to know. If Bud is in trouble, and if he didn’t—if he’s innocent, I hope you’ll do what you can to see he is not unjustly accused.”

“You know we don’t have the power to make changes back there.”

“I was told that. But my advisor—Nancy, is it?—indicated you can sometimes apply slight pressure in a direction.”

“Very slight. A host can easily reject our efforts if what we ask is contrary to his own thoughts.”

“Host?”

Seamus waved a hand as if wiping away a wrong impression. “We have no existence there anymore. We go back as an essence and depend on a living person for movement.”

“I see. So you might...host with a policeman?”

“I often do. They move around, interview people, learn the facts.”

“Then if this investigator began to suspect Buddy, you could communicate ‘innocent’ or something like that, and he’d look in another direction.”

“I could try. If he’ll listen. And if I’m certain your grandson is innocent.”

Dunbar tapped a finger against his chin. “Could you host with Bud and read his thoughts? Then you’d know.”

“I’ll probably do that, but it isn’t like mind reading. We only hear conscious thoughts, and only in spurts, the way people actually think.”

“I understand. Fragments, thoughts that get interrupted, things like that.”

“Right. And you’d be surprised. Guilty people are sometimes pretty good at not thinking about their crimes. If they feel justified or have no sense of guilt, the thought of doing murder might not even cross their mind for days at a time.”

“Then it will be more difficult than I imagined.” Dunbar sounded defeated.

“We have our tricks,” Seamus said, taking a step away from the railing. “Try to relax and enjoy the Passage. I’ll be back before you know it.” He paused. “As long as you’re sure this is what you want.”

The man’s jaw set, and he turned to face Seamus, holding out a hand. “It is,” he said firmly. “And I appreciate your efforts, whatever the result.”

***

The sun grew hot on Brodie’s neck. Arlis was probably complaining even now about what the humidity did to her hair. Brodie looked down at the railing, noting signatures carved or inked into its surface over the years. “Buddy” appeared several times with a year added after each. Hers was there too, etched into the soft pine with Gramps’ pocket knife: “Brodie, May, 2011.” It seemed a long time ago now. She sat down on a patch of grass near one of the fence posts, leaning her back against it and staring at the trees.

It’s okay, she told herself. You can cry now, and no one will see.

The tears didn’t come, though her throat got so tight it felt like something was growing down there. No tears, but from somewhere, a phrase came: A grief too deep for tears. Was that what it was? Or did she not cry because she lacked normal human emotions?

Brodie tried to feel normal, but it never worked. Right now, a normal kid would be sobbing in grief at Gramps’ passing, but she could not. And though she should be feeling nothing but sadness, she couldn’t ignore the peacefulness of the place he’d loved. She tried to shut out the beauty of it, but it intruded on her thoughts.

The view was spectacular: the lake, spreading one hundred-eighty degrees over the fence rail. Although she’d turned her back to it, she could hear the water far below, always moving, always the same. In her mind, she heard Gramps pointing out landmarks.

“Up there, to the north, is Sleeping Bear.” He insisted she get directions into her mind. “Michigan’s western border runs like the side of person’s hand, and we live a little above the knuckles.” North of them was Traverse City, and to the south was Muskegon, her place of birth. Not that she ever wanted to see that town again.

“This area has lots of high and low spots because of glacial activity.” Gramps would go on, naming islands, cities, and rivers until she lost track. To him they were vividly real, because for years he’d sailed these waters, both for pleasure and as a participant in the race to Mackinac. The course ran diagonally from the Navy Pier to Point Betsie, a few miles from where she now sat. It meandered a bit through the islands off the coast then made a beeline for Mackinac Island, one hundred fifty miles northeast, known world-wide for its beauty, Victorian charm, and prohibition of motorized vehicles. Brodie had been to the Island twice, and she loved its mix of history, ritz, and touristy junk.

No more of that now. Nobody cared what she loved. Someday, perhaps, she’d be able to go by herself, because Gramps had arranged something called a trust fund for her. “You’ll have the means to do as you like when you reach eighteen,” he told her, adding, “You’ll need to find out for yourself what that is.” To help with that, Gramps had insisted on a good education, lots of experiences, and a lot of time spent with him, discussing whatever interested them at the time. Gramps advocated what he called informed decisions. “Opinions will always vary, because people are different,” he’d say. “But if you make informed decisions, your view is as good as anyone else’s.”

Brodie doubted she could become as wise as Gramps or Scarlet, though they both insisted she was smart. Brodie didn’t believe them, though it pleased her that they said it.

Her legs started to pick with numbness, and she shifted them to a new position. Around her, the birds in the woods had started making noise again, lulled into security by her stillness. The bluff was thick with tightly-spaced pine, cedar, and aspen with a white-barked birch here and there for contrast. She had thoroughly explored the property, wooded and otherwise, at the expense of her skin at the times when she didn’t stop to put on long sleeves and pants.

“Brodie!” Arlis said at dinner one evening. “What happened to your arms?”

She didn’t answer. She never answered Arlis; in fact, she rarely acknowledged the woman’s existence. Scarlet stepped in, trying to protect Brodie from her own surliness. “She was looking for a bird’s nest,” she told the older woman. “We’re studying birds, and I told her this was the time of year when the nests will have eggs in them.”

“She shouldn’t disturb the nests.” Arlis raised her voice, as if Brodie were deaf instead of unresponsive. “Brodie, you shouldn’t disturb the birds’ nests. They are procreating.”

Her expression betrayed her disgust. Did Aunt Stupid think she was she four years old?

“She was only going to look,” Scarlet said, keeping her voice light and non-argumentative. “She keeps a journal so we can talk about
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