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PROLOGUE

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Planting himself in the soft mud of the creek, he lifted her still warm body and waded to the shore. For such a slim woman, she was heavier than he had expected. Fortunately, his physical therapy was paying off, and his knee felt strong and steady. 

Guided by the full moon’s light, he stumbled his way through the marshland with her body slung over his shoulder. In the distance, he saw the spot he had chosen weeks earlier. He trudged through the last fifty feet of reeds, seagrass, and sand, the bay breeze chilling him and filling his nostrils with the putrid smell of dead fish. Waves rippled onto the beach as he dropped the body in a clearing near the shore. He reached down, grabbed her hands, and dragged her body a few feet, stopping next to the site he had picked out just last week. Even in the moonlight, he could see it was perfect. Close enough to the shore to be found in the morning by a beach walker or fisher, but not too close for the tide to wash away his work. He knelt on the beach and worked quietly for a few minutes, pushing aside sand for the burial site. He walked a few feet away from the shore where he pulled out a mat of woven seagrasses, the mat he’d prepared a few days ago and left hidden in the dunes. Then, he placed the mat on the sand and rolled the body onto it. Ignoring the gash along her neck and her lifeless eyes staring up at him, he arranged her body just as he had studied, just as the Lenape had done it for centuries. He took the clay urn from his backpack and placed it next to her. He grabbed the gold locket from his jacket pocket and dropped it inside the urn. His task completed, he stepped back, admiring his handiwork. “Yes, this will do. Finally, he’ll pay. They’ll all pay.” 
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Released a few hours ago from Walter Reed National Military Medical Center in Maryland, just outside of D.C., Colonel Luke Phillips was headed to his family’s estate on Long Island’s north shore, the Gold Coast, with Davis, Luke’s burly former sergeant at the wheel of a black Mercedes. A Texan, born and raised, Davis had put in his twenty years in the Marines and was facing an uncertain future in civilian life when Luke offered him a job as his personal bodyguard. When he offered Davis the job, Luke made clear that he shouldn’t be under any illusions. Living on a billionaire’s estate on Long Island might seem like a cushy setup, but private security was a new gig for Davis. To succeed, he’d have to put in long hours and devote himself to the job 24/7. An added wrinkle was Luke’s PTSD. He had spent too many days afraid that his life could end at any moment. It was important for his recovery that he feel safe. He was counting on Davis’s presence to help with that.

Driving on the 440 Expressway through Staten Island, Luke’s gaze was drawn to the Fresh Kills Landfill that loomed over the area. Twenty years ago, it had just been a pile of stinking garbage, a malodorous blight on the borough’s landscape. But after 9/11, the New York City Sanitation Department dumped tons of debris from the World Trade Center in the landfill. The City later acknowledged part of the debris contained remains of victims. He wondered, maybe....  

His cell phone vibrated, jarring him out of his gloomy reverie. Luke pressed speaker and with a question in his voice, said, “Hello.”

“Luke, hey, it’s Mike.”

Surprised to hear his old friend’s voice, it took Luke a few seconds to reply. “Mike, how are you?”

“Good. Good. How about you? Jenny told me you’re driving home from D.C.?”

“Yes, I gave your sister a heads-up about our ETA. We’re crossing Staten Island now. What’s up?”

“I caught a murder case this morning, and right now, I’m at the scene in Gerritsen Beach. I think there’s something here that will interest you. How about you stop by on your way home? It’s just a few minutes off the Belt Parkway, and I could really use your expertise on this one. Hold on. I’ll send a pic.” 

Stopping on the way home wasn’t part of Luke’s plan. He just wanted to get the homecoming out of the way and settle into his new routine, his new life. With a Ph.D. in history and little to no experience or interest in criminology, Luke was puzzled. Why would Mike want him at a crime scene? 

Luke’s phone pinged. He opened the screenshot, enlarged the photo, and realized why Mike had called him. 

“Luke, buddy, I could use you here. I’ll have Officer Marino waiting for you at the foot of Gerritsen Avenue.”

Luke felt his gut clench. He looked again at the photo, zeroing in on the urn. He was intrigued, and he knew he could help. But did he really want to? Shouldn’t he be focusing on himself and his recovery? With a long sigh, Luke gave in. “You win, Detective O’Brien. I should be there in thirty-five.”

He ended the call and looked at Davis. “Change of route, Sarge. Over the Verrazano, to the Belt Parkway and Gerritsen Beach. As you probably overheard, we’re stopping in Brooklyn.” 

With that, Davis said, “Yes, sir” and entered the new destination into the GPS.

“We’ll be late getting home, but at least you’ll be able to meet my friend Mike.”

Luke’s mother had tried to keep Luke and his younger sister levelheaded and not raise them in the bubble of their exclusive Manhattan neighborhood. As a patron of the Police Athletic League, known by everyone as PAL, she had decided one way to keep Luke grounded was to get him involved in the PAL-sponsored Gerritsen Beach Little League. Thus began barefoot summers at the Beach and Luke’s lifelong friendship with the O’Brien family.  

 

*   *   *   *   *

 

The Gerritsen Beach neighborhood was on a narrow peninsula east of the old fishing community of Sheepshead Bay. There was one road into the neighborhood, Gerritsen Avenue that ended at the marshland of Jamaica Bay. Davis drove south on the two-lane road and parked the black Mercedes near the police cars at the dead end, as close as possible to the shore and the marshes of the bay. 

Stepping out of the car, Luke stared out at the bay, inhaling the stench of seaweed and rotting fish and wondering what he was doing back here. 

The area was crowded with uniformed cops, plainclothes officers, and techs in white hazmat suits, all working the crime scene. One detective was off to the side interviewing a 30ish man in an FDNY t-shirt. Amidst the chaos, Luke spotted a uniformed officer headed his way and walked toward her, relying on his cane for stability. Officer Michelle Marino was tall and thin with broad shoulders and an athletic build, her long, dirty blonde hair tied in a neat bun under her uniform cap. She looked at him with an apologetic smile and explained that Detective Mike O’Brien was waiting for them about fifty yards down the beach. 

Luke knew what was behind the embarrassment on the young officer’s face. Marino would have heard of him. Luke’s story had been in the news for months. From the way she looked at his cane, he could see she was hesitant to lead a disabled vet through fifty yards of sand and marshland. Luke inhaled. “Of course, let’s go. Forgive me if I’m slow.” Trying to put the young officer at ease, he added, “It’s alright. I need the exercise. Have you identified the victim? Is it someone local?" No ID yet. Detective O’Brien will explain the issue.”

“Who found the body?” Luke asked.

Officer Marino replied, “An FDNY lieutenant, Pat Sullivan, taking a walk on the beach after his shift.”

They neared the taped-off crime scene, and Luke spotted Mike. Tall and rail-thin, Mike had that black-haired, blue-eyed, Irish look that was not exactly a rarity in the NYPD. Times had changed, but in the last century, the New York Irish were the backbone of the NYPD.

Mike walked over. He gripped his old friend’s hand, thanked Luke for coming by and then noticed the cane. “Sorry, I didn’t realize...” Luke waved him off, and Mike, the lead detective, gestured towards another plainclothes cop, a man a few years older and about six inches shorter than Luke and Mike. The detective had dyed black hair, slicked back, forming a widow’s peak. His hair had so much product even the stiff bay breeze didn’t move it. 

“Luke, this is Detective Charlie Spina. Charlie, this is Colonel Luke Phillips, the expert I told you about.”

Luke shook hands with him, thinking he looked vaguely familiar. Spina smiled, revealing prominent canines. He leaned in and said, “An honor to meet you, Colonel. I know what struck me about the scene, and I’m interested to hear your take.”

“Charlie,” Mike said, “Let’s get the professor’s analysis.” He motioned Luke towards the crime scene. “Luke, tell me what you see.”

Luke walked a few feet closer and tightened his jaw. He had seen horrific sights in combat, but to see a dead woman on the beach where he’d played as a boy... then he spotted what had captured his attention in the photo Mike had sent. The urn. 

He stepped back to take in the whole burial site. He couldn’t quite grasp what he was seeing. It was like going back 400 years. The grave was shallow and lined with dried seagrass. The woman had been laid on her side, dressed in a black sweater and pants, her legs bent close to her body and arms folded across her chest, her face covered with a cloth. The terracotta urn was on its side. Dead flowers and something bright had spilled out onto the drifting sand. 

“Well?” Mike asked. “What’ve we got?”

Luke took a fortifying breath and began his explanation. “It’s an attempt to replicate a Lenape burial ritual.”

“Lenape?” Mike asked.

“Lenape means ‘The People.’ They were the original Native American inhabitants of this area and most of the mid-Atlantic region.”

Mike shook his head. “Luke, that’s just bizarre. It’s the 21st century. Why would anyone in their right mind choose to replicate a centuries-old burial rite?”

“You’ve just answered your own question. I doubt this killer is a model of mental health.” 

Sweeping his right hand in the air over the site and using his cane to point, Luke explained, “When a person died, the Lenape ceremony was fairly simple. The People dug a shallow grave, like this one, and lined it with some sort of vegetation, tree bark or dried grass or other plants. Here, you can see they used seagrass. Sometimes they gave the dead a coffin to lie in. Obviously not the case here.”

Pointing to the urn, Luke continued. “Clay pots, like this urn lying here, were filled with food or other items and placed in the deceased’s grave. This urn looks like an attempt to duplicate a genuine artifact. Usually, the clay pots held objects meaningful to the deceased, perhaps something the person enjoyed in this life.”

Looking pointedly at Mike, and then at Spina, Luke said, “You might want to consider what was in this urn. It may have some significance to the murderer or the victim.” He went on. “Just like this woman, the People placed the body on vegetation with the deceased’s legs bent close to the body and arms folded across the chest. Like Christians, the Lenape believed that the afterlife had both good and bad places.” He paused and murmured, “Let’s hope this poor soul is in a good place.” 

“So, Charlie,” conceded Mike, looking at the detective, “You may have been onto something.” 

“Yes, I had wondered if the pot might be an artifact and if the scene had been staged as some sort of ritual.” 

“Good observation,” Luke responded, noticing Spina smiled at the compliment.

Mike ignored the interchange and asked, “I don’t suppose you’d like to write this up for my captain?”

Having never worked on a criminal investigation, Luke was momentarily surprised, but readily agreed. “Of course, happy to do it.” He glanced at Mike and continued, “It would be helpful if you’d send me photos of the scene, so I can be sure to capture everything in the report.”

“Of course,” said Mike. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist a good mystery, especially one that involves a historical reference to early New York.” 

Luke nodded his agreement. He had written his Ph.D. thesis on the early days of New Amsterdam, something given his family’s long history in New York, he was uniquely qualified to do. He had a particular academic interest in the Native Americans in New York.

“Speaking of mysteries,” Mike replied, “why don’t we catch up over a cup of coffee? I’d like to know what’s going on between you and my sister.”

Intrigued by the crime, and wanting to press Mike for more details, Luke agreed to coffee, ignoring the comment about Mike’s sister.

Mike turned to Spina and told him to stay at the crime scene. “You know it’s important the scene remains secure.”

 Spina seemed less than thrilled. “I should be in on the discussion. After all, the whole Indian thing was my idea, and your buddy here hasn’t really added anything to what I told you about the ritual.” 

Mike threw up his hands and said, “As I’m sure you know, it’s important for a detective to remain at the scene until the coroner removes the body and the crime scene techs bag and tag all the evidence.” Turning his back to Spina, Mike said to Luke, “Let’s go.” 

The surrounding lush green seagrass rustled in the breeze as the two old friends walked back to their cars at a manageable pace for Luke and his cane. Mike had chosen a circuitous route back, one that was on tamped down sand and easier for Luke to navigate. The path was lined on both sides with tall reeds and seagrass, interrupted by discarded garbage, old beer cans, and even a rusty, abandoned car. A couple of feral cats lurked menacingly in the reeds. The walk took them past the rotting hulk of an old boat, its blackened planks and rusty iron bolts poking out of the sand. Luke chuckled, “Remember how when we were kids, we were convinced it was the wreck of a pirate ship?”  

“Ha. Yeah. Any pirates named Phillips?”

Luke grinned, and his eyes lit up with mischief. “Hmm... there were rumors...”

“Yeah, I can see that.”

Luke paused, listening to the cries of the gulls circling overhead and looking out again on the wild beauty of the sea and the distant islands of Jamaica Bay. Even with evidence of a cruel crime only steps away, he felt an unexpected peace and couldn’t help but feel it was a blessing to be here, to be in control of his life, to breathe in the air of freedom. 

Mike interrupted Luke’s thoughts and asked, “How about the Sugar Bowl?” 

“Perfect. I can smell the coffee and bacon from here.”

Their old haunt was on Gerritsen Avenue, a few blocks north of the beach. Luke introduced Davis to Mike. They exchanged pleasantries, and Luke asked Davis to follow in the Mercedes while he rode to the luncheonette with Mike. Mike turned to Luke. “So what’s the deal with the sergeant?” Luke took a breath and replied, “There have been some threats against Middle East vets. And since I’m pretty high profile since my return, my father insisted on a bodyguard. Davis just retired and was looking for work seemed like a good solution for both of us. Plus, with my knee injuries still healing, driving is a little problematic.
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The beach neighborhood consisted of a grid of narrow streets divided by a canal, with another beach, a private one with soft white sand, on the west side of the avenue. The east side was mostly parkland and athletic fields. As they drove north on Gerritsen Avenue, Luke and Mike passed the usual Brooklyn neighborhood staples—a pizza place, a bagel store, a couple of bars, the public library, all on the west side of the avenue and the baseball field on the east side. Mike caught Luke’s eye. “Those were the days, my friend.” 

“Ha. You’re not going to sing, are you?” 

Mike snorted. “No. I’ll spare us both that. I was just thinking that field was where we met—you, me, and our little sisters. They used to enjoy watching us play Little League, tagging along wherever we went. Even then, my little sister had a crush on you.” He paused and gave Luke a long look. “And now you’ll be living together.” 

Luke decided to ignore the “living together” remark and the smirk on Mike’s face. 

Mike made a U-turn and pulled into a space in front of the Sugar Bowl. Luke looked at the luncheonette, remodeled with accents of red, cream, and chrome to take advantage of its retro vibe. “Well, this place has changed a bit in the last twenty years.”

“Yeah, we’ve gotten very food trendy on the Beach.”

After they settled into a booth, a young server in a green gingham apron stopped by with menus, but Mike waved them off. “Coffee, light, no sugar, two eggs over easy, hash browns, bacon, and buttered toast for me. Luke?

“Sounds good.” Luke read her name tag. “Annie, I’ll have the same, please, except switch out the toast for a bagel. I’ve been dying for a genuine New York bagel. Oh, and can you bring the same to my friend Davis? He’s the mountain of a man sitting outside in the Mercedes.”

The server left to put in their orders with the cook, and Luke suddenly became aware he was tapping his fingers on the table. He forced himself to stop, but the day’s events still weighed on his mind. “Mike, when you first called me, I wondered, I hoped it wasn’t...”

“Ah, Luke, I’m sorry. I should have been clearer.”

“No worries. I realized as we drove here that you would have said something if it were her.” Luke’s gaze drifted out the window as he twisted his napkin. Taking a breath, he asked, “What other intel do you have on today’s murder?”

“When we were called to the scene this morning...” 

Mike paused as Annie put down their coffees. “When we were called to the scene, I thought it might have a connection to what the press is calling the ‘beach killings’ perpetrated by TBK.”

“TBK?” asked Luke, frowning.

“The Tobay Beach Killer. That sicko has been leaving the bodies of women in remote areas of Long Island’s south shore beaches for more than ten years. But this one doesn’t seem to fit.” 

“How so?”

“For one thing, the ritualistic burial in this one is distinct. The TBK killings have nothing like it. TBK leaves the bodies in secluded areas, places where beachgoers wouldn’t come across them. This body was dumped at a spot where it would likely be found soon after it was left. Plus, several of the TBK vics were escorts. The Gerritsen Beach vic has none of the usual trappings of a hooker—tattoos, piercings, brassy nail polish. From the vic’s clothes and general appearance, she seems like a middle-class woman. And, of course, there’s the face.”

“The face?”

“Yes. Remember? It was covered with a cloth. For good reason.” Mike took a sip of his coffee and set the cup down hard. “The cloth was hiding horrible disfigurement. The killer splashed acid in her face, ruling out the possibility of placing a photo in the newspaper to ID her. We might have to try facial reconstruction, but that process will take a few days. He also used the acid to burn off her fingerprints. 

Luke was silent as the shock settled in. “My God. How cruel! Why would he do that?”      

“Well, we’ll know more as we process the evidence and hopefully ID the body in the next day or so. The worst part of the job is breaking the news to the family.” He looked down. “Sorry, I guess you have some experience with that.”

Luke took a sip of his own coffee, wincing as it burned his tongue. “Yes,” he admitted. “Too much.”

Mike sighed. “Even worse is not finding the family. At least in this case, I think we will get an ID. Although without fingerprints and photo ID, it may take a little longer than normal.” Mike signaled to Annie, pointing to his cup for more coffee. As Annie poured the piping hot coffee, Mike said, “On a completely different note, you’ll have to let me know how you like your new digs.” He gave Luke a long look. “So, you and my sister. Living together.”

Luke managed a grin. “The blueprints and photographs I’ve seen are exceptional. Jenny is a gifted architect. I expect I’ll be quite comfortable there.” When Mike didn’t respond, Luke knew he couldn’t dodge the ‘living together’ comment for a second time. “As for living with your sister, I wouldn’t put it quite that way. Jenny was kind to me when you two visited me at Walter Reed, and I’m sure we’ll get along fine on the estate. I think your sister would agree the romance ship sailed twenty years ago. And your mother would be appalled. She’s not my biggest fan.”

Mike laughed. “No, she’s not. It’s sort of reverse snobbery. Mom looks down on people with money, not to mention your Dutch Reform ancestry.”

“Now, now,” objected Luke, “Mother was a Catholic, and I was baptized in the Church.”

“And have you seen the inside of a church since?”

Luke raised his eyebrows and said, “Hah. That old adage is true. There are no atheists in foxholes. I did quite a bit of praying in Iraq. I had one passage from Timothy that I particularly liked. ‘The Lord will rescue me from every evil deed and bring me safely into his heavenly kingdom.’”

Mike grinned. “That said, I believe my mom would categorize you as a half-ass Catholic.”

“Kind of ironic,” Luke retorted, “since your mother lived and raised her children in Gerritsen Beach, a place named for a Dutch Reformer.”

“I sometimes wonder what Brooklyn looked like then.” 

Luke sat up straighter, feeling on familiar ground. “Well, in Gatsby, Fitzgerald wrote that the Dutch sailors, when approaching this area for the first time, saw the ‘green breast of the new world.’ Actually, he wasn’t far off. The Lenapehoking—the land where the Lenape dwelled—would have been a few small villages and the rest a green wilderness with an extensive system of trails.”

Mike shook his head, looking amused as he listened to Luke’s academic response. “Thank you, Professor Phillips.” Then Mike reached across the table, giving Luke’s forearm a quick squeeze. “Not to get too sentimental, but it’s good to have you back. For a while, things looked hopeless. That hostage video... and when we saw you at Walter Reed after you got back to the States, well...”

An image flashed in Luke’s head of what he had looked like that day. Six feet two, one hundred and ten pounds, and a shaved head were not attractive. “I wondered how you and Jenny would react when you saw me. I was grateful you masked your shock.”

“We were just glad to see you alive. And now look at you. You must be at least one forty, and your hair has grown in blond. I haven’t seen that since we played Little League. 

Luke laughed. “Yes, I’m getting positively portly, and the shaved head eliminated any critters.”

Mike sipped his coffee. “I know you and Jenny had a rough breakup all those years ago. But Jenny was, uh, pretty upset when the Marines reported you missing, even got close to your old man.”

Luke sat back, surprised. “Really? Who would have guessed? Jenny and I, as I said, that’s in the past. She’s made that pretty clear over the years.”

Mike shrugged. “He gave her one of your Marine medallions as a good luck talisman. She was the first one he called when the Marines notified him you’d been rescued. 

“For now, I just want to recover and live a quiet life as a professor and maybe do some writing. As far as my father goes, I think the ordeal softened him, made him more open. Oh. You’ve heard he has a lady friend?”

Mike choked on his coffee. “Wait! What? Who is she?”

“Agatha Whitney.”

“The lifestyle guru? The one on TV?”

“That’s her. Not actually a blue blood, but she plays one on TV and can carry off the social events without a hitch,” Luke grinned. “She visited me at Walter Reed and seemed pleasant enough. I am rather glad Father had her companionship over the last few months.”

“Luke...” Mike paused as their food arrived, and Annie served each of them a generous plate. The pungent aroma of the home fries, the sizzling of the crispy bacon and the sight of the fluffy scrambled eggs, toast, and the New York bagel dripping with butter had the two friends turning their attention to their meals. After Mike had liberally smothered his eggs and hash browns with salt, pepper, and ketchup, he continued, “I’m not sure what your plans are, but I’d appreciate it if you would give us a hand with this case. Besides the report for my captain, a debrief for the investigative team on the Lenape connection could be helpful. But if it’s not something you’re up for...” 

Luke hesitated. He knew Mike was baiting him with the “not something you’re up for” crack. Was Mike right? Perhaps it was a bit too much. After six surgeries and four months of physical therapy and counseling, maybe what he needed to heal physically and emotionally was rest. On the other hand, sharing his expertise might be just what he needed. With a few more weeks of physical therapy, he might be able to ditch the cane. But the PTSD was a bitch. A brief distraction might help. Something to focus on besides himself. 

“Are you certain that your boss and the rest of the team will accept that? Marino seemed fine, but I didn’t get a good vibe from Spina.”

“Ignore him. Spina transferred to the NYPD from the Nassau County police a year ago and thinks he was passed over for promotion even though he spent half that time on disability. He’s an ambitious jerk with a chip on his shoulder. Only plus is that he was on the TBK task force. That experience could be useful in this case, assuming he stays on the team. By the way, before you got to the scene, he was going on about you and your family. Seemed to know a lot about you. Have you met him before? Did you recognize him?”

“There was something vaguely familiar about him, but I just can’t place him. Is he going to be a problem?”

“Not if you ignore him,” Mike said.

“OK, I’ll ignore Spina. You’re on. Just tell me where and when.”

“Great. It will be towards the end of the week. I’m tied up in court for the next couple of days.”

“Good lord. Caught again?”

“Very funny. Testifying in another case.”

They concentrated on the tasty Brooklyn diner food for a few minutes. After their plates were empty, Luke said, “Listen. I’d better move out. The staff is waiting for me at home, and I’d like to do the meet and greet and, of course, thank them.” 

Mike nodded. “I should get back to the crime scene. I need to have a discussion with Spina.” He reached for the check and added, “It’s not Delmonico’s, but this is on the NYPD.” 

After settling up with the server, Mike followed Luke out to their cars. Shaking Luke’s hand, Mike said, “Just think, you’ll be home in another thirty minutes. Safe travels, my friend.”            

Luke smirked. “I think you need to come up with a new phrase. Last time you said that to me, it didn’t work out too well.” 

Mike laughed. “OK, hold on.” Mike went to his squad car and pulled something off the visor. He walked back and handed it to Luke. 

Looking down at the St. Christopher’s medal, unwanted tears sprang to Luke’s eyes as he choked up at his friend’s gesture. Mike grimaced. “Maybe the patron saint of travelers will get you home safely.” 
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Back in his car, Luke turned to Davis. “Davis, I’m in a New York state of mind. How about a little Billy Joel?” Davis put on ‘Luke’s Favorites’ playlist. As the opening notes of “The Piano Man” rippled through the speaker, Luke settled back in his seat. “OK, Sarge,” he said. “Let’s roll.” 

“Sir, a couple of route choices on the GPS. Scenic route around the harbor or quick route?” 

Luke knew he should take the quick route and get the staff meeting over with, but he needed a little more time to get his head in the right space. Besides, the route around the coast of Brooklyn felt right somehow, the final step in his long journey home. He wanted to see the city and absorb in his bones that he was indeed home. “Let’s take the scenic route. It’s more, well, scenic,” he said with a smile, “and has the added advantage of allowing me to bore a Texan with some local history.” 

With that, Davis drove to the top of Gerritsen Avenue and turned west. A few minutes later, he pulled onto the Belt Parkway. Luke pointed out Coney Island to the south. “Coney is from the Dutch word for rabbit,” he explained to Davis. “The early settlers hunted there. After the Civil War, the wealthy summered at Coney, cruising from Manhattan to its hotels on the weekend.” 

Davis grinned. “Even in Texas, I’d heard of Coney Island, but didn’t know what Coney meant. Guess there are hunters even in Brooklyn.” 

Pointing to his left, Davis said, “And what’s that, sir? 

“That’s Coney Island’s best-known attraction - its iconic wooden roller coaster, the Cyclone.” Luke remembered the Little League team trip there, screaming at the first drop on the Cyclone as his pals dared each other to stand and raise their arms. They later gorged on Nathan’s Famous hot dogs, crinkle fries, and orange drinks. 

The scenery changed as the parkway turned north. To the west churned the Narrows, the rough waters where the Hudson River and the Atlantic Ocean met, where the early explorers and settlers entered New York Harbor from Europe, and so many over the centuries would have their first glimpse of New York or New Amsterdam as the Dutch called it when the Phillips family arrived in 1625.

Soon, to their right, they passed Fort Hamilton, the red brick fortress guarding the harbor, where Luke’s great-grandfather was stationed before shipping out in World War I. They passed under the esplanade at Brooklyn Heights, glimpsing the Manhattan skyline. What was missing were the Towers. Not able to bear the sight, Luke closed his eyes, and despite the warmth of the spring day, he felt cold as a heaviness settled in his chest. 

When he opened his eyes again, he smiled. “Davis, there’s the Statue of Liberty.” 

“Awesome! That’s what we fought for, sir!”

Within a few minutes, Luke pointed out another landmark close to his heart. “Just a few blocks away is the Manhattan Bridge, and this area is known as Dumbo.”

Davis frowned. “Dumbo? Wasn’t that a circus elephant, sir?”

“Ha! Yes, but in this case, it stands for the area Down Under the Manhattan Bridge Overpass. My late wife Susan and I enjoyed an incredible view of lower Manhattan from our Dumbo condo.” Luke stared out the window and remembered how young and cool they felt buying a place in that hipster neighborhood, walking the cobblestone streets, sitting on a blanket in the park watching the Fourth of July fireworks on the East River. 

The parkway curved to the east. Luke was heading to a new life. Would it work out as he hoped, a second chance to get things right? These days, he had few expectations. At one time, the tabloids had dubbed him the Prince of the City, saying he had it all—good looks, money, and an ancient, honorable pedigree. With his classically handsome face and once bright blue eyes now haunted by the horrors he’d seen on 9/11 and in war zones, the good looks were questionable. He still had money and the cachet of the Phillips name, but what did any of that matter? All he wanted now was a quiet life. It sounded cliché, but he just wanted to enjoy the simple things, bury the sorrows of the past, and move forward. 

As they entered suburban Nassau County, they passed Great Neck, once home to Luke’s favorite author, F. Scott Fitzgerald. This area on the North Shore of Long Island had been dubbed the Gold Coast because of its affluence. In the early years of the twentieth century, with its accessibility to Manhattan by the newly popular motor car, the wealthy and society’s elite had built vast country estates on the land bordering Long Island Sound.   

Within a few minutes, they approached Luke’s family estate, Fair Winds. Davis swiped his new security pass, and the iron gates, decorated with images of the sea and topped by a figure of a sailing vessel, swung open. The car rolled through, and Luke took a deep breath. Six months ago, he was sitting in the mud in a dark cell in an underground prison in Iraq. Now, he was driving onto the grounds of his family’s 400-acre estate. Surreal didn’t begin to describe his emotions.

The security guard at the gatehouse waved as they rolled by. Davis drove past the Cottage, a charming misnomer for a six-bedroom house. Gawking at the house, he nearly hit a tree. “Wow, that’s impressive, sir! Is that where you grew up?”

Luke smiled. “During the school year, we lived in Manhattan. We came here mostly on spring and fall weekends. We summered in the Hamptons and with my mother’s family in Provence. That’s the Cottage. The estate has three houses—the Cottage here, the Mansion, and my new house, Harbor Green. My father uses the Cottage on the rare weekends he’s at Fair Winds. The Mansion is just ahead.”

Davis’s eyes widened, but he merely said, “Oh” and continued to follow the curving road.

Even by Gold Coast standards, the Mansion at Fair Winds was impressive. The rich built their estates near the shore, and Fair Winds was no exception. Sitting on one of the highest points on the Island, with sweeping views of the Sound, the Mansion was Fair Winds’ centerpiece. In 1912, Luke’s great grandfather, Henry Phillips, hired the prestigious architects Walker & Gillette to transform an 1850 farmhouse into the style of a French chateau, and landscape designers Olmsted and Vaux of Central Park fame had surrounded it with tall hedges and lush gardens. Its gray stone walls had sheltered the Phillips family for four generations. Fair Winds had entertained royalty, heads of state, and the cream of New York society within its walls, in its bountiful gardens, and on the yachts anchored in its harbor. 

But, the 120-room Mansion was also a family home complete with a children’s playground. As they drove past, Luke could almost hear the laughter and happy screams of his sister Rachel and her friends as they swung to the sky while his mother and Nanny Maitland looked on. It was no wonder his father now spent little time here. It felt haunted by the missing. 

Luke and Rachel had spent their weekends at Fair Winds sailing on the Sound, horseback riding on the ponies housed in the mahogany-lined stables, and playing hide and seek in the formal gardens. The indoor pool and tennis courts provided their rainy day recreation. 

Gone were the servants in brass-buttoned uniforms and the parties in the grand ballroom, but his father maintained the estate in pristine condition and refused to sell even though he was rarely there. Luke suspected Martin couldn’t let go of the home where he had been so happy with his wife and children. Maybe, too, he still secretly hoped that someday Rachel would return. 

As they rounded a bend and headed up a small incline, Luke’s new two-story home, Harbor Green, appeared. The floor to ceiling windows and the chrome trim framing the two-story modern house sparkled in the sunlight. The car wheels crunched on the white stone of the circular driveway as they drove to the entranceway. 

Luke took a breath, wondering what awaited him. He was uneasy about seeing Jenny again. Before her recent visit to Walter Reed, in the twenty years since their breakup, he’d only seen her occasionally, usually at Mike’s house for Christenings, Communions, graduations, and the odd barbecue when Luke was on leave. She’d studiously avoided him at those events, and after a few attempts at breaking the ice, he’d given up and remained aloof as well. Now, they wouldn’t be able to avoid each other. She and Abigail, the now five-year-old daughter she’d adopted from China as a toddler, would be living under his roof. Luke knew he and Jenny would have to establish an accord, a way to live together. He’d have to maintain a level of professionalism and keep a certain distance. 

Davis was saying something. “Sir, sir, we’re here.” 

Luke snapped out of his reverie when Davis opened the car door. Davis took the bags out of the trunk and handed Luke his cane. Luke took it and was walking towards the house when Jenny opened the door. 

He paused in the walkway and looked at her long, wavy blonde hair pulled back into a loose bun and into her sweet, clear blue eyes gazing at him uncertainly, without the bitterness or calculated indifference of recent years. He made his way to the door and held out his hand. “Jenny, it’s good to see you.” And once again he was seventeen, and he realized acting distant and professional might be harder than he thought.   

Almost everyone had seen the pictures and the horrific hostage video. Colonel Luke Phillips, held in captivity six months by Iraqi terrorists, tortured but refusing to give up information that would have endangered others. Even months after his rescue, Luke knew he bore the gaunt, haunted look of a captive. To her credit, just like at Walter Reed, Jenny appeared not to notice the change in him. Clasping his hand, she simply said, “Welcome home, Luke.” 
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Inside, Lucy, a golden retriever, and Brody, a brown cockapoo, greeted Luke and Davis with a riot of tail wagging, doggie smiles, and eager barking. Luke bent down to kiss and hug Lucy. 

“I’ve heard about Brody, but who is this beauty?” asked Luke. 

Jenny leaned over to join in the petting. “She is a gift from your Marine buddies. Dogs for Vets selected her for guide dog training, but she flunked out. They told us she missed critical cues when distracted and was too food-oriented. The term ‘shark mouth’ was mentioned. Luckily for you, the trainers at the Center decided her loving nature made her more suitable to be a companion dog and, after a few more weeks of training, dropped her off this morning.”

He choked up, gave Lucy a hug, and said, “You and I are going to be best buds.”

When Luke stopped hugging her and stood up, Lucy took off after Brody as he raced to the kitchen. Brodes, as Jenny called him, was Abigail’s puppy. The two dogs had adjusted well to each other, although Lucy looked at Brody doing his zoomies around the house as though he might be an alien life form. Then again, she was having fun chasing him.

As they entered the large, open kitchen, Luke saw several people milling around. He rubbed the back of his head and swallowed, whispering to Jenny. “Do they know why I was late?” Jenny nodded and then took the lead, introducing the new residential staff and department heads. Sarah Cregan, Abigail’s nanny, a 20-year-old freckle-faced Irish immigrant with a mane of fiery red hair gathered into a ponytail. Tyler Jackson, a handsome young man with soft brown eyes that matched his Creole accent, and a recent grad of the elite Culinary Institute. Hannah Mazur, the housekeeper and middle-aged immigrant from Poland, her height and high bun conveying a no-nonsense air. The part-time lifeguard was there. Rob Gualiberti, toned, with broad shoulders, was a grad student studying remotely, a former member of the Fordham swim team, and a certified lifeguard and swim instructor. George Winters, the security chief and recently retired NYPD terrorism task force member. Craggy-faced, with a silver crew cut, George had the look of a man who suffered no fools. Luke had known men like him in the Marines, men with an iron will who did a tough job.

“George, perhaps after lunch you could meet with Davis, my personal driver and bodyguard, and go over the security set up with him.”

“Certainly, sir. I’d be happy to.”

Luke welcomed everyone. “I hope moving in went smoothly for all of you. And my apologies for our late arrival.” He turned to Davis. “I suspect Sgt. Davis here thought it might be dull driving me around, and our first stop in New York was a murder scene.” 

Davis jumped in. “Being summoned to a murder scene as we entered New York was certainly an unwelcome surprise. But, sir, things around you have never been dull.”

“No, never dull. But I like to think that I am... was a good commanding officer. I take care of my team. In turn, I expect people to perform. Jenny has put together an exceptional group, and I hope all of you will be happy here. And, if you’re not, if there are any problems, my door is always open. Just come in... And I’ll refer you to Jenny.”

Appreciative smiles and even a few laughs spread through the group. An uncomfortable silence followed, and Luke suddenly felt lost. His eyes darted to Jenny. She jumped in and suggested everyone enjoy the meal Tyler had prepared for them. The staff relaxed and, lining up at the kitchen island, chose from local favorites — lobster tacos with their enticing smell of butter and lemon, a bubbling pot of clam chowder, a salad filled with colorful raw vegetables, and even brick oven pizza. Desserts were made with seasonal fruit—peaches and strawberries.

Jenny and Luke took their meals to the table in the dining room. The room was elegant in a simple way, with its reclaimed wood table and white chairs and sideboards. They started to eat, and Jenny turned to Luke. “Mike texted me the details about the murder. They sounded horrific. I’m sorry you had to experience that.” 

“I’ve seen worse. Visiting a murder scene was not on our itinerary, and yes, it was horrific. The poor woman’s throat had been…sorry not dinner conversation. Terrible to see that, especially at our old hangout. It was strange being there, in Gerritsen Beach of all places, the scene of the crime in more ways than one.” 

Jenny looked down, her shoulders tensing. She spoke quietly, but deliberately. “Well, I think of it as the place I grew up and try not to dwell on bad memories.”

Luke cursed himself for alluding to their past. He let out a deep breath, thinking his social skills were abysmal and being around Jenny was like navigating treacherous waters. Their new dynamic of employer and employee made matters even more precarious and confusing, at least for Luke. Jenny appeared to have more clarity and confidence about her role. He decided that changing the topic to something unemotional might be wise. “I could tell you about the history of the area from four hundred years ago. But I know little about recent times. Care to enlighten me?” 

Jenny took a breath, and her shoulders relaxed. “Sure. Before the depression, the Beach was a summer colony with one-story bungalows. When the market crashed in 1929, people couldn’t afford their homes in the downtown areas of Brooklyn. So, many moved into their summer cottages. The neighborhood is tight-knit. Folks socialize on the beach and in their boats, at the local VFW hall and the volunteers’ firehouse. Abby and I have spent little time at the beach since Mom moved to my sister’s in Jersey. We did go to Floyd Bennett Field a couple of weeks ago.” 

“The old airfield? Just east of the Beach on Jamaica Bay?” 

“Yep, that’s it. It’s part of the National Park Service now. I took Abby there for a birdlife tour. She was quite excited to see an osprey nesting. She begged me to go camping there. But, you have to pitch your own tent. That was a bridge too far for this Brooklyn girl,” she laughed. 

Luke listened to her, surprised by her insight and charmed by a laugh he hadn’t heard for a long time. “Where is Abby? I was looking forward to seeing her.”

“At soccer practice. She’ll be home soon.”

Then, Jenny had a question for Luke. “Gerritsen? He was Dutch, but what else do we know about him?” 

“I did some research on the way to meet Mike...”

“Of course you did,” she teased, smiling.

“Ha. You know me too well. There was a mill built on the creek in the early 1600s. The Europeans named the beach, creek, and the mill after the Gerritsen clan. There’s a question about whether they named it after Wolphert Gerritsen or Samuel Gerritsen. I’m going to do more research. From what I’ve gleaned so far, it’s an extraordinary history.”

“Yes, I understand the mill played a part in the Revolution. Sadly, a fire gutted it in the 1930s.” 

Impressed, Luke asked, “Where did you learn all this history?”

“Growing up there listening to my grandmother’s stories, and at Pratt, I took classes on the history of New York City architecture,” she replied, naming the prestigious art and design college where she had earned first a bachelor’s and then a master’s degree in architecture and interior design. “You know, the one in Brooklyn, in Clinton Hill,” she teased. 

“I have heard of it. There’s also a Manhattan campus.”

“Yes, if I showed my passport, they let me cross the river to take classes.”

Luke grinned at her. “You make me sound like a snob.” 

“Just because your pals in Manhattan call my Brooklyn friends the bridge and tunnel crowd, I’m sure there’s no snobbery involved.”

Luke laughed, feeling the tension leave his body. Jenny had helped make a hard day easier. He knew few people would think coming home to such a beautiful place would be hard, but any change was challenging for him right now and triggered his anxiety.

As they ate their peach cobblers, Luke said, “By the way, I’ll be going to Mike’s precinct later in the week to do a debrief on the Lenape burial rituals. He’s hoping to give his boss and the investigative team insight that may help as they evaluate the evidence.” 

“The Lenape?”

“Oh, sorry. I thought Mike told you. Yes, the Native Americans who lived in Brooklyn. The body appeared to have been laid out according to the Lenape customs.”

“Strange.”

“Yes, and perhaps a clue to the murderer.” 

“Let’s hope. Luke, how about I give you a tour of the house?”

“Sounds good.”

They walked to the kitchen. “Here’s the microwave and the reheat button. I’m kind of thinking you won’t be doing much more than that,” she joked. “Especially with Tyler’s cooking.” Luke agreed but countered that he had learned to prepare a few things. It wasn’t all MREs—military meals ready to eat. Jenny said, “I suspect with Tyler in the kitchen, your days of MREs are done.”

She led him to the staff wing. “I housed most of the staff in the Mansion. But Davis has a room next to yours, and the nighttime security team will be on the first floor and patrolling the grounds.”  

Luke looked down. “I guess you think all the security is a little much.”

“Not at all. I saw on the news about the terrorist threats against servicemen and women. And, Martin told me about the threats you’ve gotten. Plus, with your wealth...”
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