

        

            

                

            

        




	 


	MURDER AND HORROR IN THE HAUNTED JERSEY PINE BARRENS SEND A YOUNG SCHOLAR ON A DEADLY QUEST TO DISCOVER AN UGLY TRUTH.


	 


	Archaeology Professor Rebecca Glass is murdered hours before delivering a paper proving that a fire that killed eight Cloistered nuns in the nearly uninhabited New Jersey Pine Barrens was purposely set. But the proof — and the paper — are missing.


	



His university assigns Assistant Professor of English Dominic Rossi the task of locating the missing paper. Unbeknownst to him, its grisly revelations would be devastating to a network of powerful people who are determined to stop him — at all costs.


	



 




	“Well plotted and deftly paced, A Darkness in the Pines blends mystery and suspense with a rich academic environment that keeps the reader fully involved throughout. Excellent fiction.”—John Vance, author of Awake the Southern Wind, (forthcoming), Echoes of November, Death by Mournful Numbers, and Convergences.


	 


	 


	“Mr. Luce expertly explores greed, arrogance, and family dynamics — and pathologies — using exciting storytelling as his vehicle. A gem.”—Dr. Pat Pope, Clinical Psychologist.


	 


	 


	 


	What connection does the brutal murder of Rebecca Glass, an archaeologist from Mount St. Benedict University have with a fire decades ago that killed a dozen nuns in the remote New Jersey Pine Barrens? Dominic Rossi a young English professor at the university who shared an office with the dead woman is surprised when the college provost concerned about the reputation of the college asks him to investigate the murder. Rossi quickly learns no one is quite who or what they seem to be as he navigates a web of deceit and danger to find the answer. Before he finishes the investigation, he suddenly realizes the truth has put his own life in jeopardy. The characters are engaging, the dialogue flows and the action moves. Hank Luce has crafted a complex, well-written mystery with enough twists and turns to keep you guessing and turning the pages.—Preston Holtry, author of the Morgan Westphal mystery series.
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	Author’s Note


	 


	This is a work of fiction. While readers familiar with New Jersey will recognize a number of actual places, establishments and locales, the incidents, characters, and events associated with these places, establishments and locales are strictly fictional and intended solely to advance and enhance the verisimilitude of the story.
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	“Vision is the art of seeing what is invisible to others.”


	—Jonathan Swift 
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	Prologue


	Somewhere in the New Jersey Pine Barrens


	June, 1958


	 


	Darkness, stillness, and silence filled the old house, a house that had never known plumbing, or electricity or heating, not in one hundred years. It was a cold, forbidding and hateful place, deserving of its fate, as were the bitch devils that inhabited it.


	It had to be now, while her tormentors slept, while they were vulnerable — as she had been vulnerable, for five painful, brutal months. But tonight it would end. She would take her sweet, beautiful bundle — beautiful but for the mark on her cheek — and escape into the night. Then she would deliver her sweet bundle into a new life. 


	She left her cold sterile space in the rear of the house and walked silently down the long narrow hall to what they called “the infirmary,” for they could not bring themselves to say what it really was — a charnel house. She saw a faint light spilling out from under the door then quietly opened it. As she hoped, the one guardian was asleep at her table. The carpenter’s hammer that she stole and now carried seemed so heavy at first. Now it felt light, it felt perfect. 


	She smashed the skull of the sleeping bitch devil then smashed it again. She dropped the hammer and quickly hurried to the small crib with its filthy stained sheets and picked up her bundle. She wrapped her bundle in the cleanest cloth she could find then fastened the cloth with the silver brooch she stole from the man who’d done this to her — the brooch designed like a horse with a horn in front of a castle.


	Then she took the kerosene lantern from the guardian’s table and poured its contents across the floor and lit it. She hurried into the parlor and did the same with the kerosene lamp there, and the kitchen, and the chapel. 


	Then, her bundle clasped tightly to her chest, she ran out of the now burning house — and into the darkness of the pines. Leaving her tormentors to burn in the hell they so richly deserved. 


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter 1


	Thursday, May 9, 2015


	Long Branch, New Jersey


	 


	The annual three-day meeting of the Archaeological Association of New Jersey was being held this year at the Ocean Place Resort and Spa in the popular shore town of Long Branch. Over the years, the meeting had never been known for generating controversy or excitement. Decorum was de rigueur. Its members were, after all, scholars. Papers were always delivered, pre-sentations made, and business conducted efficiently and harmoniously. Still, there was always plenty of time left for socializing, networking, and gossiping.  This arrangement suited the members perfectly.  Once in a while, though, they did enjoy — even hoped for — a good academic dust up.


	This hope was the reason for the unusually animated conversation taking place around the busy lobby bar at seven-thirty on the evening before the meeting’s final morning session. It was centered on the rumored contents of a paper to be delivered at the concluding presentation. 


	Entitled, “A Darkness in the Pines,” the paper supposedly had something to do with an old legend — and a new discovery — in New Jersey’s mysterious Pine Barrens, a vast wilderness area only ninety miles from Manhattan. Attendees knew only that the presenter, Professor Rebecca Glass, Associate Professor of Archaeology at Mount St. Benedict University in Morristown, was a well-known maverick whose work could always be counted upon to raise an eyebrow or two. Leave it to Rebecca to generate some buzz.


	Tragically and ironically, it was later learned that as these conversations were taking place, Professor Glass was having her skull bashed in at a remote section of the sand dunes at Seven Presidents Park, one mile to the south. 


	Earlier that evening, wearing a purple velour warm up suit and sneakers, and having fastened a fanny pack around her waist containing her room key card, smart phone and wallet, Professor Glass had left the beachfront hotel and headed out along the water’s edge, jogging south towards her previously scheduled meeting at the park. The early evening air was chilly, the sky beginning to darken and cloud over. In early May, Seven Presidents Park was open from 8:00 a.m. until dusk. There was no charge for admission, but there were also no services. Lifeguards and full use of the facilities would not be available until Memorial Day Weekend. The snack bar and changing pavilion were closed, but visitors were allowed to walk along the beach and among the dunes. At this time of day, the park was virtually deserted.


	Professor Glass had reached the tall dunes on the north end of the park when a voice among the dunes said, “I’m over here.”


	Professor Glass paused then followed a narrow path into the dunes where the meeting evidently would take place. She said to her contact, “Christ, I said be discrete but this is a bit much. Okay, what did they say?”


	“They will ensure that you get as many and whatever research grants you request and a promotion to full professor.”


	“And Father Jack is going along with this?”


	“Father Jack has no say in it. It’s up to the Board of Trustees and the Provost. Father Jack will have to go along.”


	“What about the cash?”


	“The offer is fifty thousand dollars. In return, you don’t reveal anything you’ve learned. You delete all the potentially damaging details from the presentation and never mention or refer to them in the future. And you turn over to us whatever notes, data, and supportive material you have assembled.”


	“Fifty thousand? I can get ten times that much as an advance on a book about this. Christ, producers will be fighting over the film rights. These fucking people spend more than that on their weekly bar bill!”


	“They feel it is a fair and generous offer. Do you accept?”


	“No, I don’t accept! You have to do better or you are totally fucked. I have the proof! Go tell your buddies what I said. You have one hour.”


	She turned to go, but her contact said, “Wait.”


	Professor Glass stopped and turned back, saying, “Don’t even bother — ”


	 The contact swung a short, heavy lead pipe and viciously hit Professor Glass on the left front part of her skull, above the left eye. She dropped to the sand as if shot. It was immediately apparent that the blow was fatal. But the contact bent over and smashed her again in the head. 


	“Bitch,” the contact said then quickly went through Professor Glass’s fanny pack, removing her wallet and smart phone. The contact noticed a slim gold chain around her neck and ripped it off, then removed her watch and a gold bracelet. 


	After making certain there were no traces, the contact hurried off down the beach, turned away from the water and walked quickly back to Ocean Avenue, got into a car and drove north towards Monmouth Beach. Along the way, the contact threw the pipe, along with the phone, wallet and jewelry into the Navesink River. They would eventually be carried out into the Atlantic. 


	The contact then made a quick call. “It’s done.”


	The voice on the phone asked, “Were you able to get into her room?”


	“No problem. I found the hard copy and the flash drive with the Power Point version on it. I destroyed them. Your asset at the university had already checked her office computer. Everything’s clean.”


	The voice on the other end said, “Good work. There’s one other thing. We know what she learned, but we don’t know how she learned it. If she found out, others can too. We’ll need to trace her research so we can tie up any loose ends.”


	“Not in my skill set. Is there a plan?”


	“Yes. We’ll be using a colleague of hers, a young English professor named Rossi. Smart but has no idea what he’ll be involved in. I’ll keep you in the loop. By the way, good job. I’m proud of you.” 


	“It was my pleasure, as always. We make a good team.”


	“We always have.”


	The next morning, after the discovery of Professor Glass’s body, a stunned and horrified Archaeological Association cancelled the remainder of its program. At that point, the contents of Professor Glass’s presentation didn’t seem to matter.




 


	 


	 


	Chapter 2


	Friday, May 10


	Mount St. Benedict University 


	 


	“The thing is, Doc, Iago is an asshole, but Othello can’t see it. He can’t see who’s on his side and who’s not. So he keeps getting in deeper and deeper until he’s totally screwed and everything goes all to hell. It’s like Othello brings all that crap down on himself.”


	Dominic Rossi, newly minted Ph.D. and recent appointee to the tenure track position of Assistant Professor of English at Mount St. Benedict University, smiled at the young African American man and said, above the chuckles coming from the other students, “Well, that’s not quite how most Shakespearean scholars phrase it, Dontay. But you’re exactly right. In much of Shakespearean tragedy, blindness — not seeing things as they really are — is the great tragic flaw. It’s all over the place in King Lear, but it’s also the case with Othello.”


	As Dom Rossi headed to the blackboard, Dontay Robinson smiled at the young African American woman seated next to him.  “I told you. I’m all over this stuff now.” She patted him on the knee.


	Dom said, “Okay, in the Poetics, Aristotle referred to the tragic flaw as hamartia — something in the hero’s personality that leads to his destruction. Remember early in the semester when we read Sophocles? We said Oedipus was guilty of hubris, overweening pride. That was his tragic flaw. Othello’s is similar but slightly different — blindness, as Dontay pointed out.  They may be thought of as two sides of the same dramatic coin. But in all tragedy, not seeing things as they really are inevitably turns out to be catastrophic. And it’s not just true in literature. It’s true in life.” 


	Dom glanced at the wall clock. One minute left. He said to the class. “Okay, guys, that does it for today. Remember, check the English department website for the final exam schedule.” 


	This was met with a degree of grumbling and several good natured ‘boos.’ He went on, “Next week, I’ll spend the first two classes doing a pre-exam review of what we covered during the semester here in World Lit 1 — Antiquity, the Middle Ages, and up to the Renaissance. We’ll save the final class of the semester for specific questions or issues you guys want to go over. Your only assignment is to have a good, and safe, weekend.”


	As Dom was packing up his notes and placing them in his backpack, Dontay and the young African American woman approached his desk. 


	The young woman said, “Doctor Rossi, while you have a minute, I just want to say thank you for hanging in there and working so much with Dontay. He’s all caught up and will graduate right on time. This English course was the one he was most scared of.”


	Dom smiled. “Sharelle, I think you worked as hard on this as Dontay. He’s in great shape going into the final. Keep doing what you’re doing and it’ll be just fine.” Dontay Robinson stood six feet five inches tall and weighed in at two hundred fifty pounds, with practically zero body fat. An All-American Tight End, he’d been timed in the forty-yard dash at 4.40 seconds, usual wide receiver speed. 


	Dom said, referring to the NFL Draft the following April, “Dontay, I’m predicting late to mid first round. What are you hearing?”


	“You may be a bit optimistic, Doc. But once the combines start next February, I think my stock will go up. Sharelle will keep me on the straight and narrow until then. And Coach Pierce has fixed it so I can still work out here. He’s hired me to be an assistant to the assistants.” He then said,  “Say, Doc, did you ever think about declaring for the draft back in the day?”


	Dom laughed. “Jeez, Dontay, you make seven years ago sound like the leather helmet days. But no, no one was interested in a five foot ten inch, one hundred seventy pound cover corner. Imagine me trying to tackle a guy like you. Plus, I was looking at a three year Army ROTC obligation.” 


	“Well, Coach Pierce still says you’re one of the toughest guys he ever coached. And no one studied more film or got more out of it than you. He said it was your edge. You knew what the receiver would do before the receiver did.”


	“I always figured it was a kind of survival strategy. Anyway, have a good weekend guys.”


	As Dom exited the classroom, a man and a woman whom he did not recognize, but who reeked of some sort of official capacity, approached him. The man was stocky and fit and looked to be about fifty. The woman was slender with dark hair and dark eyes and was striking.  She was perhaps in her mid-thirties and radiated a compelling intensity. 


	The man held up a gold detective’s badge. “Professor Rossi, I’m Detective Sergeant Mulroney, this is Detective Craig. We’re with the Monmouth County Prosecutor’s office. Is there somewhere we can talk?” 


	“I guess my office. It’s tight, but my colleague, Professor Glass, is at a conference for a few days, so there will be chairs for all of us.”


	The School of Humanities and Social Sciences, of which the English Department was part, was located in a large, multi-winged, four floor building known as Trinity Hall. Faculty offices were arranged by academic discipline, and most members of the full-time faculty had their own individual offices. Sometimes, however, office assignments were made according to the ancient academic tradition of reinforcing pecking orders and doling out favors and slights. 


	As the most junior and most recently appointed full-time faculty member, Dom was low man on the totem pole and ended up sharing an office with a controversial professor in the archaeology department, Rebecca Glass. The office was tiny, remote, and at the end of a long corridor. On the day Dom moved in, Rebecca Glass said, “Welcome to the land of outcasts, misfits, and rebels. You want coffee?”


	Dom and the two detectives arrived at Dom’s office and the difference between his side of the small room and that occupied by Rebecca Glass was striking. Dom’s was neat and orderly; stacks of papers waiting to be graded were piled neatly, and those already marked were stacked on the windowsill. Two bookcases stood behind Dom’s desk in which volumes were arranged by subject, then alphabetically by author. His desk held only a laptop, a spotlessly clean coffee mug with the college’s logo, and a silver-framed photograph of a lovely young woman.


	Rebecca’s side was a mess. Her desk was covered by journals, pages of notes, dead plants, a stained, chipped coffee mug and the remains of her mid-morning bagel from three days ago. The bookcase behind her desk was a random collection of archaeology books and journals in no discernible order. On top of it were several more dead plants and a small ebony statue of an African fertility goddess.


	Dom slid a chair from Rebecca’s side next to the one fronting his desk. Detective Mulroney sat; Detective Craig chose to remain standing. Dom said, “Okay, Detectives, how may I help you?”


	Detective Mulroney, looking at the photograph, said, “Pretty girl, Dominic. Who is she?”


	“My late fiancée.”


	A smirking Mulroney asked, “Oh, you mean ’late’ like you broke up?”


	“No. She passed away two years ago. Ovarian cancer.”


	“Sorry,” Mulroney said, displaying no sincerity. “Tell us, Dominic, what’s your relationship with your officemate, Professor Rebecca Glass?”


	Dom was startled at the question. “Why do you ask? Is Rebecca okay?”


	“Just answer the question, Dominic.”


	“We’re colleagues and casual friends. I’ve known her just under a year, since I joined the faculty here at Mount St. Ben’s. She wasn’t a faculty member when I was an undergraduate here, and when I was working on my Ph.D. in English I had no occasion to run into her. We have coffee or a drink together now and then, but our work and interests mostly take us in different directions. Why are you asking?”


	Ignoring his question, Detective Craig asked, “Do those different interests clash in any way, Professor?”


	“I’m not sure what you mean, Detective Craig. Frankly, if you people would just tell me what you’re seeking to learn, perhaps I can be more helpful.”


	Detective Mulroney said, “Let’s get back to these different interests. Tell me, Dominic, does it bother you that she’s a dyke?” 


	After a moment, Dom said, “What bothers me, Detective Mulroney, is that she’s a Red Sox fan.” 


	Mulroney just sat there, looking at Dom, again with a smirk.  He said, “You’re kind of young to be a professor, aren’t you, Dominic? What are you, in your twenties? You look like a student. You must be pretty smart. How old are you?”


	“I’m twenty-eight.”


	Mulroney went on, “You even had a book published.” He referred to his small notebook. “Patterns and Purpose: Close Reading and the Function of Imagery.  Hell, I bet they’re just lining up to buy that one. Tell me, Dominic, does any of this shit you people do here have any relevance at all to real life?”


	Dom looked at him directly for a moment. Then he said, “Relevance to real life? Well, two things, Detective. First, close reading and the attention to imagery helps readers, especially scholars, to understand and appreciate literary works in a much deeper way. It gives them richer insights into character, plot, mood, setting, and theme. That’s the scholarly part.


	“Second, close observation can be very revealing with respect to what you refer to as ‘real life.’ So let’s talk real life. You, Detective Mulroney, affect an aggressive, no nonsense cop demeanor. You purposely come on as a bullying hard ass, and you clearly enjoy it. Your tie is pulled away from your open collar, and you let your suit jacket hang open so I can see your service weapon. You act dismissively towards me, demean my work, and call me by my first name all as a means of intimidation. You are trying to put me on the defensive, so you can control the situation. 


	“But let’s take a closer look. Your tie is silk and very expensive. Your suit probably costs as much as my monthly rent. Your fingernails are professionally manicured and you obviously dye both your mustache and your expensively cut hair. Though not well. Your shoes are Italian. You wear an inordinate amount of jewelry, and your cologne is heavily applied and cloyingly floral.


	“All of that indicates excessive vanity and a certain psychological ambivalence, despite the tough guy act. It compromises your credibility as a hard ass, Detective. You might want to tone it down a bit. But that’s just a suggestion.


	“Detective Craig dresses well but with attention to function and practicality. Her shoes are strictly for comfort. Although, when she shifts her weight from one leg to another it suggests the shoes don’t fit that well or she has back issues — probably her back. Her fingernails are raw and bitten quite closely. It is called onychophagia and indicates anxiety or a tendency towards obsessive-compulsive behavior. I suspect other identity issues may be operant as well. 


	“Detective Craig’s hair is cut in a short, casually functional style probably done by a barber rather than a hair stylist. That she eschews make-up suggests that she does not wish to draw attention to the fact that she is remarkably pretty — not something one necessarily wants to emphasize when one is a female detective.


	“So, Detectives, my point is that close observation is more than merely academic bullshit. In any case, how else can I help you?”


	Detective Craig flushed but remained silent.  Detective Mulroney said, “All right, you fucking smartass, Professor Rebecca Glass was found dead this morning, lying in the dunes at Seven Presidents Park down in Long Branch with her skull bashed in.”


	Dom closed his eyes briefly. “Oh God, oh Rebecca. What the hell happened?”


	“Some guy walking his dog came across her body. Well, the dog actually came across her body and the guy called 911. A patrol car unit secured the area and Long Branch PD detectives found her room key card and traced her to the Ocean Place Resort. The assistant manager made the identification. The LBPD also found evidence of what was probably a missing necklace, no watch and no phone or wallet. Then they called us. Preliminary report figures time of death between seven and nine the previous evening. It has all the hallmarks of a mugging, plain and simple. But Detective Craig and I need to make sure. 


	“My question for you, smart guy, has to do with whether there was anything going on in Glass’s life that would suggest a motive beyond a run-of-the-mill mugging.”


	A shaken Dom said, “Not that I know or can imagine.”


	Detective Craig spoke up. “Professor Rossi, we’ve been interviewing people on campus — faculty, administrators, students — for about two hours now. We’ve just come from the office of Professor Martin O’Bannon, who was especially helpful.”


	Dom was surprised. “Martin O’Bannon in Criminal Justice? I’m surprised he was even aware of Rebecca. Why would you speak with him? Their academic disciplines have nothing to do with each other.”


	Detective Craig brushed the question aside. “Be that as it may, Professor, we’ve learned that Professor Glass was a controversial figure — opinionated, combative, and an aggressive feminist. That she was a lesbian, albeit discrete and private, on a Catholic college campus speaks volumes about her alienation.”


	Dom said, “It also speaks volumes about her honesty and courage.”


	Mulroney said, “Yeah, sure. Have it your way, Rossi. But what about things like lifestyle shit or enemies, anything like that?”


	“Not that I am aware.” 


	Mulroney shrugged and looked at Detective Craig, who handed one of her cards to Dom. “Okay, Professor Rossi. If you think of anything, please let us know.”


	After they left, Dom sat there for a while looking over at Rebecca’s empty chair. Though certainly friends, they had not really shared intimate life experiences or deeply personal thoughts. Although once or twice Rebecca had alluded to her “partner,” Diana, and Dom had explained about losing Gina. Rebecca was always helpful and good-natured towards Dom, despite her reputation in the college community as a troublemaker and firebrand.  


	She was, nevertheless, decidedly quirky and given to offering him odd bits of advice and insights. 


	Once, when commenting on the general duplicitousness of university administrators, she advised Dom, “Be careful out among them, English.” 


	After returning from faculty meetings, which she usually somehow managed to disrupt, she would say, “Remember, Dom, life is like archaeology — it’s not just what you find; it’s what you learn.” 


	And perhaps most cryptic of all, on one occasion in the previous few weeks, during which she seemed preoccupied and furtive, she told him, “Dom, if you ever wonder — I keep my secrets in my heart.” Then she laughed heartily and long. 


	Rebecca’s idiosyncrasies aside, what was most important to Dom was the fact that when he was a newcomer to the complex, competitive world of the Mount St. Ben’s faculty, Rebecca had been warm and welcoming. He did not know what, but he felt he owed her something. 


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter 3


	 


	Mount St. Benedict University was located in the green, hilly country of northwestern New Jersey, about two miles west of the historic town of Morristown. The campus occupied some four hundred acres among the priciest land values in the state. Originally a Benedictine monastery that later started a small, highly selective prep school, the university had grown over the years into one of the most prestigious co-educational Catholic colleges in the country, on a par with such schools as Boston College, Fordham, Georgetown, and Notre Dame. The school’s eight thousand undergraduates and two thousand graduate students were taught by a highly skilled and qualified cadre of professors, eighty percent of whom were laypeople and the remainder clergy. 


	The current President, just over a year into his tenure, was Monsignor John Whalen, OSB. He had previously been Dean of the Business School at St. Ambrose College in Great Barrington, Massachusetts. His selection had been something of a surprise. Most interested parties had been betting on Felix Delaney, Mount St. Ben’s current Provost and Chief Academic Officer. Foremost among them was Delaney himself, who was bitterly disappointed at having been passed over.  


	President Whalen was charming, gregarious, a terrific PR man and a proven fundraiser. Indeed, it was his stated goal to increase the Mount St. Benedict endowment from $1.6 billion to $2.6 billion during his tenure. He was significantly less interested in faculty and academic matters, which he left to Felix Delaney. It was Delaney’s executive assistant who called Dom the following Monday morning.


	“Professor Rossi, Provost Delaney wishes to see you on an urgent matter. He’s in his office. May I tell the Provost you’ll be right there?”


	“Certainly, Ms. Conklin.”


	Ten minutes later, Dom entered Felix Delaney’s expansive office. 


	“Professor Rossi,” Delaney said, “I’m sorry to see you under such tragic circumstances. I understand you were quite friendly with Professor Glass. My condolences.” There was not a shred of sincerity in his voice or manner. 


	He indicated the other person in the office, saying,  “I’m not sure if you’ve met Brian Shaughnessy. Brian is President of our Board of Trustees. He’s also President of the Loyal Sons of Cu Chulainn (he pronounced it ‘coo cullen’), North Jersey Chapter, whose wonderful charitable work I’m sure you know.”


	Dom shook hands with a robust, sixtyish-looking man with a shock of vivid white hair, bushy eyebrows of which he seemed particularly proud, and tiny blue eyes devoid of warmth. He wore an expensively tailored navy blue suit with a chalk stripe, crisp white shirt, and a deep maroon tie. His cufflinks were large, silver and fashioned in the shape of a unicorn in front of what appeared to be a castle.


	Shaughnessy was a third generation principal in Shaughnessy and Partners, a hugely successful and powerful law firm founded by his grandfather which had made untold millions in aspects of the law as diverse as corporate and securities law, criminal law, intellectual property law, and family and juvenile law. He was semi-retired and did not litigate anymore, but he remained deeply involved with the firm and never missed senior management meetings, where his opinion carried tremendous weight. 


	The Loyal Sons of Cu Chulainn was a fraternal organization founded in 1881 that was made up of wealthy, religiously and politically conservative Irish-American men who, ostensibly, were dedicated to supporting the Catholic Church and to performing charitable works and civic service. 


	More accurately, though more surreptitiously, they primarily existed to advance to the power and influence of their Irish-American membership. The secrecy of the organization’s inner workings rivaled those of the Masons and Shriners. It had chapters in cities up and down the east coast. Brian Shaughnessy was a fourth generation Loyal Son; his forebears had been the organization’s founding fathers. 


	With respect to Shaughnessy’s role at Mount St. Ben’s as President of the Board of Trustees, Shaughnessy had more clout than even the university president. He was the heaviest of heavy hitters as far as the university was concerned. Dom knew he was in some serious company. 


	Shaughnessy said to Dom, “I’m hopeful you can help us, Professor Rossi. Though that remains to be seen. And I remain to be convinced.”


	At this, Dom looked questioningly at Provost Delaney, who said, “Professor, as you will learn, the matter is awkward.”


	Felix Delaney was a tall, gaunt, fair-skinned man with gray eyes and faint wisps of gray hair compensated for by a carefully tended beard, who bore an unfortunate resemblance to an aardvark. He was given to wearing mock turtleneck sweaters in dark colors all year round. 


	Delaney said, “Professor Rossi, we are, of course, shocked and saddened by Rebecca’s tragic death. However, she was, as you know, a controversial and provocative figure here on campus. But here is the main point of this meeting.


	“I spoke over the weekend with Norman Hamilton, Chair of the Archaeology Department. He was at the Archaeological Association meeting, too. Norman said that there was considerable buzz about a paper that Rebecca was scheduled to deliver. He knew, of course, that she had been working quite diligently on something for several months, but she was being very secretive about it. 


	“The specific contents remain unknown and there is no sign of the paper itself. But Norman had the feeling that, given Professor Glass’s radical proclivities, it might turn out to be embarrassing for the university if it ever came to light. The Board of Trustees wants to ensure that there is nothing in Rebecca’s work that might reflect badly on the university.”


	Dom saw Delaney make eye contact with Shaughnessy. The eye contact told Dom that Shaughnessy was the driver here. The direction was coming from him.


	Delaney went on, “That’s where you come in, Professor Rossi. We want you to look into this mysterious research that Professor Glass was doing and determine whether there was anything that might compromise the university in any way. Go where you need to go, talk to anyone and everyone who might be helpful, find out what there is to know and report back to us. We will take it from there.”


	Dom was thoroughly disconcerted. “Provost Delaney, I have final exams to administer and grades to prepare for four classes. And summer sessions start soon. I have all kinds of preparation to do.”


	“I’ll see to all of the academic considerations. I’ve already spoken to your Department Chair, Sister Patricia. We’ll have someone administer your exams. As for the summer classes, don’t worry about them. You’ll still receive your stipend and we can spread the classes around the department, if this project goes on that long. This is critically important to the university, Professor.”


	“Evidently. But why me? I’m certainly no archaeologist.” 


	“First of all, you are a highly skilled researcher yourself. You notice everything and you see things that others do not.  You were in the military and served in Afghanistan. Most important, you are the closest thing on this campus that Rebecca Glass had to a best friend. 


	“Professor Rossi, there may be nothing to this at all. But left as it is, rumors and innuendo will inevitably besmirch Professor Glass’s reputation — and ultimately that would reflect poorly on the university.  If her reputation can be saved, you are the one to do it.”


	Impatient with the soft sell and not caring at all about Rebecca Glass’s reputation, Brian Shaughnessy said, “Let’s cut to the chase, here. I have a tee time at Spring Brook Country Club in half an hour, and I want this damn thing settled.


	“Rossi, this mission is vital to the good name of this university. I want to know if that matters to you and if you’re up to the task. Frankly, I have my doubts.”


	Dom looked at him. “Ever since I set foot on this campus eleven years ago as a seventeen year-old freshman, I’ve felt a powerful affinity towards Mount St. Ben’s. For four years it was virtually my home. Now it’s the foundation of my career.” 


	Dom’s eyes became cold. “But if you have any doubts about my commitment or capabilities, you can feel free to get someone else. I’ll try to live with the disappointment. And frankly, Mr. Shaughnessy, I feel under no obligation to convince you of anything, Board of Trustees or not.”


	Seeking to head off further unpleasantness between the two, Delaney quickly interjected, “It is crucial to the university, Professor Rossi. May I have your answer?”


	Turning his back on Brian Shaughnessy, Dom said, “Okay.”


	Felix Delaney said, “Good. Now then, you are encouraged to utilize any and all resources of the university, but you are expected to be totally discrete in your inquiries. Report to us regularly on your progress.”


	Dom asked, “What about Father Jack? Do I report to him, too?”


	Delaney looked at Shaughnessy then said, “We will keep Father Jack apprised of your progress. 


	“Now, I want you to keep track of whatever expenses you may incur. I suggest you speak to Norman Hamilton so he can give you a sense of the Archaeological Association meeting. Also, I want you to be absolutely sure to seek out Martin O’Bannon in the Criminal Justice Department and see if he has any additional insights into what happened to Rebecca.”


	Dom thought, O’Bannon again. Why?


	Delaney concluded, “After that, you should go wherever the trail leads you. Do you have any questions?”


	“None.”


	Following Dom’s departure, Brian Shaughnessy said, “What a remarkably arrogant little bastard.”


	“I’ll keep an eye on him,” Delaney said.


	Shaughnessy replied, “So will O’Bannon.”


	***


	 After leaving the President’s office, Dom immediately headed to the English Department to report what was going on to the Department Chair, Sister Patricia Schaedel. As soon as he entered the department offices, Fran Purcell, the officious administrative assistant who for some reason had no use for Dom, said, “She’s already waiting for you, Professor Rossi. You may go right in, this time.”


	Sister Pat was a very attractive middle-aged woman with blond-going-to-gray hair who chose to eschew the traditional nun’s habit in favor of sedate business suits worn with a crisp white shirt and a silver crucifix. Her area of scholarly interest was Medieval Literature, but she was very hip to the here and now.


	She gave him a rueful smile. “Dom, ever since you were an undergraduate, there’s never been a dull moment with you. You wrote research papers on the most arcane topics. And God knew what you were going to come up with in class. The Provost told me enough so that I could rearrange your schedule, and that’s all taken care of. But what exactly have you gotten yourself into?”


	Dom did not hold back. “Sister Pat, the past few years have been no picnic. I went through a war, I lost a fiancée, and I worked my tail off to get my Ph.D.. Mount St. Ben’s has become a kind of refuge for me — a place of tranquility and peace where I can just be free to teach English and try to make students love it. This Rebecca Glass business is getting in the way of that. Plus, something about it stinks. And Delaney and that guy Shaughnessy are at the heart of it.  I don’t trust either of them.”


	Dom explained about the meeting in Felix Delaney’s office — the assignment, the sense of urgency, the pressure he felt from all sides. 


	Sister Pat shook her head. “Poor Rebecca. Even after her death people are giving her a hard time. She was an unrepentant troublemaker, undoubtedly. But she was a good teacher and a good scholar. As for her private life, well, as Pope Francis says, ‘Who am I to judge.’ Frankly, most people would look at my religious vows — celibacy, poverty, and obedience — and say my life is bizarre. But you’re right Dom, something else is going on here.”


	She paused a moment then said, “You’re a colleague now, Dom. And, frankly, you’ve always been one of my favorites, so I’m going to give you a political heads up — and be very un-Christian about it. Felix Delaney is a snake. He is ambitious in the worst sense of the word; all he cares about is getting a presidency some day, which he’ll do anything to achieve. 


	“Brian Shaughnessy is motivated solely by the acquisition and maintenance of power. With respect to the University, he does not like or trust faculty; he would prefer to do away with the notion of academic freedom and bring back the Spanish Inquisition. He has Delaney in his pocket. I sense in Shaughnessy a kind of ugly darkness that I can’t quite identify, but I am convinced is there. And neither Delaney nor Shaughnessy had any use for Rebecca Glass. Do what you have to do, Dom. But remember, this can impact your career. I’ll provide whatever cover I can — help, advice, whatever. Don’t hesitate to ask.”


	“Thank you, Sister Pat. I suspect I’m going to need it.” 


	Back in his office, Dom sat for a while thinking about Sister Pat’s question. What had he gotten himself into? He knew nothing about university politics. He’d had one archaeology class as an undergrad, but knew very little about the discipline itself or the people who chose to pursue it. 


	Still, research was research and it began with asking the right questions. Just for grounding, he went online and read again the news coverage of Rebecca’s death. 


	Dom was not a crime buff and certainly no expert, but the incident sure seemed like a mugging — marks on her neck and wrists where jewelry had been roughly removed, smart phone and wallet with credit cards missing.


	Then Dom read that she had been struck twice on the head, though the first blow had been the fatal one. Why twice? He needed to better understand the context of the crime, but news reports alone were not going to do it. He recalled Provost Delaney’s direction — “Seek out Martin O’Bannon.” He headed out of his office and walked across campus to the Criminal Justice Department. 


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter 4


	 


	Martin O’Bannon was forty-seven years old and had spent three years as a police officer in the northern Monmouth County town of Keansburg, population, 10,115, a somewhat forlorn beachfront community with a trashy amusement park and a drug problem. He then was accepted into the New Jersey State Police, where he spent eighteen years, rising to the rank of Captain and Commander of the Casino Investigations Unit within the Special Investigations Section. His career was successful, but not without serious controversy. 


	He ended up taking an early retirement following some problems regarding his closeness to the casino industry and to some of its shadier characters. The suspicion was that he did special favors for them — a lot of favors. But there never was conclusive proof. His lawyers were able to work out a deal whereby any possible investigation of that closeness would be foregone if he would accept the early retirement. He did, with his pension fully intact. It was a great deal. His lawyers happened to be from the firm of Shaughnessy and Partners. 


	But the incident that most impacted his life occurred just before he left the police force in Keansburg.  He was twenty-three years old and had responded to a 911 call involving an abusive father, a drug-addled girlfriend and a remarkably pretty fifteen year-old girl. The repercussions of that night followed him still.  


	Upon his retirement, O’Bannon had been invited to join the Criminal Justice faculty at Mount St. Ben’s, based upon the recommendation of Brian Shaughnessy. It essentially meant that O’Bannon owed him favors in return. He was perfectly fine with that. He’d been there before. He’d also become a member of the Loyal Sons of Cu Chulainn and held the position of Sergeant-at-Arms. Although it is usually an honorary and symbolic position in fraternal organizations, Brian Shaughnessy used O’Bannon in more practical ways, as well.


	Dom had met O’Bannon at the faculty orientation he’d attended the previous summer, but had had little contact with him since. Now, once in the CJ Department, Dom located O’Bannon’s office. He was in.  Dom knocked on the door. “Hello, Professor O’Bannon, I’m Dom Rossi, from English. We met last August during orientation.”


	“Oh, yeah, sure. Come on in.”


	O’Bannon’s office was neat and orderly, with a large window affording a nice view of the college grounds. Dom saw that the walls behind his desk and to the right were covered with photographs showing O’Bannon shaking hands with assorted politicians, dignitaries and celebrities, as well as numerous awards and citations. There were photos of O’Bannon in uniform as a young patrolman with the Keansburg PD, others showing him receiving an award from the New Jersey State Police, a citation from the Department of Homeland Security, an award from the Diocese of Trenton and, displayed prominently behind his desk, an award from the Loyal Sons of Cu Chulainn proclaiming him Loyal Son of the Year for 2012.


	O’Bannon stood to shake hands with Dom. He was a big man, thick through the neck and shoulders with thinning red hair and wary blue eyes. He must have been an intimidating sight in his uniform.


	He said, “Call me Martin. Have a seat, Dom. So how’s it been working out for you here at Mount St. Ben’s?”


	“So far, it’s been all I’d hoped.  At least up until what happened to Rebecca Glass. I share...shared an office with her. How well did you know her, Martin?”


	O’Bannon replied, “Mostly from faculty meetings. She was a lightning rod and a hot head. But word is she was a first-rate teacher. How can I help you?”


	“I’m trying to understand more about the circumstances of her death, so maybe I can make some sense of it. Provost Delaney suggested I touch base with you, given your experience and expertise, to see if you could give me any insights. It just seems so random and accidental to me.”


	O’Bannon nodded and replied, “Muggings often seem like that. But the mugger usually knows his location, knows when to set up, and knows who is likely to enter his target zone. Like that beachfront park at that time of early evening, it’s not busy, but there would be some targets. If they’re staying at one of the nearby hotels, they’re probably well heeled. 


	“Long Branch has built up tremendously over the last decade or so, but back away from beach in the north end especially, there are some rough areas. The mugger was probably from there. Or he might have come up from Asbury Park or Neptune City. He heads to the beach, waits for his prey, probably walks towards her along the sand, and then pulls a knife or a gun and forces her into the dunes.”


	Dom nodded in understanding. He said, “I also read that she’d been hit twice with a heavy, blunt instrument, probably a lead pipe. Does that make sense, Martin?”


	“Sure. A knife attack is too prolonged and leaves the possibility of the victim screaming for help. Plus, it would leave traces of blood on the mugger. A gun is simply too noisy. As for the second blow, it’s for insurance, or it can be pure adrenaline or anger. Sometimes it’s even vindictiveness.”


	“That’s interesting. Vindictiveness suggests revenge or getting back at someone. That would indicate prior knowledge of the victim, wouldn’t it?”


	As Dom said this, he noticed that O’Bannon flushed slightly. It was an odd reaction. Then, O’Bannon waived his hand in the air as if to dismiss the issue. “Well, maybe vindictiveness is the wrong word. In any case, muggings very often go wrong and this was one of those times.”


	Figuring there was no more to be learned, Dom stood up to go.  “Thanks very much for your time and help, Martin. I really appreciate it.” 


	Dom headed back across campus thinking about why Provost Delaney told him to make a special point of checking with Martin O’Bannon. Yes, he was former law enforcement, and yes, Dom had learned important information about muggings. And it all certainly seemed relevant to the circumstances of Rebecca’s death. But it seemed to Dom that as a law enforcement guy, O’Bannon should be more concerned with the physical evidence. That ‘vindictiveness’ observation struck Dom as more emotional, almost kind of interpretive. Why?      


	After Dom left, O’Bannon picked up the phone. “He’s started.”


	Dom next headed back to the Humanities and Social Sciences building and the office of Norman Hamilton, Rebecca’s department chair. He too, was available, though apparently not thrilled to be meeting with Dom. 


	“Professor Rossi, the Provost told me what this was all about and that I should expect you. I might as well be frank. I find it inconvenient. I have a very busy schedule and many responsibilities. Please be brief.”


	Hamilton was an older, florid, man with lank brown hair going to gray, rheumy eyes, and tobacco stained teeth. Dom noticed that he made very little eye contact and tended to fidget. The fact that he was proving himself to be an asshole did not require Dom’s skill at close observation. Hamilton indicated a chair across from his desk and Dom sat. 


	Dom said, “Thank you for taking the time, Professor Hamilton. I’d like to understand more about the annual Archaeological Association meeting and Rebecca’s role in it.” 


	Hamilton said, “It is quite typical as these things go. Though you, Rossi, are likely too inexperienced to know such things. Association meetings are intended to be collegial gatherings of like-minded scholars in pursuit of knowledge. 


	“Outsiders might find the proceedings arcane, even a bit stuffy. To my way of thinking, frankly, Rebecca Glass did not fit in. She provoked and exulted in controversy. The Association was tolerant of her antics because they considered her lively and provocative. Some members found her charismatic. I found her to be insolent, combative and disrespectful.”


	“How was she as a scholar?” Dom asked.


	Hamilton looked out of his office window and answered begrudgingly, “She was brilliant, insightful, and tenacious.”


	“Can you tell me about her current work, Professor, especially about the paper she was to deliver at the Archaeological Association meeting?”


	“I actually don’t know very much, only that she seemed obsessed with her preparation for the meeting and was being very secretive. But also during that time she became even more assertive and aggressive than usual. She began to talk about wanting a promotion, she insisted on receiving research grant approval, and even demanded a lengthy sabbatical. I don’t know where these demands came from.  She was not yet in line for them. I told her that it was totally inappropriate.”
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