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This is a work of fiction. All characters are products of the author’s imagination, and any
resemblance to any person—living or dead or somewhere in between—is coincidental.
Sunset Beach, North Carolina, is a real place, as are other towns and cities mentioned in
the novel. The description of Sunset Beach’s early settlers is fiction.
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DEDICATION

To Pat: You inspire and encourage me.
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Chapter One

Being dead proved less traumatic than he had expected. In fact, lost mortality gave him
freedom he’d not known for decades. For one thing, his arthritic knees no longer balked
at bending. And the degenerated disk that had kept him in near-constant pain for the last
twenty-five years of his life was as loose and supple as a well worn ship’s rope. Then
there were the limitations that a delicate heart had put on him for his last fifteen years,
which finally did him in despite a triple bypass, thousands of pills, and countless
warnings to watch his diet. Well, he no longer counted calories either. Dead men don’t
eat. And they don’t get constipated, he thought smugly. Another advantage of death.
Truth be told, living had lost its luster after eighty-seven years. In addition to the aches
and pains, internal and external, skeletal and gastric, he had been lonely. Mattie, his wife
of fifty-three years, “Preceded him in death,” as his obituary—Rather shabbily written,
he thought—related, just days ago. Gone too for many years now, was his son, Jim,
wasted at twenty-three in that ill-conceived and poorly fought war in Southeast Asia back
in the late 1960s. What a damnable tragedy, but ancient history.
He smiled at the thought of seeing them again—soon, he hoped. In fact, he was a bit
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confused as to why he was still hanging around. He had always thought that when the
heart stopped beating and the various and sundry doctors and nurses who gathered
around to hold on to a departing soul for as long as possible finally gave up, he would
race down that long tunnel with the light at the other end and pass into the next life.
Didn’t happen. No tunnel, no light, and no Saint Peter waiting at the pearly gates with a
big book in his hand to check on the status of one Palmer T. Bramlett MD.

Of course there was not a horde of demons from the pits of hell tugging on him either, so
he guessed he was fortunate with that. Perhaps the Catholics were right, and this was
some stage of purgatory—a waiting room for newcomers to hang around in while some
heavenly clerk checked the records. Whatever. . . . It wasn’t like he was in a hurry or
anything. Time to a dead man, he’d discovered, means very little. One second is very
much like the last one or the one to come.

He also wondered why he’d returned to, or been returned to, the beach house—actually a
cottage overlooking the marsh that separates Sunset Beach from the southeastern tip of
the North Carolina mainland. Maybe this was heaven. He certainly had believed that
throughout the years he’d vacationed here from his practice in Raleigh. Those had been
mostly weekends when he’d been able to get away from his little patients, or a rare week
or two whenever he could get someone to cover for him when he didn’t have a critical
child to care for. For most of the last fifteen years, it had been his retirement home—at
first with Mattie, and then by himself. He’d puttered around the workshop, walked to the
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beach occasionally, and sat on his dock watching the undulations of the marsh grass as he
had picked out hundreds of bird species. He’d wished for a fly rod when a silvery fish
splashed out of the water, and he’d enjoyed the company of an occasional alligator
washed down from a freshwater stream. Often, he’d just sat on the dock, like the guy in
that old 1960s rock-and-roll song, “Wastin’ Time, Wastin’ Time.”

He had not lived in the house for nearly a year, finally agreeing to move into a nursing
home where someone could take care of a pitiful old man. He’d just as soon have died on
his dock and been washed away in the receding tide. As one of his friends suggested, he
might have joined the food chain and eventually become part of the seafood combo at
Twin Lakes Restaurant. The best seafood on Carolina Coast, he thought.

But a friend and colleague had convinced him to move, so he’d wasted the last nine
months of his life shuffling the halls of what the inmates called the Conway Correctional
Center but what the staff knew as the Horry County Assisted Living Institute. Now that
was hell! And dying was an event eagerly anticipated.

Fortunately, his soul apparently having a choice in the matter, didn’t stay there. So here
he was back in his island cottage. Well, not his, actually. Since he had no living relatives,
he left his estate—a modest fortune by some standards—to the children’s wing of the
Raleigh Memorial Hospital, where he had spent most of his working life. Executors sold
the cottage shortly after he moved out. Over the last few months, contractors refurbished
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the house and landscape: new paint, new carpets, new hardwood in the den, and new
ceramic tile in the foyer and kitchen. Modern appliances replaced the old GE range and
Frigidaire refrigerator. A new island and cabinets provided more work and storage space
than he had ever needed for just himself and Mattie, and the occasional houseguests from
up-country. Bedrooms were renovated, bathrooms were modernized, and walk-in closets
replaced the small ones that had served for decades. Consequently, some rooms were a
bit smaller than before; and in some cases, the house looked completely different as
nooks and crannies disappeared to make room for closets and whirlpool baths.

Progress, he thought. Never could keep up with it. Even the dock featured new timbers
and a new boat caddy, complete with electric winch to keep a boat out of the muck of low
tide.

He took a turn around the cottage stirring up memories and expecting to stir up a bit of
dust, or move some sand around the newly polished floor. There was none. The place
was scrubbed, polished, dusted, and vacuumed until it sparkled. Never was this clean
when I lived here, he thought.

He walked through the new kitchen and stopped at the dining area; always one of his
favorite spots because he could sit here on cold mornings, or on sultry afternoons when it
was too hot to appreciate the joy of the screened porch. He often sipped a cup of coffee or
a glass of iced tea, or occasionally something a bit stronger when the mood hit, and
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looked out over the marsh. He never grew tired of watching it. It changed almost hourly
with the fluctuations of the tides, and as the seasons changed, so did the birds.

It was a hot summer day, but since heat no longer bothered him and he didn’t know yet if
dead men could sweat, he walked onto the screened porch, across to the door, and out
onto the deck. No perspiration popped up on his forehead. He looked down at the dock,
which dropped about twenty feet below the deck. New lumber streaked away from the
lower floor; a yellow ribbon stretching out to the waterway and into a floating deck. The
last ten feet of the deck was hinged to rise and fall with the tide and the dock.

The tide was out, exposing Palmer’s old rowboat stuck upside down in the dark mud of
the stream bed. Hermit crabs, lugging purloined shells on their backs, scrabbled in and
out of a narrow opening where the bow stuck up out of the mud. Barnacles encrusted the
bottom, and a few holes where wood had rotted away bore witness to the ravages of time.

He remembered building the boat in the workshop on the lower level. He and James—
Jimbo when he was little—had launched it with full ceremony. Jimbo, about ten at the
time, cracked a bottle of Cold Duck on the bow as they pushed the vessel into the briny
water. The two of them were just about inseparable when they had a few days together on
the island. They explored all the waterways, fished the bridges and the bay, and took to
the ocean a time or two when Mattie was off with a garden club meeting or up to
Southport to browse the antique shops. They survived a few near misses with bad
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weather and high tides but always made it back without significant damage to mind,
body, or boat.

He smiled at the memories and wondered why he didn’t feel the aching sadness that had
always struck him when he remembered days on the water with his boy. Dead men don’t
cry, either, he reasoned.

He walked back into the house, not really noticing the difference between the hot, humid
July conditions outside and the air-conditioned comfort of the cottage. He moved through
the kitchen area—part of a large open room that took up the entire back half of the
second floor. Sliding glass doors took up one wall and opened onto the screened porch,
and the view extended well out into the marsh and over to the mainland. A sofa separated
the kitchen and dining area from a large family room now equipped with a large-screen
television, a DVD player, a stereo system, and a Nintendo game. He could never
understand why anyone needed a television that big, with all that scenery outside to look
at, and video games were totally beyond his understanding.

The stereo was a different matter, and he recalled sitting here with Mattie listening to
Benny Goodman, Tommy Dorsey, and later to some of the less raucous rock-and-roll
artists. He learned to appreciate Elvis and the Beatles but always came back to the
classics when he wanted to unwind.
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He moved on, remembering the floor plan he’d designed before the house was built. Two
bedrooms took up the front part of the second floor. Two more were upstairs, both with
balconies overlooking the marsh. A door opened off the kitchen/living room and led to
the ground floor. Originally, the first floor was open with the creosote-treated wooden
stilts that served as foundations visible. But over the years, Palmer enclosed the area,
creating a downstairs suite—a guy’s getaway. He built a large workshop that took up
most of the back half of the lower floor. The shop opened onto a covered patio
underneath the second-floor screened porch. A path—landscaped with ferns, palms, and a
few shade-loving perennials—led to the dock.

To the right of the workshop was a small storeroom. The front part of the ground floor
included the main entrance to the house. A reddish-hued Spanish tile covered the floor of
a small foyer. Anyone entering the house from the driveway faced the workroom door.
He always kept his old weather-beaten straw hat on a wall rack to the right of the
doorway. Just beyond the hat rack, a door opened into a laundry room. To the left, the tile
led to a stairwell rising to the upper floors.

Palmer and Mattie had decorated the foyer walls with shadow boxes filled with seashells,
bits of driftwood, and a few old fishing lures. They put duck decoys, which he and Jim
carved out of soft pine, on small lamp tables. An old yellowed map of the North Carolina
coastline, framed in timber from an old boat dinghy, had graced the wall enclosing the
stairway. It wasn’t particularly artistic, but Palmer always thought it gave the place a bit
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of history and created an air of beachiness.

He opened the stairway door and walked down. He noticed new carpet on the stairs and
then felt a bit disappointed as he took in the lower floor. Most of his artistry was gone,
replaced with gleaming, bare white walls. No tables remained. Gone too were the shells,
carvings, and other flotsam he and Jim had turned into artwork. The map remained but in
a new, shiny chrome frame and bordered by a sky blue mat. He had to admit that the
picture looked better, but he wasn’t sure it captured the essence of the place. The hat rack
was still by the door, however, and he was surprised to see the battered old hat right
where he’d left it the day he allowed his friend to carry him to the nursing home. He
resisted the urge to put it on.

He looked into his workshop and found—instead of table saws, workbenches, and PegBoard filled willy-nilly with an assortment of hammers, screwdrivers, wrenches, levels,
and other carpenters’ necessities—a seamless, pristine, carpeted room set up with dull
institutional office furniture: a beige metal desk faced matching file cabinets, and two
uncomfortable metal armchairs were lined up with precision in front of the drab,
uncluttered desk. Metal-framed diplomas—three of them, along with various certificates
and licenses displayed in similar frames—took up most of one wall and accounted for the
only attempt at artwork in the room. Enough sheet metal in here to build a Studebaker,
Palmer thought. Progress. Things change.
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He heard a crunch of gravel and moved through the workshop door, into the foyer, and to
the stairs as if waiting to greet visitors.

Buy the Kindle version at:http://www.amazon.com/Passing-Through-ebook/dp/B003ZDOW8K/ref
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