
Mystery Island 

 

Chapter 1: Thursday 

 

Andrew Tate spent the longest night of his life watching his wife die. He did the best he 

could and felt like it wasn’t enough. 

She grabbed his hand so tight it hurt his fingers. 

He wouldn’t let go. The physical pain was nothing compared to what was coming. 

“My halo’s slipping,” she said. “I’m seeing pitchforks.” 

“Means I’ll get to see you again.” 

Maddie smiled through her tears; she’d been too weak to laugh for the last day or 

two. He’d lost track of time last week. The whole month had been an emotional train 

wreck. 

“I want to see one more sunrise. You’re gonna have to do the singing for me. 

Promise.” 

“I got the off-key part down pat.”  

 She squeezed his hand, her last words a request for him to keep living. 

He felt her death rattle in the bottom of his own lungs. He kept talking, anyway, 

and held her hand until the doctors turned off the machines. 

 

### 

 

Andrew Tate heard his wife singing as he passed through the thin veil between sleep and 

wakefulness. Seven months, two weeks, three days, and less than an hour since she had 

taken her last breath at daybreak. She had already let go; he couldn’t stop hanging on. 

The time they spent together in his dreams was all he had left, and he lost a little more of 

her with every waking moment. He hummed the refrain to her favorite song until he 

donned his uniform: a sheriff who didn’t believe in ghosts despite being haunted by the 

memory of his departed wife. He checked the mirror and adjusted his tie, straightened his 

shoulders and leaned closer to take note of how the latest set of worry lines had etched 

another toe in the crow’s feet forming around his eyes. 

Sheriff Andrew Tate kept the peace on a small barrier island off the Forgotten 

Coast. The indigenous people who preceded him had possessed enough sense to keep the 

location secret; massive shell mounds from smoked oysters and soft-shell crab 

documented an idyllic lifestyle spent beneath palm trees. Not much had changed over the 

centuries. Enhanced security for the inhabitants of St. Nicholas Island meant locking the 

front door. Sheriff Tate did most of his patrolling by monitoring social media on his 

cellphone; he got more call-outs by private message than police radio, because he kept 

the peace by staying a step ahead of trouble. It made him loved by those who knew him, 



feared by the few bad apples who were up to no good, and respected by the rest who fell 

somewhere in-between. 

His phone dinged: one of the locals who gave guided tours posted another blurry 

picture and claimed it was the ghost of a shipwrecked pirate who misplaced his treasure. 

He ignored the warning; ghost sightings increased as the weekend drew near, and Mardi 

Gras was a bigger holiday than Christmas for the local guided-tour businesses. This 

sighting proved to be an exception, but he was set in his ways and didn’t treat the post as 

a credible threat or future problem. Sheriff Tate spent his last uneventful day keeping the 

peace on an island too small for a traffic light and too big for a one-person police force. 

Too tired to stay up; too antsy for sleep, he changed out of his uniform and 

headed for the beach. Walking barefoot on the sand gave him perspective; the vastness of 

the ocean leant itself to creative problem solving. He focused on the most pressing issues 

and let the answers drift in with the tide and swirl around on wave crests turned silvery-

blue by moonlight. He hadn’t planned on a ghostly intervention; he’d heard plenty of 

stories about ghosts and didn’t believe any of them. Most accounts involved alcohol and 

he’d been stone-cold sober for a decade. 

The apparition stood beside a clump of sea oats, looking out of place. Somebody 

playing electronic tricks on him? A hologram, perhaps? Must be—since there was no 

such thing as ghosts. He turned on his flashlight to cut through a projected, three-

dimensional image. The light bounced off an emaciated man in tattered clothing. The 

whites of his eyes gleamed and Sheriff Tate was close enough to see the pupils constrict. 

“What the hell?” Adrenaline surged through his body. His ears thrummed. Blood 

rushed to his fingers and toes. He raised his hands in a defensive position, widened his 

stance and felt the sand shift beneath his feet. 

“Who are you? Speak up.” 

Rodrigo Luis Abravanel raised a skeletal hand to shield his eyes. The strange 

torch light blinded him. 

“Hello? You’re too early for Halloween.” Sheriff Tate didn’t put much faith in 

local legends of shipwrecked sailors locked in some kind of netherworld limbo. He didn’t 

care much for Mardi Gras costumes, either. 

 “¿Qué? ¿Isaac? ¿Eres tu?” 

“Huh? I mean. Hola.” The sheriff talked with enough maids and kitchen help to 

learn a smattering of Spanish. Most of their law-enforcement issues had more to do with 

paperwork than crime. He relaxed slightly, enough to move from an offensive to a 

defensive position. 

“Gracias a Dios.” 

“Not sure God has anything to do with it. Unless you’re really a ghost and then 

I’m gonna join you in prayer.” Making a joke was better than making an arrest when 

things got this weird. If he was having a nightmare, then it was past time to wake up. 

“¡Ayúdame! 



“Save you? Or help you? Never can keep those two straight. Er, Que es, um . . . 

something.” Most Hispanic workers knew enough conversational English to get by, 

especially when motivated by a law enforcement issue. “Why? ¿Por qué?” 

“Seferino.” Rodrigo prayed to the true God of his fathers and carried a seferino, a 

small Jewish prayer book, smuggled in the lining of his coat. 

“No comprende.” Sheriff Tate was in the habit of looking up the hard words on 

his cell phone; he was too stunned to remember it was still in his pocket. 

Rodrigo was a learned man, a navigator. He opened the prayer book to prove his 

faith. 

“Yiddish? What the hell?” 

It had seemed so pragmatic to Rodrigo. Act as a Catholic on the outside and 

remain Jewish on the inside. When Queen Isabella ordered all Jews who refused to 

convert to Catholicism to leave Spain in 1492, Rodrigo escaped persecution by sailing to 

the New World. “Y luego encontramos oro. El oro es una maldición.” 

“Oro: Gold. Something about it being your curse, maybe?” Dreams weren’t 

supposed to be this hard. Nightmares, he was unsure about. The verdict was still out on 

hallucinations and drug flashbacks. Didn’t matter. Time to cut to the chase. “Gold? Er, 

Oro. ¿Dónde? Where is it? ¿Comprende, amigo?” 

Rodrigo fell to his knees and began to pray when the horrors returned. He cursed 

the seas, first in Ladino and then in Spanish. Trading lives for gold was soul murder in 

any language. He lamented the greed which had cast him ashore in this distant land, for 

gold was the curse that doomed him to wander. 

Sheriff Tate turned off his flashlight. The moon was a few days shy of starting 

over, yet cast enough light to make him wish for total darkness. Nobody, real or spectral, 

should suffer such pain. No mistaking a fellow begging for mercy, no matter how foreign 

the language. But what to do about it? Lock him up? Leave him alone? Prayer came to 

mind—a sure sign of desperation. 

Rodrigo stumbled to his feet and fled in the direction of the swamp. Sheriff Tate 

followed him. Maybe, just maybe, this strange apparition was in contact with his wife. 

Rodrigo stopped beside a pylon marking the intersection of the widow 

Thibodeaux’s property, the wildlife refuge, and Turtle Cove. A gold ring on each skeletal 

finger glowed in the faint moonlight when he rested his hand on top of the obelisk. 

“Uno momento,” the sheriff turned both palms toward the apparition to show he 

meant no harm. “Mi esposa. Porfavor.” What in the hell were the Spanish words for: tell 

my wife I love and miss her more each day? He went with the closest word he could find 

in his limited vocabulary. “¿Hablo con mi esposa? Maddie.” 

“¿Qué?” Rodrigo moved behind the pylon where the ground was too saturated for 

the sheriff to follow. 

“¿Escribe? ¿Telefono?” No, that wasn’t it. “Jeeze. Help me out, here, Maddie. I 

know you’re on the other side and this guy is the closest thing to you, yet.” 



Rodrigo raised a hand in farewell. A thick gold band encircled his wrist. The 

swamp was like quicksand, but the apparition—or whatever the hell it was—wasn’t 

bothered. Just passed over the marshland like he could walk on water and disappeared 

into the tall grasses. If his passage disturbed the nesting birds, they didn’t let on about it. 

The sheriff cupped his hands and yelled for him to return. His pleas were as 

ineffective as his vocabulary. So much for helping him reach over to the other side and 

tell Maddie how much he missed her. 

“You worry too much,” Maddie told him. “I’m in a different world, now. I have 

total freedom. I see things you can only guess at, miraculous things. And none of it hurts. 

Poor Rodrigo, he’s the exception. I sure hope you can help him out, dear. He’s suffered 

so much . . .” 

 

### 

 

Rodrigo Luis Abravanel guided a Spanish sailing ship to the largest hoard of gold ever 

discovered. A stylized sea serpent occupied the open waters in the most recent map 

available in 1531. Now they had sailed to the far side of the unknown, beyond 

Christopher Columbus, beyond the imagination of every cartographer who had ever 

lived. The crew treated Rodrigo like a hero when they reached South America. Skill and 

luck had delivered him to New Canaan: the promised land. At last, he was free to practice 

his faith and be reunited with the lost tribes of Israel. He would never leave; his vow 

became a curse when the Spanish fleet followed his route. 

Gold! Six million tons of gold to ransom the Incan King Atahualpa. It wasn’t 

enough. They killed him, anyway, but kept the gold. 

Gold fever infected all who came ashore and all who stayed aboard. Genocide 

was no stranger to the New World; it took a rogue sailor with a conquistadores’ mentality 

to introduce the Spanish Inquisition’s unique form of violence, however. 

The unexpected weight and alluring richness of color mesmerized all who held 

the spoils. The savages wielded stone age weapons, ineffective against civilized metal 

armor. The mariners felt like new men when they held gold in the palms of their hands: 

the first thing these new men wanted was more of it. Gold: the magical metal that could 

satisfy any, and every, man’s desire.  

Until the pagan Gods vibrated and came to life; until their ugly, devilish facial 

features twisted into satanic scowls and spoke in the universal language of greed. “El oro 

será tu maldición y será llevado por todas tus generaciones. Gold shall be your curse and 

be carried by all your generations.” 

 

### 

 



Sheriff Tate lingered at the edge of the swamp, trying—and failing—to make rational 

sense of an irrational experience. His feet couldn’t have felt more rooted to the spot if 

he’d been a bald cypress. Standing in one place with his mouth hanging open didn’t 

appear to be helping, although nothing could have prepared him for meeting a ghost he 

didn’t believe in. He didn’t think he was going crazy; although it didn’t feel like he was 

out of the woods, yet. Some sort of ailment? Brain tumor, maybe? A doctor might know. 

A long walk, mercifully empty of apparitions, helped calm him some by the time he 

knocked on Doc Abravanel’s front door. 

Doc Abravanel had fallen as far down the ladder as someone in the medical 

profession could tumble and still keep their license to practice. After a decade of living 

on a small island with more bars than churches, he was starting to fit in. He opened a 

clinic in his cabana after Hurricane Katrina repositioned the island’s largest sand dune on 

top of his swimming pool. Pharmacy reps with a conscience kept the towel locker 

stocked with drug samples nearing their expiration dates. A clipboard hung from a nail 

beside the rear door to keep track of what else was needed. Some patients could afford to 

come back and cross out a line or two; others just lowered the totals. On an island of 

commercial fishermen, it meant Doc never went hungry. 

“Think I’d better see you in the clinic,” Sheriff Tate said, when Doc opened his 

front door. 

“Why?” Doc Abravanel certainly looked the part, down to thick glasses and a 

bald spot where a yarmulke belonged.  

“Long story. You might need to shine one of those penlights in my eyes, or 

something.” 

Doc Abravanel opened the door a little wider. He must not have liked what he 

saw because he turned on the porchlight. “What happened? You’re white as a sheet. Look 

like you’ve seen a ghost.” 

“Afraid you’d say that.” 

“Come in. What’s wrong?” 

“Not rightly sure. Maybe you could take my temperature. Draw some blood or 

something.” 

“Why? We just did your annual physical three weeks ago.” 

“A brain scan, then. Maybe an MRI. I’m feeling in need of some treatment. 

Diagnosis is your job.” 

“Like a prostate exam? Want to turn your head and cough?” 

“Not without you taking me to dinner, first.” 

“You sound fine to me. Just tell me what’s bothering you.” 

“Can’t quite narrow it down.” 

Doc Abravanel gestured toward a vacant chair. He rested both hands on his knees 

and leaned forward to listen. There was no budging him when he assumed a dedicated 



listening pose. He’d been known to outwait pretty much everybody. A French mime 

didn’t stand a chance when Doc Abravanel settled in to hear somebody out. 

“I don’t believe in ghosts.” Sheriff Tate rested his head against the back of the 

chair. 

“Something we’ve got in common.” 

“At least I didn’t used to. Until a few minutes ago.” 

Doc Abravanel waited for him to continue. 

“Didn’t used to believe in rumors about buried treasure, neither. Except I just saw 

a shipwrecked sailor who looked like he’d come off a Spanish galleon. He was going on 

about gold and looked like he’d been suffering for centuries, judging by the tattered 

clothing he was wearing.” 

“Interesting.” 

“That’s one way of putting it. He was praying to God in Spanish and reading from 

a little black book full of Yiddish. Which on the face of it don’t add up.” 

“Even more interesting.” 

“He had a gold ring on every finger. The gold band around his wrist looked like it 

weighed half a pound.” 

“I’ll admit that’s unusual.” 

“Unusual don’t begin to cover it. I’ve been hearing rumors about you and a gold 

coin. A few reputable sources claim you got some pirate gold from a grateful father for 

birthing his child. Any truth to the matter?” 

“It’s a long story.” 

“Just about have to be. I mentioned gold to some sort of something wearing 

ragged clothes and looking like a marooned conquistador. I’m not saying it was ghost, 

mind you. The, uh, mirage or whatever, he took it hard.” 

“Go on.” 

“You need to level with me about this gold business.” 

“I’d rather hear more about the sailor. What else?” 

“Not saying. Not until you stop asking questions and fill me in on that gold. 

Liable to arrest you if you don’t. Not worried about making the charges stick; I’ll just 

keep adding to the rap sheet and lock you in a jail cell till you own up.” 

“You drive a hard bargain.” Doc Abravanel reached for the phone. “I’m calling 

Scott. He’s done the research.” 

   

### 

 

Scott Delacroix was a night owl; someone it was safe to call after midnight. It took him 

three minutes to walk over to Doc Abravanel’s house. Scott was one of those young men 

who get in trouble early and grow out of it. His unfortunate brush with the penal code 

started when he bought a used car from Teflon John and the engine seized. Teflon John, 



TJ for short, cashed the check at Scott’s bank before the stop payment went active. He 

laughed in Scott’s face when he demanded a refund, so Scott put him in the hospital. TJ 

had the last laugh; he pressed charges, collected damages, put Scott in jail, and ruined his 

credit. Not the worst of Teflon John’s scams, but certainly in the top twenty. 

 “Hello Scott. Thanks for coming over.” Doc Abravanel met him at the door. 

“Figured you’d be awake, doing whatever it is the Grand Marshal is supposed to be doing 

to get ready.” 

 Scott had drawn the short straw and was Grand Marshal of this year’s Mardi Gras 

parade. “I was watching an old black-and-white movie set during WWII.” It sounded a 

bit like a confession. Scott was a vocal proponent of the St. Nicholas Island Book Club 

and campaigned for literacy while bemoaning the ill-effects of video games and 

television. 

“I’ve got a book you can borrow if you’re desperate.” Doc Abravanel was a 

voracious reader who didn’t own a television. 

“Believe there’s a special dispensation for black-and-white movies,” Sheriff Tate 

said. He wasn’t much of a TV watcher, but he was willing to let Scott off the hook. 

Especially since he was the one asking favors. 

“Thanks, Sheriff. Didn’t expect to see you here.” 

 “The sheriff has just told me about seeing a shipwrecked sailor,” Doc Abravanel 

paused to let a healthy dose of skepticism sink in. “From a previous century.” 

“I guess it’s safe to admit it, now.” Scott looked sheepish. “I saw a menorah a 

couple of months ago. Looked it up. They had the right number of candles lit.” 

“They?” Sheriff Tate asked. 

“Rodrigo the navigator and some guy named Isaac Rael. I think he was the ship’s 

physician.” Scott glanced away from the sheriff to gauge Doc Abravanel’s expression. 

“You’re on a first name basis?” No gauge needed to measure Doc’s disbelief. 

Scott went on, anyway. “Sounded like they were speaking Spanish—which don’t 

add up.” 

“Where?” Sheriff Tate asked “Where did you see them?” 

“Along the beach near the widow Thibodeaux’s house. I followed both of them 

until they disappeared into the swamp by Turtle Cove.” 

“How come they didn’t speak heavily accented English like those Germans in the 

WWII movie you were watching?” Doc asked. “Or the Queen’s English like those space 

aliens in movie where they’ve got a speaking part?” 

“Maybe because they’re real,” Sheriff Tate said, and left it hanging out there 

despite his own lingering doubts. 

“Nothing else makes sense,” Scott said. “And that was a cheap shot about the 

aliens. You’re among friends. Your secret’s safe.” 

Doc was a closet Comic-Con fan and Scott shared his passion for Cosplay. 

They’d accidently crossed paths at a convention and Doc swore Scott to secrecy under 



the threat of revealing an embarrassing medical condition—even if he had to make one 

up. As far as island secrets went, what they did with their free time was pretty tame. 

“I just saw the one guy, Rodrigo,” Sheriff Tate said, “and he disappeared into the 

swamp without leaving footprints. Nesting birds tend to be pretty skittish and none of 

them so much as raised a squawk when he sort of drifted by.” 

“Pretty much what I saw—only he had company. Didn’t think to check for 

footprints. Too busy trying to make sense of the ragged clothes and them speaking 

Spanish. The menorah threw me, too.” 

“What do you make of it, Doc?” Sheriff Tate was starting to feel less crazy and 

more interested in plausible explanations. 

“If they’re real—and of course they’re not—they’re Jewish. Specifically, 

Sephardic Jews,” Doc Abravanel said. “From Spain,” he added, after getting blank looks 

from Scott and the Sheriff. “Circa 1530.” 

“Still not helping,” Scott admitted. 

“About as lost as when we started,” Sheriff Tate added. 

“Maybe one of the ten lost tribes of Israel?” Doc waited for both men to catch up 

before continuing. “Take the first name of Isaac, for instance. Isaac is straight out of the 

Old Testament.” 

“Might explain the Yiddish,” Sheriff Tate said. 

“And the menorah.” Scott looked like he was back on solid ground. 

“Still have the ghostly part to make sense of—which isn’t possible. The last name 

makes sense, though. Rael is a common Sephardic Jewish name. Add Is to Rael, you get, 

Israel. This was important to observant Jews who needed to appear Catholic in order to 

survive.” 

“What’s that got to do with gold?” Sheriff Tate loved history more than most 

folks, but right now he wanted answers, not a crash course in European affairs from 

seven centuries ago. 

“Spain was busy looting about fifteen tons of gold from the New World while this 

was going on,” Scott explained. 

“Okay. Explains why he was going on about gold and wearing so much of it. I 

still don’t like it,” Sheriff Tate said, “but there’s got to be more to the story. Why 

Yiddish?”   

“The navigators, cartographers, translators, ship’s physicians, the majority of 

officers who could read and write? All Jewish.” Doc Abravanel sounded less like a 

skeptic and more like a historian with something to brag about. 

“I’ll take your word on it,” Sheriff Tate said, “but why now? Why wait for 500 

years?” 

“A valid question. Maybe ghosts can’t tell time. Something to do with wrist 

watches always falling off their bony arms, perhaps?” Doc Abravanel, the skeptic, was 

back.  



“I reckon gold has something to do with it,” Scott said. 

“Meh. Babe meshh: a fairy tale. I’ve got my doubts about shipwrecked Spanish 

sailors: ghostly or otherwise.” 

“I don’t,” Scott said. “Where there’s a Spanish shipwreck from the 1500’s, there’s 

sure to be gold nearby. The challenge is finding it.” 

“Not so doubtful anymore,” Sheriff Tate confessed. “Ball’s in your court, Doc. 

Tell us about that coin.” 

“That part’s real.” Doc Abravanel walked to the roll-top desk where he kept the 

clinic records. He returned with a small gold coin the size of a six-sided quarter. It 

gleamed like no other metal. Gold doesn’t tarnish and time simply adds to its allure. 

Scott reached for the coin. He stood, out of respect, when he felt the unwritten 

history of 500 years. “I’m starting to understand the gold rush.” 

“Which one?” Sheriff Tate asked. 

“All of them.” 

“Let me see.” 

“Hang on.” Scott closed his hand around the coin and squeezed until his fingers 

turned white. His posture turned combative. The mild-mannered, bookish historian 

disappeared, and the burning desire mixed with unabashed greed that explained the gold 

rush emerged. 

Sheriff Tate withdrew his hand. Scott’s temper had landed him in jail once before. 

The sheriff believed in second chances, and a big part of keeping the peace was defusing 

tense situations.  

“Looks like a case of gold fever,” Doc Abravanel said. There was enough humor 

in his tone to lower the tension another notch. 

Scott relaxed enough for the blood to return to his hand. He didn’t let go of the 

coin, however. 

“It’s getting late.” Sheriff Tate raised his arms above his head; he interlocked his 

fingers and stretched. A yawn came naturally. “Reckon I’ll come back, tomorrow. 

Probably about time for all of us to get some rest.” 

“That sounds like a good idea,” Doc Abravanel said, following the Sheriff’s lead. 

He wanted his coin back; he didn’t want a confrontation with a man who was thirty years 

younger and five times stronger, especially since Scott’s temper was hot enough to make 

the sheriff cautious.  

Sheriff Tate got out of his chair and headed for the door. It changed the energy in 

the room. 

Doc Abravanel opened the front door and Sheriff Tate took up a position on the 

front porch. Scott joined him outside but didn’t realize he was still holding the coin until 

Doc Abravanel held out his hand and asked nicely for its return. Scott looked over his 

shoulder and saw Sheriff Tate blocking his exit. He rubbed his thumb across the top and 

bottom of the coin and traced the six-sides with his index finger. It took him a long time 



to release his grip. Less than a troy ounce of gold, and yet almost enough to start a war 

between friends. 
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